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Author’s Notes

These novellas are a parallel series to the longer, more complex mysteries in the Kate Huntington series. The Kate on Vacation stories are intended to be quick, fun reads–appetizers for new readers or light snacks to tide established fans over until the next full-length novel is released. I have also included a lot of local color to allow readers to travel vicariously.

Let me quickly thank my wonderful posse of beta readers–Gina, Sue, Judy, Ann and Ralph–and my partner, Shannon Esposito, and fellow misterio press
 author, Kirsten Weiss, who both critiqued this story. Also much gratitude, as always, to my husband for putting up with my weird writerly habits, and for proofreading the final manuscript to make sure all the t’s were crossed and the i’s dotted. I could not have done it without you all!

All of the events of the Nights of Lights celebration in St. Augustine at Christmastime are real, but I have taken a few liberties, especially with the timing. I’ve crammed them all into the ten days before Christmas when they are actually spread out over the entire month of December.

As Kate says, nobody does Christmas quite like St. Augustine.


CHAPTER ONE


Finally
, this day had arrived!

Kate sank back against the headrest of the passenger seat in their rental and let out a sigh. They would be at her parents’ condo in St. Augustine in less than half an hour.

In her profession, it was always hard to get away, but especially over the holidays, a rough time for a lot of people. She had miraculously managed to get all of her psychotherapy clients stabilized and her former boss, Sally Ford, had agreed to handle any emergencies that came up.

Kate knew her clients were in good hands. She let out another small sigh and felt herself relax a bit more.

“We gonna be at Grandma’s and Pop Pop’s soon, Mommy?” Billy yelled from the backseat.

Skip stuck his finger in his ear and wiggled it but said nothing, keeping his eyes glued to the unfamiliar road.

Kate hid a grin as she looked back over her shoulder. The three-year-old was squirming against the straps of his car seat and kicking his feet. One connected with the back of Kate’s seat. “Inside voice in the car, please. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Sorry, Mommy,” the little boy said, with no significant lowering of volume.

His not-quite-five-year-old sister rustled in her sleep, murmuring something unintelligible. Then she drifted off again, her curly head lolling to one side. In Edie’s case, travel fatigue had trumped excitement.

They were now on Route A1A, heading south along the Florida coastline. Occasionally Kate saw glimpses of the beach and surf. She lowered her window partway. The breeze whipped her own dark curls across her face. Pushing them out of sky-blue eyes, she breathed in the tangy air. She loved St. Augustine, but it was going to be weird celebrating Christmas in seventy-degree weather surrounded by sand and palm trees.

Thoughts of Christmas reminded her that only two of her three siblings would be arriving with their families for the holiday next week.


Don’t go there,
 she mentally admonished. No negative thoughts on our first day of vacation.


“Isn’t that it coming up?” Skip pointed to a sign half a block away that read Egret’s Nest
.

Before Kate could answer, the truck’s GPS chirped, “In two hundred feet, arrive at destination on your left.”

Kate reached back and gently shook her daughter’s knee. “We’re here, Edie. Wake up, sweetie.”

Skip pulled into the lot and located the visitors’ parking spaces for his in-laws’ building. As they piled out of the rented SUV, Billy charged toward the stairs on the outside of the building, his sister racing to catch up.

“Wait up, guys,” Kate called out, chasing after them.

Kate’s father, Dan O’Donnell, already had the door of their third-floor condo open. He must have been watching from the window. He and his wife greeted their grandchildren and daughter with hugs, but their smiles did not quite reach their worried eyes.

Skip came through the open door, a suitcase in each hand and two smaller bags tucked under his arms. Dan took one of the suitcases from him as he slapped his son-in-law on the shoulder. “How ya doin’, lad?”

“Great, now that we’re finally here.” Skip lowered the other bags to the floor so he could shake Dan’s hand. Then he leaned down and kissed his plump mother-in-law’s flushed cheek.

“Are you hungry? Did you get lunch?” Bridget O’Donnell said. She looked around her own living room as if she’d forgotten where the kitchen was. “I’ll fix you something.”

“We ate at the airport,” Kate said. “Ma, what’s the matter?”

“Oh, it’s nothing for you all to worry about,” her mother said.

“We got a call a little while ago, from Irene, one of our friends here,” Dan explained. “She’s worried sick ’cause Sally’s missing.”

“Who’s Sally?” Kate asked. “Her cat?”

“No, her husband.”

.

Twenty minutes later, the rest of their things had been retrieved from the truck, the kids were playing on the living room floor with a new puzzle their grandparents had given them, and the adults were seated at the table a few feet away in the condo’s small kitchen area.

“Could your friend have wandered off? Has he shown any signs of dementia?” Kate asked.

Her normally mild-mannered mother shot her a glare. “Sal’s sharp as a tack.”

“He went out after supper last night,” her father said. “Walked over to the convenience store for some milk and bread and never came home. Irene didn’t realize ’til this morning that he wasn’t there. She was feelin’ poorly last night so she’d gone on to bed.”

“She went down to the store,” Bridget said. “The owner knows all of us. We go in there all the time. He said Sal had been in, bought a few things and then left, around eight.”

“And that’s the last anybody’s seen him?” Skip asked.

“Aye,” Dan said. “She’s called all around to their friends. I told her to call the police.”

“That’s why I asked about senility,” Kate said. “If he had dementia the police would start looking for him right away. Otherwise, he’s a missing person and they probably won’t take the report until a certain amount of time passes.”

“In some jurisdictions, it’s as much as forty-eight hours,” Skip said.

“Why is that?” Bridget asked.

“Because a lot of people come home,” Skip said, “or at least call within that time frame, with some logical explanation.”

“Or to say they’re not coming home,” Kate added, “in the case of a spouse leaving their wife or husband.”

“That ain’t likely here,” Dan said. “Sal dotes on Irene. They’ve been married fifty-nine years.”

“Has she called the local hospitals?” Kate asked.

“Only one in St. Augustine is Flagler Hospital,” her mother said. “She called there.”

“Maybe I should go down to the convenience store and talk to the staff,” Skip said. “See what they have to say.”

Kate shot him a grateful look. His private investigator’s license wasn’t valid in Florida but that didn’t mean he couldn’t help a worried woman find her husband.

“I’ll go with you, lad.” Dan lumbered to his feet. “Introduce you to the owner.”

~~~~~~~~

As Dan and Skip reached the entrance to the Kangaroo Stop, they were almost bowled over by a group of teenage girls pushing through the doors, hands full of snacks and soft drinks. They were scantily clad in beachwear despite the fact that the thermometer was hovering at seventy-one degrees. The men stepped back to let them pass.

Two girls swiveled their heads around to stare at Skip. The one who looked to be the oldest of the group actually turned around and walked backward for a couple steps, eyeing him up and down.

Skip stood six-five and worked hard to stay in shape. He was used to admiring glances from women, but not such blatant attention from ones quite so young. He silently cursed the fact that he blushed so easily as he felt the heat creeping up his face.

One of the girls whispered something to her companions. They all giggled.

Holding the door open, Dan chuckled under his breath and slapped his son-in-law on the shoulder as he entered the store.

The owner, Mr. Park, repeated in broken English what he had told Irene.

“Did you notice anything different about him or what he did?” Skip asked.

Mr. Park shook his head. “He no act strange. Just pick up tings, but I no ring him up. Joey did... Hey, Joey, come out here.”

A tall, lanky teenage boy, with stringy dark hair and pimples scattered across his cheeks, came out of the back room. “Yeah, Mr. P. Whacha need?”

“Mr. Sal, he come in last night. You ring him up. He act strange?”

Joey looked at the ceiling for a moment. “Not really, but he turned right when he went out the door. Not back toward the old far... I mean, the condo complex. I went up front to straighten the stuff near the window. Saw him crossing the street at the corner.”

“Going across the main road?” Skip asked.

“Yeah.”

“Did you notice anything else?”

The kid shook his head.

“Thanks, Joey. You’ve been a big help.”

“Are you a cop? Is Mr. Sal in trouble or somethin’?”

“No, I’m Dan’s son-in-law.” Skip nodded toward his father-in-law. “I’m also a private investigator. Sal never came home last night. His wife’s real worried. If either of you see or hear anything, will you give us a call?”

Dan pulled a pen and a scrap of paper, an old receipt, out of his pocket. He scratched his phone number on the back and handed it to Mr. Park.

Out on the sidewalk, Skip scanned the buildings on the other side of the four lanes of Route A1A. They were mostly private beach houses, with a few commercial properties scattered in between–a gas station, dry cleaner’s, beachwear boutique, and a bar and grill on the corner.

Skip turned to the right and started down the sidewalk. Dan fell into step beside him.

“Does Sal drink?” Skip asked.

“He’s a recovering alcoholic.” Dan’s voice came out on a huff.

Skip slowed his pace and glanced over at his father-in-law. It seemed like the man had shrunk some in recent times. Dan had once been almost as big as Skip, and although the older man had carried some excess fat, he had been strong as an ox. Somewhere along the way, that powerful man Skip had met six years ago had morphed into a more roly-poly grandfather.

“He was on foot so I doubt he was going to the gas station. Wonder when the dry cleaner’s closes.”

“Six,” Dan said.

“So he either was looking for a new swimsuit or he went to the bar.”

They crossed at the traffic light and went into the bar and grill. The rich greasy smell of grilled meat lingered from the lunchtime crowd, but at mid-afternoon, only a handful of customers, all male, were scattered around the tables and at the bar. Skip and Dan split up to ask the men if they had been there last night, and if so had they seen a short, thin man, with white hair and moustache and wearing black-rimmed glasses. Half the customers hadn’t been around the previous evening. The others shook their heads in response to Sal’s description.

“You’ve just described fifty percent of the locals,” the bartender snorted, when they asked him. “The other half are white-haired ladies.”

They left the barkeep snickering at his own lame humor. Out on the sidewalk again, Skip glanced down the side street.

“There’s another bar down there. Let’s check it out while we’re here. But we really need a picture of Sal.”

The second bar, a block off of A1A, was smaller, dingier and didn’t smell nearly as good. It was doing a much better business, however. There were at least twenty customers drinking beer at the bar or sitting around the tables. Dan and Skip split up again.

As he talked to several customers, repeating Sal’s description, Skip noticed that two men had gone through a door into the back part of the building, about five minutes apart. He wondered if there was a private dining area beyond the door, or perhaps a pool table. As he headed in that direction, he was intercepted by the bartender.

“Can I help ya?” The man was a head shorter than Skip but probably matched him in weight. He was built like a giant billiard ball–a bulky torso, muscular arms, bowed legs, no neck and a shaved head. Both the head and the arms–hanging out of a sweatshirt with the sleeves cut out of it–were covered with tattoos.

“We’re looking for a friend of ours,” Skip said. “He might have been in here last night.” He repeated Sal’s description.

“Didn’t see ’im,” the bartender said, looking Skip in the eye with a hard glare.

“Thanks, man.” Glancing over the shorter man’s shoulder, Skip saw another customer slip through the door behind him.

Skip edged away as the barkeep continued to glare after him. Catching Dan’s eye, he headed for the door.

Once outside, Skip paused to wait for Dan to catch up. He noticed a paper bag lying behind the scraggly bushes to the left of the door. As he watched, the bag moved, making a faint rustling sound. He reached out and nudged it with the toe of his sneaker. A mouse scurried out of the bag, just as Dan came out the door.

Skip started walking. When they were a healthy distance from the bar, he said, “Barkeep says he didn’t see Sal, but I think he’s lying.”

“He’s a scary-lookin’ chap. Why ya think he’s lying?”

“Hunch mainly,” Skip said. “Most people look away when they lie, but really experienced liars stare you right in the eye. And that bag the mouse ran out of. I’d bet money there’s a loaf of bread and a quart of milk in it.”

Dan stopped walking. “Shouldn’t we be investigating it then?”

Skip shook his head. “I’ll check it out later. I suspect the bartender was watching me out the window, to make sure I left. He might’ve gotten annoyed if we’d started poking around in the bushes. I’m not real sure I want to annoy a guy like him when I’m unarmed.”

“Might be able to help ya out there, lad. Bought me a handgun when we moved down here, for protection.”

“Yeah, but my license to carry concealed doesn’t extend to Florida.”

“True. I looked into all that when I bought the gun, thinkin’ I’d take it up north when we visit. But Maryland don’t honor Florida’s license and vicey versa, so I didn’t bother.”

Skip snorted. “Maryland doesn’t even have reciprocity with Pennsylvania. I had to get a separate license from PA, for the times I end up going across the state line on a case.”

“Yer good to go then, lad. We got that resprosty thing with Pennsylvania.”

“Great. I should probably carry a copy of your registration with me too.”

“No gun registration down here.”

Skip raised an eyebrow.

Dan chuckled. “This is Florida, lad. Probably the only place that’s got looser gun laws than we do is your own home state o’ Texas. You don’t even gotta have a good reason to carry concealed in order to get a license down here, just can’t be a felon or a crazy.”

Skip laughed. “Better not let your daughter hear you calling people crazies.”


CHAPTER TWO

When they returned to the condo, they were met with silence, and a note on the kitchen table informing them that Kate and Bridget had taken the kids for a walk on the beach.

Dan located his snub nose .38 and turned it over to his son-in-law.

“Let’s go talk to Irene,” Skip said. “We need a picture of Sal.” They headed back to the elevators to go down one level.

The elderly woman who answered the door of Unit 212 was painfully thin, with leathery wrinkled skin and pale blue, red-rimmed eyes. Her face was gray under her tan and her hand trembled as she reached out for Dan’s. “Did ya find out anythin’?” she asked in the gravelly voice of a long-term smoker.

Dan took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Not all that much yet, Irene. This is my son-in-law, Skip Canfield. Can we come in?”

“Course. Sorry. Where’s my manners?” Irene led the way down a narrow hall into a living room/kitchen area that replicated that in the O’Donnells’ condo. Hers, however, was over-stuffed with furniture. She gestured toward an Early American-style sofa that looked totally out of place in a Florida beachfront condo.

Skip paused for a moment to take in the view. His in-laws’ condo was on the side of the complex and was “ocean-view,” which meant you could see a slice of the beach and waves through the gap between the buildings. Irene and Sal’s place had the full oceanfront effect–waves rolling onto the beach, seagulls and pelicans soaring overhead.

Tearing his eyes away, Skip sat down on the sofa next to Dan. Irene perched on the edge of an armchair jammed between an ornate china cabinet and a floor-to-ceiling entertainment center that contained a massive state-of-the-art, flat-screen TV.

Irene picked up a smoldering cigarette from the large glass ashtray on the coffee table. She took a long drag, then blew the smoke away from them. Since the condo didn’t smell of stale smoke, Skip suspected that either Irene normally smoked outside or she had recently re-established her relationship with cigarettes.

“We’ve found out a few things,” he said. “When Sal left the convenience store last night he apparently went to a bar across A1A called Larry’s.”

Irene was shaking her head. “He wouldn’t go to no bar. He’s been dry for years. Goes to AA.” Her accent revealed her home state of New Jersey.

Keeping his tone gentle, Skip said, “People fall off the wagon.”

“Not Sal. He’s diabetic. Doc told him if he drank again, it’d kill him.”

“I didn’t know that,” Dan said.

“He don’t talk ’bout it. Shamed of it really. Thinks it’s a weakness. I told him nobody’d think twice ’bout it.”

Skip paused for a moment to wonder why a man who admitted to being a recovering alcoholic would think diabetes was a weakness. Shaking his head slightly, he asked, “Do you have a recent picture of Sal, and what’s his full name, by the way?”

“Salvatore Antonio Ricci,” Irene said as she moved to a desk across the room. She picked up a framed picture. After a moment of hesitation, she carried it back to them. Taking the picture out of the frame, she handed it over.

“Does Sal carry insulin with him?” Skip was trying not to imagine the smiling man in the photo lying in a field somewhere in a diabetic coma.

“No, he don’t need insulin. Just watches what he eats real good. Doc said he wore out his pancreas with his drinkin’. Least it weren’t his liver. That’d be worse.” Irene had gotten up and walked into the kitchen while she was talking. She opened a cabinet, then shook her head. “He takes pills twice a day to help keep his sugar level steady. They’re here.” She took a pill bottle out of the cabinet and showed it to them.

“Did you tell the police that he’s diabetic?” Skip asked.

“Yeah. They said they’d put out a bulletin but that I need to come down and file the report in person, and bring a photo.”

“I’ll take you, Irene.” Dan pushed his bulk up off the sofa.

.

Feeling a bit more secure with Dan’s .38 tucked into the back of his waistband, his loose shirttail covering the butt, Skip walked back to Larry’s Bar. Outside the door, he stooped down and pretended to tie his shoe while he checked out the paper bag behind the bushes. It contained a quart of milk, starting to smell a bit sour in the Florida sun, a loaf of bread with one end of its wrapper chewed off, and a Kangaroo Stop receipt.

Inside the bar, the bartender gave him a sharp look but didn’t say anything when Skip ordered a burger and a beer.

He sipped the beer as he watched the door to the back room in his peripheral vision. A customer opened it and rather furtively ducked behind it, just as a thin young man, wearing a grubby apron over jeans and a T-shirt, came through an open doorway to the right of the end of the bar.

“Who ordered the burger?”

Skip waved him over. He pulled out Sal’s photo as the young man set a plate in front of him. “This guy ever come in here?”

The kid shook his head without even looking at the photo, then scurried back around the corner.

The bartender headed back down the bar. “Ya want another beer with that?”

“Yeah, that’d be good,” Skip said, then slid the photo toward the barkeep. “This is the guy I was asking about earlier.”

Picking the photo up with thick fingers, the man made a show of examining it carefully, then shook his shaved and inked head. “Nope, don’t look familiar.” Handing the snapshot back, he headed up the bar to wait on a customer.

Another man slipped through the door into the back. Skip contemplated ways he could get a look behind that mysterious door. He decided he’d better not push it for now. Although he didn’t really want the greasy burger, he made himself finish it, then dropped some bills on the bar and sauntered out of the building.

After retrieving his rented SUV from the condo complex’s parking lot, Skip found an unobtrusive spot to park on the side street a half-block down from Larry’s Bar. He had a clear view of the back exit and most of the parking lot. He cracked his window for some air, then wished he hadn’t when a pungent whiff from Larry’s dumpster floated his way on the sea breeze.

The truck’s windows were tinted, protecting him from the glare of the late afternoon sun. The tinted glass also meant that the men coming out of the bar’s back door every few minutes couldn’t see him. They walked to their vehicles in the back lot.

Was he reading too much into that back room? Could be the barkeep let regulars go out that way to shorten the distance to their cars.

After a few minutes’ lull, a tall, dark-haired man came out. He paused near the door and lit a cigarette. He stood there, smoking and staring into space for several minutes. Then he dropped the cigarette butt on the pavement, stepped on it and re-entered the bar.

Three more men came out, at five to ten-minute intervals, and got in their cars or trucks. A heavy-set, elderly man appeared. He walked across the parking lot and headed up the sidewalk toward A1A, going right past the bar’s front door.

Skip’s suspicions grew. There was something fishy going on in the back part of that bar. And he’d bet good money that the barkeep had recognized Sal’s picture. He’d actually examined it a little too long and studiously.

The question was how to find out what was going on without ending up in a direct confrontation with the giant tattooed billiard ball?

.

When Skip returned to the condo, Kate and her mother were feeding the kids an early dinner. Billy was nodding off over his plate.

“They’re exhausted,” Kate said, then added under her breath, “Finally.”

Skip grinned at her, then went into the living room to confer with Dan. He was heartened to hear that the police were taking Sal’s disappearance seriously. Apparently local jurisdictions had a lot of leeway in deciding when to take a missing persons report.

“Did they give you a contact person’s number?” he asked.

Dan pulled out his wallet, extracted a business card and handed it to his son-in-law. Skip used his cell phone to call the number on the card. He left a message on the detective’s voicemail regarding the bag of milk and bread found at Larry’s Bar and his suspicions about other activities going on in the back area of the building.

Kate came into the living room. “We’re going to get the kids settled and then we’ll have dinner.”

Skip was seriously regretting the greasy burger still lying like a rock in his stomach. His mother-in-law was as good a cook as his wife was not.

“Darlin’, do you know anything about diabetes?” he asked. Kate was a mental health rather than physical health professional but nonetheless she had picked up a lot of knowledge through the years about the body. It wasn’t as disconnected from the mind as people tended to think it was.

He repeated to her what Irene had told them about Sal’s diabetes.

“You said he takes pills for it?” she clarified when he’d finished.

“Yeah, I guess they control his insulin well enough.”

Kate shook her head. “He probably has what’s called labile diabetes. His blood sugar goes up too high but also down too low. The pills would be more for the latter. And his doctor’s exaggerating, no doubt to scare him. Drinking wouldn’t kill him anytime soon but it would make the diabetes progress much more quickly. What could happen, if he missed his evening dose of the meds and then drank alcohol, would be a spike in his blood sugar, followed by a substantial drop. That could make him weak and dizzy. He may have sat down somewhere to rest and passed out.”

Skip and his father-in-law exchanged a look. “Would he still be out cold after all this time?” Dan asked.

“I honestly don’t know, but if that’s what happened and he’s still lying in a field or on the beach somewhere...” Kate shook her head.

“Tell yer ma ta hold our dinner,” Dan said. “We’d best go lookin’ fer him, ’fore it gets full dark.”

Skip knew from his father-in-law’s thickened brogue that he was struggling with his emotions.

Kate met his gaze with a penetrating look. Her eyes were shiny with unshed tears.

Skip agreed with her unspoken message. The longer the elderly man was missing, the less likely this would have a good outcome.


CHAPTER THREE

Outside on the sidewalk, the sun had fallen below the horizon and shadows were starting to gather.

“Suppose Sal did slip off the wagon,” Skip said. “Had a few drinks, then felt dizzy. He probably wouldn’t go straight home. He’d try to walk off the booze, sober up some before facing Irene. Where would he be likely to go?”

Dan thought for a moment, scrubbing his broad face with a big hand. “Me and Sally go for a walk sometimes, when one of us wants to get away for a little while. Tis a bit of an adjustment, goin’ from a big house to these condos.”

Skip stifled a grin. That was the closest he’d ever heard his father-in-law come to complaining about his wife of fifty-three years. “Where do you usually walk?” he asked.

“Depends on our mood. After dark, by himself, I’d say he’d head for the beach to clear his head.”

“Which way would he go to get to the beach?”

“Either direction. There’s access to the beach every block or so. Some of the access paths have benches, and dunes ’round ’em.”

“So he could have gone to sit on a bench, and maybe staggered into the sand and fell behind a dune,” Skip said.

Dan nodded grimly. “You go up a block. I’ll go this way. Search back toward the middle. Wish I’d thought to get a flashlight.”

“We don’t find anything on this first pass, we’ll get a couple at Mr. Park’s.”

Skip walked up to the first break in the buildings and turned onto the path leading to the beach. There was no bench here but he saw what Dan had meant by dunes. The wind had blown the sand into small peaks and valleys that stretched in either direction and piled up against low fences or block walls in front of the oceanfront buildings.

After examining the area around the access path carefully, Skip started trudging through the deep sand at the edge of the dunes, sometimes stepping over one in order to see what lay in the valleys. Despite the fairly constant breeze coming in off the water, he really wasn’t cold in his shirt sleeves. It was hard to fathom that this was mid-December.

Fifteen minutes later, he had nothing to show for his efforts but a lot of sand in his sneakers. He saw Dan slogging toward him in the gathering dusk. Continuing to carefully examine the ever-darker crevasses between the small dunes, Skip made his way over to his father-in-law.

Dan let out a huff of air. “Guess we’d better get them flashlights and check a few blocks in either direction.”

An hour later, it was pitch black and they had found no trace of Sal. Feet dragging, they headed back to the condo.

~~~~

Kate had been watching from the window of the condo. She met them at the door. She didn’t have to ask if they’d found anything. Fatigue and frustration were written on their faces.

“Dump the sand out of your shoes before you come in,” she said. “Ma’s dishing up your food.”

Once the men had eaten, Kate shooed her parents off to bed. “I’ll clean up, Ma.”

Bridget opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again and shuffled down the hall toward the master bedroom. Kate’s worried gaze followed her.

Skip helped carry dishes over to the kitchen counter, then loaded them into the dishwasher after Kate had scraped and rinsed them.

They made their way to the second bedroom, stopping to look in on the kids who were sleeping on a futon in the small den.

Kate looked in dismay at the pile of sheets and pillowcases in the middle of the daybed in the guest room. She picked up the linens and handed them to Skip, then pulled the cover off the bed. Reaching under it, she pulled out the trundle that converted the day bed into a king-sized expanse. Taking the fitted sheet from the stack in Skip’s arms, she shook it out across the mattresses.

“This is so unlike my mother. Normally she’d have this room set up before we got here. She’s really upset about Sal and Irene.”

Her father’s voice rumbled through the wall, the words unintelligible.

“You may want to keep your voice down, darlin’,” Skip said. “They might hear you.”

Kate sighed. She’d forgotten how paper-thin the walls of the condo’s rooms were.

Skip put the rest of the linens on top of the small chest of drawers and grabbed one corner of the sheet to pull it down around a mattress corner.

Butterflies of anxiety fluttered in Kate’s stomach, partly for the missing man and his worried wife, but mostly for her parents who obviously cared about this couple. “Is there anything else we can do to find Sal?” she whispered.

“Not that I can think of,” Skip replied in a low voice. “I’m pretty sure something’s going on at that bar, but that’s up to the local police to investigate now. They probably wouldn’t take kindly to interference.”

Once again her parents’ voices drifted through the wall, not quite loud enough to make out words.

Kate looked at her husband with regret. “I’m afraid there’ll be no hanky-panky here, Mr. Canfield.” She shook a light blanket out across the top of the now made-up bed.

Skip just cocked an eyebrow at her as he struggled to get a pillow into its case.

“You know I’m no prude, but I’m still enough of a Catholic girl that I’m not moaning and groaning where my parents can hear me.”

Skip dropped the pillow onto the bed. “It’s gonna be a very long twelve days,” he said with a sigh.

~~~~~~~~

The next morning, Bridget insisted that Kate and Skip forget about their friends’ troubles. “There’s nothing more you can do. It’s up to the police now. Go on. Go enjoy yourselves. We’ll entertain the kids.”

They were happy to take her up on that offer. After a hearty breakfast of bacon and eggs, they headed toward the historic district of St. Augustine, wearing light jackets to ward off a slight December chill.

Parking was not the issue it normally was during the height of tourist season in the summer. At Kate’s suggestion, they started with a horse and carriage ride around the old city.

With a lap robe over their knees, they snuggled together and listened to the young driver’s commentary on the history of the first Spanish settlement in the New World. Kate loved the soft lines of the architecture, the stucco walls in warm shades of beige or buttery yellow and the terra cotta of the tile roofs.

The horse clopped past the perimeter of Flagler College, once the Hotel Ponce De Leon, where the rich and famous had stayed. Through the open gates, Kate and Skip glimpsed lush foliage and a fountain in the central courtyard, flanked on three sides by tall elegant buildings.

Next, Kate took Skip to St. George Street. Several blocks were dedicated to pedestrians only and shoppers strolled from shop to shop. Every window was festooned with garlands and lit with electric candles. The trees between the quaint buildings sparkled with white lights and the doorways and eaves were framed with them.

“Wait until after dark. Half the lights aren’t even on yet,” Kate said. “Balmy temperatures notwithstanding, nobody but nobody does Christmas quite like St. Augustine does.”

Skip let Kate drag him into several shops.  Soon his arms were laden with bags of last-minute Christmas purchases.

“I thought you liked to get your shopping out of the way early,” he said.

“Normally, yeah, but not when I come to Florida for the holidays. I’ve been here enough times, I know these shops like the back of my hand. I can plan ahead what I want to buy down here.” With that, she made a beeline for a leather shop. “You can sit out here on that bench if you want,” she said over her shoulder. “I won’t be long. I’m gonna get my sister a purse, and see if I can find a leather backpack to send to Amy.”

~~~~

Skip gratefully sank onto the bench and laid his wife’s purchases down on either side of him. He thought about Amy and her parents. Kate’s brother and sister-in-law had barely spoken to Kate for the last four years, because of a situation beyond Kate’s control that had put her young niece in jeopardy. Amy had never held it against her aunt and had stayed in touch. But Michael and Phyllis had remained distant. They weren’t coming down to Florida to participate in the family Christmas solely because Kate was here.

When Kate came out of the store fifteen minutes later with yet another large bag, she was looking preoccupied. Skip pulled several packages toward him to make room for her on the bench.

Kate sat down and sighed, stretching her legs out in front of her. She glanced at her watch. “Hmm, shop til ya drop. I’m now ready to drop at eleven thirty-five a.m.”

They sat in silence for a few moments, watching the tourists strolling by with bags of goodies, some of them licking frozen popsicles in exotic flavors from The Hyppo a couple blocks away and around the corner on Charlotte Street.

“Penny for your thoughts, darlin’,” Skip drawled, a bit of his native Texas creeping into his voice.

“I can’t stop thinking about Sal and Irene. Where could he be? Elderly people don’t usually just up and disappear, not unless they’re senile.”

“Wherever he is, I’d bet money his disappearance has something to do with that sleazy little bar,” Skip said.

“How can we get into that back area to see what’s going on?”

Skip cocked an eyebrow at her use of we.
 “I thought about pretending I was looking for the men’s room and just opening the door, but the bartender was already giving me the evil eye. I decided that was too risky.”

Kate turned toward him, almost knocking some of the packages off the bench. With excitement in her voice, she said, “I could do that.”

Skip shook his head.

Ignoring the gesture, she continued, “I could go in and order something, then go looking for the ladies’ room.”

“It’s not the kind of place women go into alone.”

“Yeah, but I’m just a dumb tourist who doesn’t know any better. I’m dying of thirst and just have to have a cold drink. I can play the part, feed right into their stereotypes of women.”

Skip was shaking his head again. “Too dangerous.”

“Dangerous how? If they were doing something blatantly illegal back there, they wouldn’t have the door unlocked. They must have people wander through that door uninvited occasionally. Besides you can be stationed right outside, to come running to the rescue if I need you.” Kate stood up and started gathering up the plastic bags from the bench. “Come on. Let’s go back to the condo so I can change.”

Skip sighed as he pushed himself to his feet.

~~~~

In the cramped guest room, Kate was rummaging through the closet where she had hung her clothes. Skip sat down on the bed. There was no chair in the room. With the bed opened out, there was little room to stand, and even less for other furniture. “This kinda gives the term bed
room a whole new meaning,” he said.

Kate pulled out a sundress she had bought on a whim. She hadn’t been at all sure she would get up the nerve to wear it. It was a bit snugger and showed more cleavage than her normal attire. But it was the perfect costume for this role.

Skip stretched out on the bed and closed his eyes.

Kate shed her jeans and cotton blouse and wiggled into the dress. The black bodice, liberally sprinkled with red hibiscus blossoms, fit snugly and then flared out into a solid red A-line skirt that reached to just above Kate’s knees. She slipped her feet into black sandals.

Skip opened his eyes and abruptly sat up. “Unh uh. No way.”

Kate ignored him as she reached up to the shelf in the closet for her sunhat. Settling it on her head, she donned sunglasses to complete the disguise.

Skip shook his head. “It’s not that warm outside. You’re gonna freeze in that.”

Kate crossed to the small chest of drawers tucked into the corner of the room. She reached into a drawer, pulled out a black sweater and draped it loosely over her shoulders. “So maybe I’ll order hot tea instead of a soda.”

Skip snorted. “Love to see the expression on Billiard Ball’s face when he takes that order.”

“Come on. Let’s go.”

“Wait a minute. We...”

But Kate was already headed out of the room.

They plotted their strategy as they drove the short distance from the O’Donnells’ condo to the corner of A1A and the side street that led to Larry’s Bar.

“I’d intended to have you carry a cell phone with the line open,” Skip said. “But I don’t know where you’d put it in that get-up.”

“You don’t like my new dress.” Kate pretended to be hurt.

“I like it just fine. I don’t like the idea of you going into that place wearing it.”

“I’ll be okay. And it has a pocket in the skirt.” She dug her cell phone out of her purse. Waiting until Skip had parked a couple blocks down from the bar, she hit the speed dial number for his cell.

He fished it out of his shirt pocket as it started to buzz. Speaking into the phone he said, “Be careful. This is not a game.”

Kate shifted her hips to put her phone into the skirt pocket. “Now that’s insulting. I know damn well this isn’t a game.”

“Sorry, darlin’. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I won’t. But we need a code word, in case things start to go south.”

“How about that? You say something about loving the south, or you thought people in the south were nicer than that. Whatever fits with the situation.”

Kate nodded, then leaned over to peck him on the cheek before exiting the car.

~~~~

Skip shook his head. That quick glimpse of her cleavage had left him wishing they were somewhere else, preferably somewhere with a soft bed.

He held his cell phone to his ear. He could hear the rustle of cloth as Kate walked down the street.

He hoped this wasn’t as bad an idea as the knot in his gut was saying it was.


CHAPTER FOUR

Kate paused in the doorway to let her eyes adjust to the dimly lit room. She took off her sunglasses and perched them on top of her head. Edging over to the bar, she climbed onto a stool. The man Skip had described as a billiard ball with a head appeared in front of her.

“Kin I help ya?” he asked, his tone neither welcoming nor rejecting.

Kate shivered dramatically. “I thought it’d be warmer than this down here in Florida. Can I have a cup of hot tea, please?”

The man arched an eyebrow toward his tattooed skull but said nothing. He walked away and disappeared through the open doorway at the end of the bar. A few minutes later he returned with a steaming cup and a limp, off-brand tea bag.

As Kate dunked the tea bag in the water, she asked, “So you must be Larry?”

The man nodded, his expression still neutral.

Kate’s stomach conveniently grumbled. She made a show of looking at her watch. “No wonder I’m hungry. Do you serve food?”

“Some. Burgers, hot dogs, fries.”

“No salads?”

Larry scowled.

“I’ll have a burger, no roll, with lettuce and tomato.”

“Got tomatoes. No lettuce.”

“That’s fine then.”

As he walked away, Kate sipped her tea and tried not to grimace. The tea bag was beyond stale.

She looked around the room. There were about twenty people, almost all male, scattered around the tables and along the bar. Most were sipping beers, a few had plates of food in front of them. None of the women were alone, and they all looked like they’d had hard lives. Kate wondered if they were prostitutes.

She gave a couple of them a tentative smile. Only one smiled back but there was no warmth in her eyes.

A few minutes later, Larry was back with an overdone burger on a plate and two slices of surprisingly fresh-looking tomato. “Could I bother you for a little mayo?” Kate said, as he set the plate in front of her.

Larry disappeared again and returned with an industrial-sized jar of mayonnaise and a spoon. He scooped up a dollop and plopped it on Kate’s plate.

“Thanks so much.” She smiled at him. “This tomato looks yummy. Is it local?”

“Yeah. Get ’em from a friend a mine.”

Wow, close to a complete sentence that time.

She cut off a section of tomato slice and put it in her mouth, then rolled her eyes in real pleasure. “How does he grow these this time of year?”

“Can only grow tomatoes in the spring and fall down here. Too hot in the summer.”

“Well, tell him for me that this is the best tomato I’ve ever tasted.”

“Naw, then he’ll jack the price up.” The billiard ball actually grinned at her.

Kate chuckled and took another bite of tomato. She waited for Larry to walk away before slathering mayo on the burger and taking a bite. It wasn’t as disgusting as she’d feared it would be. She said a silent prayer of thanks for her hearty appetite. When she was hungry, her taste buds were not particularly picky. She took another bite of tomato as she surveyed the room again.

Larry was nowhere to be seen. Probably the best shot she would get at that door.

She patted her lips with the cocktail napkin Larry had left by her plate, then stood up and made a show of looking around. She headed for the mystery door and was relieved when no one tried to stop her. The knob turned in her hand. She pushed the door open.

Larry had his back to her. She got a quick impression of a fairly large, grimy room, a few folding chairs randomly scattered around it and a long table to the side of where Larry was stooping in front of a safe. He pulled out what looked like a large ledger book and started to turn around.

Kate jumped when a deep voice behind her said, “Who the hell are you?”

Spinning around, she looked up into the thin face of a dark-haired man with a crooked nose. He was wearing a faded baseball cap and an unfriendly sneer. He grabbed her by the wrist and nudged her further into the room.

Her heart raced. She tried to say something but her mouth had gone dry.

Larry reclaimed her attention. “This is a private office,” he growled. He had put the ledger on the table and was now standing in front of it.

Kate worked her mouth to produce some saliva. “Sorry. I was just looking for the ladies’ room.” She didn’t have to fake the squeak of fear in her voice.

“Through the door by the bar and to your right,” Larry said.

Tall, Dark and Ugly was showing no inclination to let go of her wrist. Kate twisted it and pulled against the spot where his thumb and fingers touched, the weakest part of one’s grip. Silently blessing her Aikido instructor when the move actually worked, she resisted the urge to rub her wrist. Taking a step backward, she ducked around the man and through the door.

The ladies’ room was a one-seater and filthy. Kate locked herself in and stood in the middle of the tiny room, trying not to let her new dress touch anything. She took a deep breath, then wished she hadn’t. The room didn’t smell too good.

Digging out her wallet, she extracted a twenty dollar bill, then pulled a tissue from her purse. Using it to protect her hand, she flushed the toilet, just in case someone was listening outside the door. She took her cell phone out of her pocket and whispered, “I’m on my way out.”

“Okay,” was the soft response.

Dropping the phone back in her pocket, Kate unlocked the door. She peeked out, fearing that Larry or his partner might have decided to come after her, but the hallway was empty.

Back in the bar, both men were still absent. Kate dropped the money on the bar and quickly made her exit.

Outside, she squinted against the glaring Florida sun and dropped her sunglasses onto her nose. Turning away from where Skip was parked, she started walking toward Route A1A.

~~~~

Skip waited a couple minutes. No one came out of the bar. He pulled away from the curb and followed his wife.

Driving slowly past her as she strolled along the sidewalk, he admired the view. Kate rarely wore skirts, except as part of the tailored suits she wore to the office. Her new dress was not only flattering to her figure but it showed off her legs quite nicely. Skip gritted his teeth, remembering the limitations of their accommodations.

He turned into the condo parking lot and waited for her to join him. Before she could report on what she had found out, he hooked a hand around the back of her neck and pulled her in for a long kiss.

When they finally came up for air, he drawled, “You’re killin’ me in that dress, ya know.”

Kate snickered. “You like it?”

“I love it, and I love you in it. We’ve gotta go someplace fancy one night for dinner so I can show you off.”

“You don’t think I’m too old to be wearing something so revealing?”

“Hell, no. Just don’t be revealing any more to anybody else but me.” He softened the feigned jealousy with a grin.

“The bartender is Larry, the owner,” Kate changed the subject. “And he’s definitely up to something in that back room.” She described the room, the safe and the ledger. “There was another guy too. I don’t think he was a customer.”

“Tallish, dark-haired guy?” Skip asked.

“Yeah.”

“He’s the only one who came out of that back door yesterday and then went back in again, after smoking a cigarette.”

“You think he’s Larry’s partner, or helper at least?” Kate asked.

Skip nodded. “And I don’t think they were just setting up to do some bookkeeping. I’m wondering if they’ve got some kind of gambling operation going.”

“I’m not sure gambling’s illegal in Florida. I know you can bet at the dog track.”

Skip shrugged. “Even where gambling is legal, it’s regulated and taxed. Some bookies would rather operate under the table. More profits that way.”

“What now?”

“I need to talk to Irene again.”

“Okay, let’s go.” Kate jumped out of the truck before Skip could say anything. Shaking his head, he climbed out and caught up with her. He took her hand in his as they climbed the stairs to the second floor.

When Irene opened her door, she was even paler and shakier than she’d been the day before.

Her eyes flitted back and forth as Skip filled her in on some of what they had found at Larry’s Bar, leaving out the back room operation for the time being. “Has he ever mentioned that place?” he asked.

Irene shook her head. “I can’t imagine him fallin’ off the wagon. He knows it’s likely to kill ’im.”

“The bag of groceries didn’t look like it had been dropped. Someone placed it there, probably intending to retrieve it on the way out,” Skip said, keeping his voice gentle.

“Oh, forgot to tell you,” Kate said to him. “The bag’s gone now.”

Skip nodded as he watched Irene’s reaction. She was looking down, twisting little pieces of tissue off of a damp wad in her lap. “We found some things that indicate there could be illegal gambling going on there,” he said after a moment. “Does Sal gamble?”

Irene shook her head, a little too quickly and vehemently. “S’cuse me for a minute, will ya?” She jumped up and hurried toward the powder room off the other end of the living room.

After a moment, they heard snuffling noises coming through the door, then running water.

A cell phone, lying on the coffee table, started buzzing. Kate looked at Skip, one eyebrow raised. Irene wouldn’t hear it from the bathroom and they dared not ignore it in case it was someone with information about Sal. Skip picked up the phone.

Before he could say hello, a voice whispered, “Did ya get the money?”

Skip froze. If this was a kidnapper calling about ransom, he dared not let on that he wasn’t Irene. The voice hissed in his ear. “Ya gotta get it, hon. They’re gonna find me eventually, and then they’ll kill me.”

“Sal, this is Dan O’Donnell’s son-in-law. Where are you? I can protect you until we get whatever this is straightened out.” Skip realized he was talking to empty air. Sal had disconnected.


CHAPTER FIVE

Irene came out of the powder room. She saw Skip holding her cell phone and her face, already pale under her tan, turned a sickly shade of gray. “What’re you doing?”

“It rang,” Kate said. “You couldn’t hear it and we didn’t dare not answer it.”

“It was Sal,” Skip said. “He wanted to know if you’d got the money. When I identified myself, he hung up. What’s going on, Irene?”

The elderly woman dropped into a chair and buried her face in her hands. They could just barely make out her muffled voice. “He said they’d kill him if I told anyone or went to the police. He made a few bets and lost, and now they’re chasing him to get their money.”

Keeping his voice gentle, Skip said, “So he’s hiding from them. Did he tell you where?”

She shook her head, still buried in her hands.

“Any hints? Background noises? Anything that you can use to make an educated guess as to where he may be?”

Her head shook again. Then she looked up. Red-rimmed shiny eyes stared at them. “They want a hundred thousand dollars. He said they’d added all kinds of ridiculous interest to what he owed.”

Skip thought for a moment. “Can you come up with that kind of money?”

Irene nodded. “I have to cash in some IRAs. Soon as Sal called this mornin’ I called a cab and raced to the bank but they’re only open half a day on Saturdays. They’d already closed.”

“Why would your husband wait thirty-six hours to call you to get the money?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know. Guess maybe he was afraid I’d be angry at him for gamblin’.”

“Maybe he thought he could raise the money another way,” Skip said. “Does he have credit cards he could use to get cash advances?”

“We got a couple of cards, but we try real hard not to run up a bill. I pay ’em off most months, when the statement comes.”

“How about a debit card?” Skip asked.

Irene shook her head. “I won’t get one of them ’cause Sal’s not real good with money. I keep track of what we got to spend each month. He gets a hundred a week pocket money, but he knows if he wants somethin’ special he can just ask.”

“Has he asked you for extra money often, maybe to buy things that then didn’t show up?” Kate asked.

Irene shook her head. “That’s why I know he can’t be gamblin’ that much. ’Cause he’s only got his pocket money to use. You think it’s this guy, Larry, he’s been gamblin’ with?”

“Most likely,” Skip said. “We need to tell the police about this.”

“No! He said they’d kill him if they got wind he’d called in the law.” Irene jumped up. “I hadn’t thought about the credit cards. Mr. Canfield, could you take me to an ATM?”

“It’s Skip and I’d be happy to, but it’s unlikely you’ll have that big a credit limit. If you check your last statement, it’ll tell you how big an advance you can get.”

Irene went over to a large mahogany cabinet and folded down the front, revealing pigeon holes and a cup full of pens. She started rooting through a pile of papers, looking for the credit card statements.

Kate leaned over and whispered to Skip, “I’m going to go check on my folks and the kids, and change my clothes.”

He stuck out his lower lip in an exaggerated pout of disappointment.

Kate snickered softly and headed for the door.

“Never mind,” Irene said, in a deflated voice. “I can only get about $10,000 through the cards. We’ll have to wait ’til Monday when the bank opens.”

“I have an idea,” Skip said. “Let’s get that much, Irene, and then when Sal calls, you can tell him what I have in mind and see if he’ll go for it.”

~~~~

Kate needn’t have worried about her parents getting tired of watching the kids. She returned to an empty condo and a note on the table saying that they had all gone to the Spanish fort.

Changing out of the sundress, Kate decided that a shower would perk her up. She was feeling a bit sticky. Even with the cooler temperatures this time of year, Florida’s air was rather humid.

She had just finished rinsing the conditioner out of her dark curls when an arm snaked around her waist. She stifled a scream, then giggled as Skip nuzzled her neck.

“That was quick,” she said.

“ATM had a five-hundred dollar limit. We’ll have to wait until Monday after all.” He trailed kisses across her shoulder.

Things were just starting to get quite interesting when they heard the front door slam against the wall and little feet pounded through the condo.

“Mommy, Daddy, you’ll never believe what we saw!” Billy’s voice sounded like it was coming from their bedroom.

“Holy crap!” Skip jumped out of the tub and raced to the bathroom door to lock it before the boy came barging in on them.

Struggling not to laugh as Skip hastily wrapped a towel around his waist, Kate called out, “We’ll be there in a minute, Billy.”

“This isn’t funny,” Skip hissed.

Kate snickered. “No, it’s not,” she said as she tried to force her face into a sober expression.

“Our clothes are out there,” Skip pointed out. “And Billy’s no doubt left the bedroom door hanging wide open. I’m not going out there in nothing but a towel.”

Kate sobered for real. Her robe was also in the bedroom. “Hand me a towel,” she said, turning off the shower and stepping out of the tub.

A small fist pounded on the bathroom door, making them both jump. Then her mother’s voice came to the rescue. “Come away from there, Billy. Let your parents get freshened up for dinner.”

.

While Kate helped Bridget set the table and put the food out, Skip filled the O’Donnells in on Sal’s and Irene’s situation.

Bridget let out a tired sigh. “I’ll stop down and check on her after supper.”

Kate gave her mother a worried look. “You don’t have to keep the children entertained every minute, Ma. They’re wearing you out.”

Bridget put a bowl of macaroni and cheese–Edie’s favorite food–on the table. “Aye, I’m tired. But it’s a good tired. I love every minute with my grandbabies.”

Over dinner, the children regaled them with information about the Castillo de San Marcos
, built by the Spaniards to protect the oldest city in America.

“The fort’s built outta coconuts, Mommy,” Billy said.

“Coquina,” his grandmother corrected. “It’s a type of limestone,” she said to Kate and Skip. “Made of crushed seashells and coral.”

“Pretty durable stuff,” Dan said. “Those walls, they’ve survived for over three centuries.”

“They fired the cannon, Daddy!” Billy said at top volume.

“Inside voice, son,” Kate said.

“Sorry, Mommy,” he replied, only a couple decibels lower.

“There’s men dressed up like spinach soldiers,” Edie piped up. “And they got to ride horses all the time ’cause they didn’t have cars back then.”

Kate grinned at her horse-crazy daughter. “Spanish
 soldiers, sweetie.”

Skip reached over and ruffled Edie’s curly mop. “We’ve been missin’ out on all the fun,” he drawled. “Where are y’all off to tomorrow?”

“Ripley’s Believe It Or Not Museum,” Dan said.

“It’s borin’ for adults, though,” Bridget quickly added. “I think you two should go out and have a nice lunch somewhere. You’ve been spendin’ too much of your time on our friends’ problems. Go out and enjoy yourselves.”

Kate eyed her suspiciously. That was a rather long speech for reserved Bridget, and there was a sly glint in her eye. Kate suspected her mother was resisting the urge to wink at them.

Kate glanced at her husband. A pink tinge was creeping up his cheeks. She ducked her head toward her plate to hide her grin.

~~~~~~~~

Although it wasn’t the O’Donnells’ own parish, the whole family attended 11:00 a.m. mass at the Cathedral Basilica on Sunday morning. Between trying to keep the kids from fidgeting too much and staring at the ornate trappings of the cathedral, Kate didn’t hear a word of the sermon. The ornate white and gold altar, the stained-glass windows, and the murals were all so beautiful. Even the peaked ceiling was painted a rich orange-red color, its dark brown rafters covered with gold patterns and symbols.

The congregation rising to their feet to sing the final hymn brought Kate back to earth.

Out on the sidewalk in front of the bell tower, they parted company. Grandparents and children climbed aboard one of the many little trains that shuttled people around the old city. They were headed for the Ripley museum.

Kate led Skip around the corner. They were once again on St. George Street. In addition to the shops, there was an array of eating establishments. Kate was starving, as usual, so they decided on one of the small pubs where service would hopefully be fast. It was and they were soon enjoying grouper sandwiches and sweet potato fries.

After lunch they strolled, hand in hand, back up the pedestrian-only section. Today, Kate was content to window-shop. As they passed a small gray-planked building with a sign that read Oldest Wood School in the Country
, Skip said, “We need to bring the kids to see that.”

Kate nodded. “If Ma and Dad don’t beat us to it.”

Skip chuckled. “Your mother is having the time of her life.”

They walked a bit further, then Kate turned left onto a cross street. A few minutes later, they came out on the Avenida Menendez
, the main road running along the edge of the historic district. Across the lanes of traffic they could see pleasure boats floating on the sparkling water of Matanzas Bay. To their right was the Bridge of Lions, gleaming white against a vivid blue sky.

Kate slowed her pace, enjoying the view as they strolled down the sidewalk.

Suddenly Skip stopped moving, pulling her to a stop as well. He was staring at the sign in front of him, for the Casablanca Inn.

Kate turned and took in the fresh white facade of the historic Mediterranean Revival-style hotel. Green garlands dripped from balconies and wrapped around the ornate columns of the porch surrounding the building. Potted red poinsettias were lined up in window boxes hanging from the porch railing and across the top of the low white wall that separated a dozen small round tables and chairs from the sidewalk. Green wreaths with red ribbons adorned the front of the wall and a lighted Christmas tree was perched above their heads, on a platform between the two second-floor balconies. The contrast of dark green and lush red Christmas decorations against the white walls and pillars of the building was breathtakingly beautiful.

Skip chuckled softly. “Your mouth’s hanging open, darlin’.”

“I told you St. Augustine does Christmas like no place else,” she replied, as she started moving again.

Skip tugged on her hand. She turned back. He pointed to the small strip of wood hanging a bit lower on the sign post below the inn’s bigger sign. It read Vacancy.


Kate grinned at him.

Inside, the old hotel’s lobby was plush, with Oriental rugs and antique sofas clustered around a large fireplace. The walls were the same vivid blue as the Florida sky outside. But at the white-framed open window to their left, they encountered an obstacle.

The middled-aged man who greeted them warmly from that window quickly cooled when Skip asked for a room for one night. He leaned over and noted their lack of luggage. “Sir,” he said in a low voice, “we are not that
 kind of hotel.”

“We’re married.” Skip held up his hand, still holding Kate’s, and displayed the diamond and wedding band on her finger.

The desk clerk’s expression did not change.

“We’re staying at my parents’ tiny condo,” Kate explained quietly. “Thin walls.”

The clerk relaxed, then looked chagrined for embarrassing them. “Perhaps a complimentary upgrade to the honeymoon suite would be in order.”

Skip grinned at him. “That would be great.”

The man handed him a key. “Up the stairs and to the left, sir.”


CHAPTER SIX

Kate woke with a start in a dim room. Where was she? She shivered in the slight breeze from a bamboo ceiling fan turning slowly above her.

Memory flooded back. A cat-got-the-cream smile spread across her face as her eyes scanned the elegantly decorated suite.

Her right arm was the only part of her that was warm, snugged up against Skip’s side. He let out a soft snort in his sleep.

She sat up, searching for the covers that had been kicked off the bed. She pulled them up over her and had started to lie back down again when she caught sight of the huge picture window to her left. The angle was such that all she could see was sky–a darkening sky. Dusk was shifting toward full night.

She threw off the covers and jumped out of bed. “Wake up, Skip. It’s late.”

He snorted and grumbled without opening his eyes, then patted the bed where she’d just been. “Wha’s matter?”

“It’s almost dark,” Kate said from the bathroom doorway. “We’ve got to get back.”

He sat up and shook his head to clear it of sleep. With a sigh, he stood up and started pulling on his clothes.

.

After paying the bill and thanking the desk clerk, they hurried out to the street.

Skip stopped abruptly and whistled under his breath.

Kate grinned at him as his head swiveled back and forth. Every tree in sight, every building, was covered with tiny lights.

“That’s a lot of lights,” he said.

“I read somewhere that they use something like two or three million. Come on.” Kate headed back around the corner to St. George Street and the parking garage beyond.

The crowd had increased rather than thinned with nightfall, despite the chilly air. And they were unnaturally quiet, heads turned toward their end of the street. Kate heard the faint sounds of drums and pipes, and the muffled clumping of marching feet. The crowd cheered.

“It’s the Grande Illumination
,” Kate said, excitement bubbling in her chest. “I’d forgotten that was tonight.”

The crowd roared, enthusiastically greeting the first marchers rounding the corner onto St. George Street. The men were dressed in British uniforms, carrying drums or blowing into fifes.

“I thought Florida was a Spanish colony,” Skip yelled in Kate’s ear.

She rummaged in her purse for some pamphlets she’d picked up earlier. The crowd quieted down some as the re-enacters approached. Kate skimmed the brochure she’d been looking for. “It was, except for a twenty-year period in the eighteenth century. Spain was France’s ally during the French-Indian War. England captured Cuba. At the end of the war, Spain traded Florida to get the port of Havana back from the Brits.”

She glanced up at the approaching drum and fife corps. “Damn, I wanted to bring the kids to see this.”

“I think they’re here,” Skip said.

Kate looked where he was pointing. Her father, a head above most of the rest of the crowd, was waving at them. She waved back.

They waded through the crowd, heading away from the marching soldiers. People were surging forward, making it difficult going.

Kate glanced up when a tall figure stood right in front of her, impeding her progress. Her breath caught in her throat. The man in front of her quickly turned away.

Had she seen what she thought she’d seen? Crooked nose, dark piercing eyes, ugly sneer. Heart racing, she craned to get another look at the guy’s face as he moved away from her. All she saw was dark hair under a baseball cap and a slight wedge of cheek line. He could be any dark-haired, tall man.

Shaking her head, she looked around for Skip.

He had already reached her parents and the children. She hurried to catch up.

Edie was wearing a new jacket of fake pink fur. Billy had on a Jacksonville Jaguars windbreaker that was a size too big. Kate mock frowned at her mother.

“They were cold,” Bridget said.

“Here they come,” Dan said. He scooped Billy up in his arms so he could see better, but the little boy was squirming with excitement. Dan could barely hold on to him.

Skip reached for his son and swung him up onto his broad shoulders. He grasped the kicking feet pummeling his chest to still them. “Settle down, little man.”

Dan stooped down in front of Edie. She scrambled onto his back and he stood up.

The children were mesmerized as the soldiers marched by. Behind the drum and fife corp were a half dozen rows of redcoats carrying old-fashioned muskets on their shoulders. Then came the crowd of “loyal citizens of the colony.” Most held candles in their hands.

The women wore snug bodices over voluminous skirts. Some, representing the aristocracy of the 1700's, wore elaborate hats and costume jewelry. They had silk stoles around their shoulders or short fur-trimmed jackets that matched their dresses. As they came closer, Kate saw that many of the women’s hands were covered with lace gloves. Some carried fake fur muffs.

The young women who represented the working class wore long-sleeved, cotton dresses, under coarse woolen shawls in somber colors. An occasional wool-stockinged ankle showed under the edge of a long skirt. Some had added a dash of color with red and green ribbons in their hair.

A few of the men wore powdered wigs and aristocratic waistcoats, vests and breeches. The loose dark pants of the others were held up by suspenders over coarse cotton shirts. There was an occasional leather-fringed jacket, not quite era- or region-appropriate, but forgivable considering the chilly night.

The end of the group passed by where Kate’s family was standing. The crowd cheered and closed in behind them to follow. Quite a few people pulled candles and matches from coat pockets or backpacks.

Way ahead, Kate saw the red coats of the re-enacters swinging left onto Orange Street. She slowed her steps and tugged on her father’s arm, herding the group out of the crowd. “They’re going to circle around the block and then march back to the Plaza de la Constitucion,
” she explained to Skip. “If we wait for the crowd to thin out we can go back the way we came and cut across to Avenida Menendez
.”

Skip swung Billy down to the ground, then helped his daughter dismount from her grandfather’s back. Bridget took Edie’s hand and Kate and Skip positioned Billy firmly between them, each taking a hand. The exuberant little boy had a habit of taking off when something caught his eye.

Threading their way through the stragglers, they found themselves back in front of the Casablanca Inn. It was so lit up that it was almost blinding. The Tini Martini Bar located on the lower level was doing a booming business. Patrons filled the little tables behind the short, garland-festooned wall.

Skip caught Kate’s eye and grinned. She blushed as she pushed past him, tugging on Billy’s hand.

They slowed their pace along the Avenida Menendez
. Now that it was full dark, every streetlight, building and palm tree sparkled with tiny white lights. Stretched across the four-lane road were more lights, outlining the letters of Nights of Lights,
 high above the asphalt. To their left, the Spanish fort was dark but the Bridge of Lions to the right was brightly lit. Many of the sailboats and cabin cruisers, anchored out on the bay or moored at the marina near the bridge, were also festooned with lights.

The children gawked. Edie’s mouth hung open.

One of the horse-drawn carriages clopped past them, white lights outlining the carriage itself, and pink ones on the spokes of the wheels. They turned into a blurry circle of light as the wheels spun.

“It’s fairyland,” Edie gasped.

“No, sweetie,” Kate said. “It’s man-made but it is certainly beautiful.”

When they got to the Plaza, it was packed. Many people had chosen to claim a good vantage point there, rather than follow the re-enacters. Kate took the lead, wiggling through the slight gap between the back of the crowd and the buildings, until they were even with the light-festooned gazebo in the middle of the square. Its white pillars were wrapped in wide red velvet ribbons, poinsettias a dozen deep at its base.

Once again Skip swung Billy up onto his shoulders and Edie scrambled onto her grandfather’s back. They had no sooner gotten themselves situated than the first of the fife and drum corps turned the corner into the Plaza.

“Brace yourselves, kids,” Kate yelled.

The soldiers behind the musicians suddenly swung their muskets up in the air and a loud roar reverberated across the square, coupled with bright flashes coming from the musket barrels.

Edie covered her ears and ducked her head but Billy whooped with glee.

By the time the smoke cleared, the costumed “citizens” had gathered around the gazebo where a band struck the first notes of We Wish You A Merry Christmas
. The candle-bearing citizens began to sing. The crowd quieted as the carolers segued smoothly into Silent Night
, followed by a rousing rendition of Joy To The World
, the refrain sung as a round in three-part harmony.

Then a man stepped forward from the group and raised his arms, making “come-on” gestures with his hands. Slowly the crowd joined in as the carolers began singing Angels We Have Heard On High.


After a half hour of caroling, Kate noticed that Billy’s eyes were starting to droop. Edie had already fallen asleep against Dan’s broad back. Kate pointed to her son. “You’d better bring him down here before he falls over,” she said to Skip.

“Time to head home,” Bridget said.

As they wound their way through the crowd, Skip now carrying Billy in his arms, Kate let out a loud sigh.

“What’s the matter, darlin’?” Skip asked.

“Not a thing. This was a great day.”

Her mind flashed to the image of Tall, Dark and Ugly moving away from her. She shook her head. It must have been someone else.

~~~~~~~~

Monday dawned on the cool side, in the low sixties and overcast. A cold front had stalled temporarily over northern Florida.

The bright sun lighting up the closed blinds on the guest room window had been their alarm clock the last several days.

Today, Skip woke to an empty bed. He glanced at the bedside clock. Nine-ten. He rarely slept this late. Better get moving. He had to help Irene collect the money from the bank and then they’d have to decide how to proceed from there. Hopefully, Sal had called her yesterday and had told her where he was, or at least where to meet him with the money.

When he came out of the bathroom after his shower, he found Kate sitting on the side of the bed. He pulled on his jeans, then sat down beside her, towel-drying his straight brown hair.

She gave him a peck on the cheek. “The kids are insisting on going to the beach to build sand castles, despite the weather.”

“Yeah, about that. What happened to the Florida sunshine?”

“This is northern Florida, sweetheart. Winter is mild here but it’s still winter.”

“I’ve gotta help Irene today,” Skip said, changing the subject.

“Sorry this has turned into a busman’s holiday for you.”

Skip shrugged. “I could hardly say no. The man’s at risk.”

“And Irene’s a basket case. I feel for her.” Kate shuddered.

Skip put a bare arm around her shoulders. Touching her chin, he turned her face toward him and saw the haunting memories in her eyes. Twice she had experienced having a loved one kidnapped. “May I distract you with a kiss?” he asked softly.

She gave him a small smile. “By all means.”

When they came up for air, Skip decided he’d better get himself dressed, before they started something they couldn’t finish, at least not with his in-laws out in the living room. As he moved to the closet and pulled out a clean knit shirt, he asked, “Are you going to the beach with them?”

“No, I thought I’d go with you. I can help prop Irene up if nothing else.”

“Speaking of a busman’s holiday.”

When they arrived at Irene’s condo, she seemed a little less fragile than she had on Saturday.

“Have you heard from Sal?” Skip asked.

Irene shrugged and shook her head at the same time. “No, he never called yesterday.”

“I know you’re worried sick,” Kate said. “But we’re going to do our best to get him back safe.”

Irene looked in her direction without making eye contact. She gave Kate a feeble smile. “You two have already done so much. You don’t need to ruin your vacation over this.”

“Sal’s safety is more important,” Kate said.

“You got whatever papers you need to take to the bank?” Skip asked.

Irene nodded. “Let me get my purse.”

Once she was out of the room, Kate whispered, “She’s lying.”

“Through her teeth,” Skip said softly.

.

Irene’s bank turned out to be a small local establishment. Skip was a bit surprised when they were ushered directly into the manager’s office.

The slender blonde stood behind her desk and held out a well-manicured hand. Her nail polish matched the burgundy of her tailored suit.

“Good morning, Mrs. Ricci. How are you today?”

“Not so good,” Irene replied, as she shook the manager’s hand. “Can we close the door, please.”

“Certainly.” The manager moved to do so but Skip beat her to it.

“This is Mr. and Mrs. Canfield. They’re the daughter and son-in-law of friends of mine, down here visiting from Maryland.”

The bank manager showed no reaction to this somewhat odd introduction. “Nice to meet you. Please sit down,” she said as she took her own seat.

Irene sank onto the chair in front the desk. Kate and Skip settled on a small leatherette loveseat off to the side of the office.

Irene cleared her throat. “Ms. Marsh, I’m afraid I have to cash in our IRA CDs.”

The manager gave her a puzzled look. “But you already did.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your husband withdrew the money from the last of them a month ago.”

Irene blanched. “The last
 of them?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Wha... What happened to the other three?”

“Mr. Ricci took the money out and closed them.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Kate leaned forward to put a hand on Irene’s shoulder as the old woman swayed in her seat.

Skip spoke up. “How long ago did Mr. Ricci cash them in, Ms. Marsh?”

The manager hesitated, looking to Irene for permission to answer. Irene gave her a small nod.

“The first one about seven months ago. He’s come in and liquidated the others, one at a time every month or so.”

“They’re all gone?” Irene choked out.

“Yes. I take it that you didn’t know about this,” the manager said, her voice anxious.

Irene shook her head.

“Did he give any explanation for cashing them in?” Skip asked.

“Different ones each time. The first time he said you were taking a big trip, the vacation of a lifetime, he called it. This last one, he said y’all were setting up trust funds for your grandkids. I didn’t handle the other transactions. The tellers wouldn’t have asked him why, they would have just pointed out that he would be paying some penalties for closing them before their maturity date.”

The manager looked around the room at their expressions. “What’s going on?” she asked, a sharp edge to her voice. “Has your husband gotten caught up in some kind of scam?”

Kate was a little surprised by the question, then realized she shouldn’t be. Florida coastal towns attracted a lot of tourists and retirees. No doubt they got more than their share of con artists as well, out to prey on both. No wonder the bank manager jumped to that possibility.

“We’re trying to figure out what’s going on,” Skip said. “Mr. Ricci is missing.”

The manager’s eyes registered shock, and genuine concern. “Oh, dear! Have the police been notified?”

“Yes,” Skip said. “A missing person report was filed. He went out Friday night–”

“What about the money market account?” Irene interrupted.

“That’s still active. Would you like me to check the balance for you?”

“Please.”

They were all silent while the manager clicked keys on her computer. “Eight thousand, nine hundred and forty-nine dollars and seventy-two cents,” she said after a moment.

Irene slumped in relief. Then she sat up straighter and glared at Ms. Marsh. “How could he take the money outta the CDs without my signature?”

The manager glanced at her computer screen. “The money market is set up in just your name, with Mr. Ricci as the beneficiary. The CDs were in both your names. Either party could withdraw from them.”

Irene’s face collapsed again in dismay. “I didn’t know that. I thought if they were in both names, we’d both have to sign to withdraw from them.”

“Ms. Marsh, do you mind if we borrow your office for a moment, to confer privately?” Skip asked.

“No problem.” The manager clicked a button on her computer to lock the screen, then got up from her chair. She put a hand on Irene’s shoulder as she walked past her. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Ricci. I had no idea that you didn’t know what he was doing.”

Irene didn’t react. She was staring straight ahead, her eyes out of focus. The manager quietly closed the office door behind her.

“Irene,” Skip said gently. “We can still do what I had in mind. We don’t need the entire one hundred thousand. My plan was to have Sal take the money to Larry. I’d follow from a discreet distance and take pictures, then call the police and have Larry picked up with the money still on him. We can do it with a briefcase full of paper with just some bundles of bills on top. With Larry in jail for running an illegal gambling operation, Sal’s off the hook.”

When Irene didn’t answer him, he added, “We’d need at least five thousand, to make it look good. Do you want to get that now?”

Irene shook her head, then nodded. “I don’t know,” came out of her mouth. “I can’t think straight. Could you take me home, please?”

Kate and Skip exchanged a quick glance. Skip gave a small shrug.

“Certainly, Irene,” Kate said. “We can come back for the money, after we’ve hashed out the plan a bit more.” She stood and offered the elderly woman a hand up.

Irene waved it off. She stood up, clasping the back of the chair for a moment to steady herself. Then she led the way out of the office and headed for the door of the bank.

“Thank you for your help, Ms. Marsh,” Skip said to the manager as they walked past her. She just nodded.

Irene was quiet all the way back to the condo complex. On the second floor, she unlocked her door, then turned in the doorway. “I need to think ’bout all this and decide what to do. I’ll call Dan and Bridget’s number if I need any more help. Thank you for all you’ve done. You’ve been real kind.”

Skip opened his mouth but she closed the door in their faces.

“Humph,” he said.

They turned and walked along the outside balcony that ran the length of the building. But rather than going up when they reached the stairs, Kate stopped. “I don’t know about you, but my mind is reeling.”

“Oh, just a tad.”

“Let’s take a walk on the beach. I’m not ready to try to explain to Ma and Dad what’s going on.”

“Yeah, especially since we don’t know what’s going on.”

At the bottom of the stairs, Skip took Kate’s hand and they headed across the parking lot toward the nearest access to the beach. Once there, Kate kicked off her loafers. Pulling off her socks, she stuffed them in the shoes and picked them up.

“Your feet are going to freeze.”

“I hate sand in my shoes. So what have we got here, as Rose would say?”

“Vic who’s in a lot deeper than we thought. And a client who’s lying to us,” he said in the clipped, matter-of-fact tone his partner at Canfield and Hernandez, Private Investigations would use.

Kate grinned. His imitation of Rose Hernandez was near perfect. “Yeah, so let’s start with Irene lying to us. Obviously Sal called yesterday and she told him you had a plan to get him out of this mess.”

“And he told her no, and to lie to us,” Skip finished her thought. “My hunch is she does know where he is at this point. Maybe he doesn’t want us involved because he’s done something illegal himself.”

“Other than the gambling, you mean?”

“Yeah, probably. I don’t know what Florida’s laws say on the subject, but the cops are usually more interested in the bookies than the gamblers, unless the latter happen to be around when they raid the bookie’s place.”

“Should we go to the police with all this? Are we withholding evidence?”

“No to the second question. We don’t have anything concrete. All you saw was Larry putting a ledger on a table and we think Irene’s lying to us. But to the first question, I don’t know.”

They had reached the edge of the wet sand, where the waves were gently rolling in, then receding. “That sand’s gonna be cold,” Skip pointed out.

“But it’s easier to walk on.” She grabbed his arm to steady herself as she knocked the sand off her feet, one at a time, and stuck them sockless into her loafers. She stuffed her socks in her jacket pocket. They turned to their left and started walking parallel to the shore line, jumping back occasionally when a larger than normal wave slid toward them, threatening to soak their shoes.

They strolled hand-in-hand for a few minutes. Kate could feel her body relaxing as the ebb and flow of the water soothed her.

“I’m not real comfortable letting this drop,” Skip finally said. “Somehow I don’t think Larry’s going to take it well if Sal doesn’t produce the money. And Irene did file the missing persons report, which means the police are wasting resources looking for a man who left of his own free will and doesn’t want to be found.”

“So in that sense, we are withholding information the police need to know.”

“That’s certainly how they’re going to look at it.”

Kate gave her husband’s hand a squeeze. She knew he felt conflicted about all of this. He had been a Maryland state trooper for eleven years. He didn’t like keeping things from the police, but on the other hand, he was obligated to maintain client confidentiality as long as the client wasn’t doing anything illegal nor asking him to withhold evidence of a crime. But then again, Irene wasn’t officially a client.

“I think I do need to tell the police what we’ve found out,” he said. “These two may not realize it but they’re in way over their heads. Larry’s a thug.”

“Maybe if the police can get evidence against Larry and arrest him, then Sal will be safe.”

“In the meantime,” Skip said, his voice grim, “it’s probably just as well if Sal stays missing.”

.

Back at the condo, the kids and their grandparents were just finishing lunch. Kate’s mother jumped up to make more sandwiches. Kate joined her at the kitchen counter.

“Building sand castles lost its appeal when the wind kicked up,” Bridget whispered.

Kate chuckled, then her expression sobered. “I’ll make us sandwiches. Skip’s got some things to tell you. Why don’t you all go in the den, away from little ears.”

By the time he’d finished filling her parents in, Kate had devoured most of her sandwich.

They came out of the den. Skip held up a business card. “I called the detective. They said he’s out to lunch but he’ll be back in a half hour. I think I’m gonna go down to the station and talk to him in person.”

“I’ll help Ma and Dad keep the kids entertained,” Kate said. “Why don’t you take Dad’s car, so we can use the rental.”

He nodded and leaned down to give her a kiss. He ruffled the kids’ hair, then grabbed a sandwich from the plate on the table to eat on his way to the police station.

Kate turned to her mother. “What haven’t they seen?” She was ticking off attractions in her head that might appeal to preschoolers. There were lots of historical sites, but Edie and Billy were not quite old enough to be awed by history, not unless it involved forts, cannons and ‘spinach’ soldier on horses.

“The gator farm?”

“If they’re open this time of year,” Bridget said. “I’ll call and find out.”

“What’s a gator?” Edie asked.

“An alligator,” her mother answered.

Billy’s eyes grew wide. “Can we pet them?”

Dan’s laughter rumbled in his chest. “Not unless yer willin’ to let them have your arm for lunch.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Irene’s phone rang. She pounced on it. “Hello.”

“Irene? It’s Jim Sommers. Returning your call.”

“Jim, I...” Irene stopped and took a deep breath.

“How are you feeling?” Sommers said. “Sal told me you’d been under the weather lately.”

“Uh, I’m fine.”

“Do you want me to send those funds now?”

“What?”

“The funds Sal asked for. I just needed your authorization.”

“Jim, I need you to start at the beginning. What’re you talkin’ about?”

“I had a bad feeling about all this,” Sommers said. “That’s why I told him I needed you to authorize it too.”

“What the hell are you talkin’ about, Jim?” Irene yelled into the phone.

“Your money’s safe, Irene,” Sommers soothed. “I didn’t send it. Sal called me Friday morning and told me he needed a hundred thousand asap. He said you’d been sick and now you had bill collectors coming after you over the medical expenses.”

“That’s BS. We’re on Medicare and we’ve got supplemental insurance. We don’t pay nothin’ most of the time.”

“I know. That was the first red flag. I told him it would take awhile to liquidate that many stocks and bonds and I might not be able to get it done in one day. He said he’d call in the afternoon to see how things were going. When he called at four-thirty, I told him I could have the funds ready by today and I’d transfer them into your money market account. But he wanted me to wire them to another account. Second red flag. I told him I couldn’t do that without your authorization too.”

Irene let out a pent-up breath. “Jim, you absolutely do not
 have that authorization from me. No money is to be transferred to any account except
 the money market account. What’s the balance in the investment account?”

“Wait a minute, let me pull it up... nine hundred, eighty thousand and change.”

After a pause, Irene asked, “Is eight hundred, eighty thousand enough for me to live on for the rest of my life?”

“It’s nine-eighty. And yes, that with the money you’ve got in CDs, you’re fine. That’s over a million dollars,” Sommers said in a reassuring voice.

“Forget the CDs for now.” Irene’s tone was irritated. “Is eight
 hundred, eighty enough to last?”

“Yes, you can expect about forty or fifty thousand a year in income off that, even before you touch the capital. As good as you are at managing money, Irene, you two would have to live to a hundred and fifty to run through the capital.”

“Good. Then transfer one hundred thousand to the money market account.”

After a brief pause, Jim Sommers said, “Will do, Irene.”

~~~~~~~~

Two plain-clothes came through the precinct’s door right behind Skip. They were laughing over some shared joke as Skip leaned toward the desk sergeant. “Is Detective Warren back from lunch yet?”

“Catch ya later, Sam,” one of the detectives said, then turned to Skip. “I’m Warren.”

Skip extended his hand. “Reginald Canfield, the PI from Maryland. I called you a couple days ago with some info on one of your missing persons cases.”

The detective shook his hand, then took the PI credentials and Pennsylvania license to carry concealed that Skip held out to him. Warren gave them a cursory glance, then handed them back. “The old man who wandered off, right? Come on back to my humble hovel.”

He led the way down a hallway to a bullpen area. At a desk tucked into one corner, he shoved some papers off the visitor’s chair onto the floor. “Have a seat. Lemme see, you’re down here visiting your folks, right?”

“In-laws.”

Warren nodded. “What can I do for you?”

“I have some new info for you, although it’s not all that concrete.” Skip filled the detective in on recent developments.

“Hm,” Warren said, when he’d finished, “I’d better check with Vice on this Larry dude. See if they know anything about him. I did go check his place out. Adds a whole new dimension to the concept of sleazy.”

“Technically, Sal Ricci’s not a missing person if he left willingly, but I think he’s in serious danger. And he may drag his wife into danger as well. These folks are in their eighties, Detective Warren. They’re way outta their league.”

“It’s Bill, and I’m inclined to agree. I’m not gonna close out the case just yet.”

Skip smiled. “I go by Skip. Irene Ricci’s cut me out of the loop now but if any other info comes my way, I’ll pass it on.”

“I’ll let you know what Vice has to say about this Larry creep. By the way, his last name’s Vargas and he’s got a rap sheet. He’s owned the bar for almost six years, has lived a few miles away for a bit longer. No previous address in Florida, so he’s not a native. But then most of us aren’t.”

Skip decided not to push his luck with the detective by asking about the rap sheet. “Hey now,” he drawled, letting Texas show in his voice, “I thought all Southern towns, even tourist magnets, had their core bunch of locals that went back six generations.”

Bill Warren laughed. “This ain’t the real South, son,” he said in a fake Florida cracker accent. “Seems like four outta five Floridians are transplants from up north.”

“You native?” Skip asked.

“Close enough. My folks moved here when I was four, from Albany, New York. My mom told my father she couldn’t take any more winters.”

Skip rose and shook the detective’s hand.

“I’ll keep you posted,” Warren said.

~~~~~~~~

At a few minutes after five, Kate was herding a tired crew of kids and old people back to the car in the parking lot near the Alligator Farm. Kate noticed that her father was breathing heavily despite the slow pace. She fell back a bit to walk next to her mother. “You all need to take a break tomorrow. Dad’s huffing and puffing,” she whispered.

Bridget just nodded. She was breathing a bit heavily as well.

“I wanna be one of those guys who feeds the gators when I grow up,” Billy declared, letting go of his grandfather’s hand and turning around to walk backward in front of Kate.

She heard her mother gasp at the thought. “Hold Pop Pop’s hand, Billy,” Kate admonished, then whispered, “Don’t worry, Ma. I think his career goals will have changed by the time he gets there.”

“I know,” Bridget said. “But I couldn’t even watch when that young man was holding the gator’s mouth open to show us the teeth.” She shuddered.

Edie, walking between Kate and Bridget, piped up. “I liked the birds best. Can I have a parrot, Mommy?”

“I thought you wanted a pony?”

“I do, but Daddy said I can’t have one ’til I’m seven. Can’t we get a parrot ’til then, please?” The please was strung out and accompanied by the little girl’s sweetest smile.

“When did she turn into a little con artist?” Bridget muttered under her breath.

“When she discovered she could manipulate her Daddy with that smile,” Kate replied in a low voice. To Edie, she said, “I don’t think we’re equipped to handle a parrot as a pet, sweetie, but we’ll talk about it when we get home after Christmas.”

Bridget let out a low chuckle. “Prayin’ she’ll forget, ain’t ya?” she whispered.

“Amen!”

At the SUV, Kate unlocked the doors and helped the kids scramble into the back. She leaned in to strap Billy into his car seat. Her mother reached in from the other side to secure Edie in her booster seat.

“You got her okay, Ma?”

“She’s snug as a bug.” Bridget climbed in the back beside her granddaughter.

Dan grunted as he adjusted his bulk in the front seat, struggling to get his own seatbelt on.

Kate pulled her head out of the back. She froze for a moment. She’d caught a glimpse of a tall man moving quickly around the other side of a large pick-up truck further down the row of vehicles. He’d been wearing a baseball cap, and she thought he moved like the guy she’d seen the other night.

Of course, there was no way of telling if that
 guy had actually been Tall, Dark and Ugly from Larry’s bar. Not to mention the fact, that men walking around their vehicles in a parking lot was hardly uncommon behavior.

She willed her galloping heart to slow down and climbed into the rental’s driver seat.

.

Kate insisted that her tired mother take the evening off and let her cook dinner. Bridget just cocked an eyebrow at her.

“You got many talents, Katie girl,” Dan said with a chuckle. “But cooking ain’t one of ’em. How ’bout we order pizza?”

The children started chanting, “Pizza! Pizza!”

Their grandfather gave them an indulgent smile. “I’ll call Verrazano’s.”

Over slices of the best pizza Kate had ever tasted, the kids regaled their father with tales of parrots and gators. Skip grinned at Kate and his in-laws. “I take it they had a good time.”

“Yes, but you and I are acting like parents tomorrow and giving Ma and Dad a break.”

Dan started to protest but Kate cut him off. “Dad, there’s a reason why God designed things so young people have kids. These two exhaust us
 on a regular basis and we’re only in our forties. Besides, you all need to rest up some before the next onslaught of family.”

Billy started bouncing in his chair. “Is Mike coming?” he yelled.

“Inside voice, Billy, and no, unfortunately, Mike and Amy won’t be here this time.”

The little boy’s face fell. Kate was surprised that he even remembered his male cousin. Billy had only met him once, when Mike had come to Towson three months ago to visit his sister in her new dorm room at the university there. Unbeknownst to their mother, they had stopped by Kate’s house that day. Tall, lanky Mike had gotten down on the floor and played trucks with Billy, while Kate and Amy had talked in the kitchen.

Bridget’s smile did not make it to her eyes as she distracted Billy with another piece of pizza.

Kate shook her head at her sister-in-law’s obstinate refusal to come to family events when she was there. The people Phyllis was hurting the most were her own kids, and her husband’s parents who’d done nothing to warrant having their family split apart.

Skip changed the subject. “After dinner, I think Kate and I need to check in with Irene. See if she’s heard from Sal.”

“After they’re in bed,” Kate amended, just as Edie and Billy yawned in unison. “But I think we can skip baths and make that an early bedtime.”

The kids were so tired, their protests were only half-hearted.

~~~~~~~~

Kate and Skip walked along the third floor balcony of the building, headed for the stairs. Skip was still trying to figure out Irene’s behavior earlier. “Why didn’t Irene withdraw what she could from the bank this morning?”

Kate shook her head slightly. “For one, I think she was just totally overwhelmed by it all. And I’m sure she’s feeling betrayed that Sal blew their life savings like that.”

Skip nodded. “Sounds like Sal traded in one addiction for another.”

Kate let out a soft sigh. “It happens all too often.”

The Irene that answered the door was calmer than the one they had left that afternoon. After a moment of hesitation, she invited them in.

“Sorry, I was rude earlier. All this has thrown me for a loop.”

“That’s certainly understandable,” Kate said.

“Have you heard from Sal?” Skip asked.

“Not... uh, no.” She turned and led the way to the overcrowded living room. “I’m gettin’ real worried too,” she said with her back still to them. “What if this Larry’s caught up with him? Will he hurt him?”

“Probably,” Skip said as gently as possible.

Irene turned, her hand over her heart, eyes wide. “He won’t kill him, will he?”

Skip took her elbow and helped her down onto the armchair. He and Kate sat on the sofa.

Skip leaned forward. “It’s possible that they will, Irene, but not right away. If they become convinced that he’s not going to produce their money...” He stopped, unwilling to finish the sentence.

“They?”

“We think there’s another man involved as well, either Larry’s partner or an employee,” Kate said.

Irene sat back and stared over their heads. “They won’t just let him go, will they? If I don’t pay ’em.”

“I doubt it,” Skip said. “When Sal calls, you’ve got to convince him to let me help him. We’ll set up that sting and I’ll do my best to keep him safe.”

“It’s the only way now,” Kate said softly, “since you don’t have the money to pay the whole debt.”

Irene hesitated, then nodded. “I hate to ask but can you take me to the bank again in the mornin’?”

Before they could answer, the condo’s land line rang. Irene jumped up and raced across the room to snatch up the receiver. “Hello.”

She listened for several seconds. Her back stiffened. “No, sir. I’m not going to be able to do that right now. I, uh, have other bills to pay... No, I don’t have those funds available. Can you hold on for a minute?” Irene turned back toward Kate and Skip. “I need to talk privately with this, uh, bill collector.” She put the receiver down next to the phone and moved toward the hallway, then stopped and turned back to pick the receiver up again. “Would ya mind showin’ yourselves out?”

Skip hesitated. Then he stood up and offered Kate a hand. “Not at all,” he said.

Moving slowly down the hallway, he could hear Irene talking low into the phone but couldn’t make out the words. He held the condo door open a couple inches for a few seconds, then closed it again, hard. Holding a finger to his lips, he eased the door to his right open. If this condo was laid out the same as Kate’s parents’ this should be the master bedroom.

It was. They slipped into the room, leaving the door ajar behind them. Skip looked around and located the phone extension he’d suspected would be there. Stepping over to the bedside table, he carefully lifted the receiver.

A frightened male voice whispered, “Ya gotta get the money, hon!”

There was a weird muffled sound, then a different male voice, deep and gruff, clearly said, “Ya got ’til Wednesday night. Get it!” After a moment of silence, Skip decided that the man had disconnected. He gently eased the receiver back into place.

They slipped over to the bedroom door. Stepping out into the hallway, Skip turned back toward the living room.

Irene was sitting on the sofa, quickly leafing through the pages of a phone book. She jumped when Skip and Kate came around the corner. Both hands flew to her chest. The phone book slid to the floor.

She stood up. “What the hell are you two still doin’ here?”

“Irene, you’re bordering on obstructing justice now,” Skip said. “You either need to call the police and let them handle this or you need to let me help. You two are in way over your heads.”

“Skip, you’re not doing this by yourself–”

He held up his hand. Kate closed her mouth.

“I overheard enough of that to know they’ve got Sal,” Skip said. “Irene, you’re going to get him killed if you don’t let me help.”

She glared at them for another second, then slumped down onto the sofa. “If they find out I’ve told people what’s going on, they’ll kill him for sure.”

Kate opened her mouth again, but he put his hand on her arm. “Later,” he mouthed silently.

Turning back to Irene, he said, “I’ll come get you at nine to go to the bank. If they call again, tell them you’ll have the money together by late afternoon. But they’ve got to bring Sal to the meeting place and let him go before you’ll turn over the money, okay?”

Irene nodded. “Thanks, Skip, for everything. I... think I’ll go to bed now. It’s been a long day.”

Kate walked over and leaned down. She gave the elderly woman’s shoulders a squeeze. “Call my folks’ number if you need anything.”

“Or if these guys call again,” Skip added.

Irene walked them to the door.

~~~~~~~~

The elderly woman didn’t close the door completely. She listened until she heard Dan’s rumbling voice greeting his daughter and son-in-law on the level above hers.

She gathered up her purse and a lightweight jacket and slipped out of her condo.


CHAPTER NINE

Skip had continued to stifle Kate’s attempts to point out that he was not tackling these bad guys by himself. “Sh, I have a plan,” he’d whispered. “Wait until we get back to your folks so I don’t have to explain it twice.”

Once they were inside the condo, he said, “I didn’t want Irene to get wind of the fact that I’ve been to the police again. That’d spook her for sure at this point, and who knows what she’d try to do on her own. But I have no intention of setting this trap without police involvement.”

He quickly filled Dan and Bridget in on what had happened. Bridget paled and sank down on one of the kitchen chairs. The others settled around the table as well.

“The detective on Sal’s case strikes me as a good cop,” Skip said. “We can count on him when the time comes but I don’t want to tell him too much too soon. He’ll feel obligated to come talk to Irene and try to find out more about the phone calls. Or he may freeze me out of the set-up because I’m a civilian.”

“Which would be an excellent idea about now,” Kate said. “We’re no longer talking about you following this guy from a safe distance after Sal and Irene turn over some gambling money. Now the guy’s got a kidnapping charge hanging over him if he gets caught. Who knows what he’ll do? He may have the meeting place surrounded with his men. This has gotten way too dangerous.”

“Oh, yeah, says Little Miss Let-Me-Sashay-Into-The-Lion’s-Den-And-See-What-I-Can-Find-Out,” Skip said, half annoyed, half teasing.

“Sh. Keep your voices down or you’ll be wakin’ the children,” Bridget said.

Dan narrowed his eyes at his daughter. “What’s he talkin’ about, Katie?”

Kate sighed. “Never mind, Dad. We need to focus on what to do now
.”

“Will y’all listen to my plan?” Skip said. “Then you can pick it apart if you want.”

“Sorry, sweetheart. Tell us your plan.”

“I’m going to call Warren, the detective. I’ll tell him as little as I can get away with but I want to make sure he’ll be available when we need him. Once we get the money from the bank and pack it in a briefcase to look like there’s more there than there is, I’ll help Irene negotiate a meeting. Larry’ll insist she come alone which she will agree to, but only if Sal is there and he’s released before she hands over the money.”

“What if he double-crosses her?” Kate said. “She’s one little old lady against a thug, and he may bring other thugs with him.”

“That won’t really matter, because once we have the meet set up, we call in the cavalry. But again, we can’t do it too soon.”

“What’s to keep them from just killin’ Sal and then takin’ the money from Irene when she shows up?” Dan said. His wife sucked in her breath.

“There’s no guarantee that they won’t,” Skip said. “But my guess is Larry’s not a killer, unless he has to go there. For one thing, killing people means there’ll be a murder investigation, and that investigation might just lead to him. He wants to keep a low profile so he can keep his lucrative operation going. At this point, he’s probably planning on letting Sal go once he has his money.”

“So how exactly do you intend to call in the cavalry?” Kate asked.

“I’ll call Warren just before we leave for the meet. Give him the general location. If Vargas turns over Sal before he gets the money, then I tell Warren where he can find Vargas, with the money still on him. If he refuses to let Sal go first, I call the detective while Irene stalls a bit. But no matter how it goes down, the police will be nearby and can arrive quickly.”

“You’re not doing this without backup,” Kate said.

“I’ll go with you, lad,” Dan said.

Kate was shaking her head. Skip silently agreed with her.

“I’m going,” she said.

Now Skip shook his head.

“Too dangerous, Katie,” her father said, his tone implying the discussion was over.

Kate looked at her father and blew out a long sigh. “Dad, you get winded walking to the car. I know your mind’s still young, but your body, not so much.”

Dan glared at his daughter.

Bridget interrupted. “What exactly will your backup be doin’, Skip?”

“Sitting in a car with an open line to my cell phone so they can hear what’s going on. Let me finish explaining the plan. I drive Irene to the meeting place, park a block or so away. She gets out and walks from there. I follow on foot at a discreet distance. My backup stays in the car, ready to call the police to move in should things start to go south.”

“I think both Katie and Dan should go,” Bridget said. “Katie’s the backup and Dan’s the backup to the backup.”

Dan turned his glare on his wife. She flapped her hand at him. “Dan O’Donnell, you’re seventy-four years old. Katie’s forty-three, and fit for her age.”

“It doesn’t matter because my backup is staying
 in the car,” Skip said.

Kate ignored him. “We need another gun.”

“No we don’t!” Skip said.

“I can get me hands on a couple,” Dan said. “Some buddies around here also got pistols for protection.”

Skip threw his hands up in the air. “When did I lose control?” he asked the heavens.

“Who the hell ever said you were in control?” Kate snapped at him.

A beat of tense silence was broken by Bridget’s low chuckle. “She’s got a point, lad.”

“Skip, what would the set-up be if I were Rose?” Kate asked.

He paused for a beat. “I would follow Irene. Rose, a professionally-trained
 private investigator, would stay in the car unless things started to go south. If we had another operative with us, she’d have him or her call the police, but she’d be out of that car and headed my way.”

Kate nodded.

“But you’re not Rose,” Skip continued. “She went through the police academy, spent four years on the streets as a cop, and she’s been a PI for four more.” He didn’t have to point out that his partner was tough as nails. As Rose’s closest friend, Kate knew that.

“Duly noted. I will keep my limitations in mind, but I’m still going as your backup, and Dad’s the quote ‘other operative’ who calls in the police if things go wrong.”

Skip shook his head.

“Damn it! If it’s too dangerous for me, then it’s too dangerous for you and we call the cops now and let them handle it.”

Bridget raised her hands in the air. “Enough. We get the money and set up the meeting. Then we decide when to call in the police.”

Skip stared at his mother-in-law for a beat. She gave him a hard look back. He sighed, realizing that his wife’s stubborn streak had not come completely from her father.

~~~~~~~~

When there was no answer to his knock, Skip rapped his knuckles again on Irene’s door. He was getting worried. He glanced at his watch. Three minutes after nine. Maybe she was still getting dressed.

He made himself wait another minute before he knocked again. No response.

He walked down the walkway a few steps and rapped on the bedroom window. A curtain was drawn tight across it. No crack to peer through to see if the room was occupied.

He climbed the stairs to his in-laws’ condo. Bridget was coming out the door. “Irene just called. She said she woke up early and couldn’t get back to sleep so she called a cab to take her to the bank. She’ll call us when she gets home.”

Skip nodded and followed her back into the condo.

~~~~

“I’ve got some good news,” Bridget said as she settled into an armchair in the living room. “Friends of ours are leaving today to visit their kids for the holidays. They’ve offered their condo to us for the family, and it’s a bigger one than ours. Three bedrooms plus a den.”

Kate was sitting on the sofa reading to Edie. She looked up and caught her husband’s eye. They grinned at each other.

Her mother, however, was studiously avoiding eye contact with either of them. “I’m tryin’ to sort out how to work this. Maybe we won’t need the hotel rooms we reserved. They don’t want the place sittin’ vacant so I think you two should move over there tonight. You might as well claim the master bedroom. Bit more space for Skip to stretch his legs than our cramped guest room.”

Kate wasn’t completely successful in her attempts to stifle a snicker. Her mother looked her way and winked. Kate laughed out loud.

Billy looked up from where he was playing with his Lego blocks on the floor. “What’s funny, Mommy?”

“Nothing. What are you building?” Kate asked in an attempt to distract her son, who always wanted to be in on the joke.

“A fire station.”

“Cool,” Kate said, even though the clump of Legos with various extensions reaching in different directions, showed no resemblance to a building of any kind.

Edie tugged on her arm, wanting her to resume the story. “Just a sec, sweetie.”

Bridget tapped her fingers against her lips. “Hmm, we could put all the adults, except me and himself, in Bob and Janie’s place. And the kids here.”

“No, Ma. That’s too much stress for you and Dad to have all the kids to deal with.”

“What’s to deal with? You all put them to bed. And when they wake up, I feed them breakfast and then you come over and get them dressed and such. Our friends’ condo’s only three doors down. And once Mary’s girls are here, they can help me with your little ones.”

Kate caught the sly twinkle in hr mother’s eye as Bridget turned to her son-in-law.

Skip chuckled softly, even as his cheeks turned pink.

“What’s funny, Daddy?” Billy asked.

“Never you mind, lad,” Dan said. “Show me now what yer buildin’ there.” He lowered himself to the floor, grunting with the effort.

“I think I’ll see if I can catch up with Detective Warren, while we’re waiting for Irene,” Skip said. He headed for the guest room to make the call.

Kate shook her head. “I can only begin to imagine how upsetting all this is for Irene. Not just because Sal’s in danger, but to find out that he’s drained their savings.”

Bridget gave her daughter a confused look. “I thought he just cashed in the CDs at the bank.”

“Well, yeah, that’s what I mean.”

“That’s not all their savings. Irene only kept part of their funds at the bank. Most of it’s in an investment account with a broker. She told me one time that they had over a million dollars and were living off just the interest.”

Kate’s chin dropped. “A million dollars! How’d they accumulate that much?”

“They had a discount furniture store in Jersey. Irene managed the store and Sal, the warehouse.” Bridget paused. “Irene’s a good person, but she’s as tight as they come. Outta every dollar they made, she probably saved seventy-five cents.”

~~~~

Skip was mulling over how he wanted to approach the detective as he punched in the police station’s number from the business card in his hand. When Warren came on the line, he said, “Good morning, Detective. This is Skip Canfield. I was wondering if you were able to find out anything about that possible gambling operation at Larry’s Bar?”

“Uh, I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” Warren said.

Okay, that hadn’t worked all that well as an opening. “Well, I understand that the Ricci case i an ongoing investigation, but I’m still trying to help the wife in whatever way I can.”

After a brief pause, Warren said, “Not sure you do understand.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I was told in no uncertain terms by Vice to back off.”

Damn! Not good.

Out loud Skip said, “So you’re telling me that they’re the ones with the ongoing investigation.”

“I believe that would be a correct assumption,” Warren said at normal volume.

“And they’re not willing to jeopardize months of work with a premature raid,” Skip guessed again.

“You’re two for two.”

“Don’t they realize that a man’s safety is at risk?”

“Uh, I believe the assumption is that the risk is minimal as long as the party in question continues to keep a low profile.”

In other words, he doesn’t get caught by the bad guys.

Only problem was that had already happened. Choosing his words as carefully as the detective was, Skip said, “Suppose the risk becomes more than minimal?”

“Not sure how they’d handle it. Would depend on how convinced they were that had become a reality.”

“You mean they might leave him hanging in the wind in order to preserve their investigation?”

“Not sure.”

Skip was thinking fast. “Detective, I believe the risk is already pretty high for Sal Ricci. I may be able to come up with something to substantiate that belief. If so, I may need the police to arrive quickly.”

“You do something that mucks things up and it could get ugly.”

“I will try to avoid that. You gonna be reachable for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours?”

“You got my cell number.”

“And if I call it, what will happen?”

“You got a concrete threat to a citizen, I will protect and serve.”

“And bring the cavalry?”

“That too. Uh, Canfield, are we gonna get some resolution to this soon, ’cause if I get called out on Christmas Day, things could get ugly with my wife.”

“I sincerely hope to have this resolved before then.”

“Good. Keep me posted.”

As Skip disconnected, he prayed the detective would never find out he’d been holding out on him. That too could get ugly, if the man felt betrayed. Skip didn’t particularly want to get arrested on obstruction of justice charges.

While he was at it, he threw in a prayer that Warren wouldn’t fall off the career limb he’d just crawled out on.


CHAPTER TEN

Bridget was ladling soup into bowls while Kate set the table for lunch.

Skip was pacing in the small living room, stepping over or around the children and their toys. He had just called Irene’s number for the third time. She hadn’t picked up. When it went to voicemail, he didn’t bother leaving a message this time.

“Go check on her,” Bridget said. “I’ll keep your soup warm.”

“Kids, wash your hands and then come to the table to eat with Grandma and Pop Pop. Daddy and I will be back in a few minutes.” Kate followed Skip out of the condo.

They were surprised when Irene answered her door on the first knock. She stepped back and gestured for them to come in.

Skip bit back the cross opening that first came to mind and opted for, “What’s going on, Irene?”

When she didn’t answer right away, Kate said, “We were getting worried.”

“I’m sorry. I should have called you when I got home. But I was so depressed, I just wanted to go to bed.”

Say what? Her husband’s life is in jeopardy and she’s taking a nap?

But he decided to let it go. “Did you get the five thousand? We need some kind of briefcase to put it in, with a thick layer of paper underneath.”

Irene sank down on the overstuffed armchair. Skip and Kate sat on the sofa across from her.

“No! I’m not losing that money too,” Irene said. “I found out the bastard tried to raid our investment account. He wouldn’t have stopped gamblin’ until we were broke.” Irene’s voice was angry, but then she dropped her face into her hands.

Kate’s mouth fell open. “You’re not going to try to rescue Sal?”

Irene lifted her head. Her eyes were dry and flashed with anger. “He got himself into this mess, he can get himself out.”

“Irene, I don’t think this Larry dude’s above killing him,” Skip said, fighting to keep his voice gentle.

How the hell’d we get into this?

If a man’s life wasn’t at stake, he’d walk out the door and forget the whole thing.

“Oh, Mr. Vargas isn’t the one that has Sal.”

Skip took a deep breath and looked at his wife. Is she crazy?
 his eyes asked.

Kate shrugged.

He interpreted that to mean that, yes, the stress of all this could have sent the woman around the bend.

“Why do you say that?” he asked Irene.

“Because I went and talked to Mr. Vargas and asked him if Sal ever gambled there. He said no. Must be somebody else that’s got him.”

Skip slapped a hand over his mouth to keep from cursing. He was pretty sure that the St. Augustine PD’s Vice division would consider this “mucking things up.”

“Irene, assuming it is someone else who has Sal,” Kate said, “if they don’t kill him, they will at least beat him up.”

“Good, then maybe he’ll think twice before he does such a fool thing again.”

“A beating could kill him,” Skip said.

Irene put a hand over her heart and tried to look as if that hadn’t already occurred to her. Then she shook her head. “I spent my whole life dealin’ with his messes. Bailed his sorry butt outta jail more than once when he was drinkin’. I’m not doing it no more. Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I’m gonna lie down again.”

She headed to the door and held it open.

After a long moment of hesitation, Kate and Skip got up. As they walked past Irene, she said, “I do appreciate you tryin’ to help.” She closed the door behind them.

They walked several feet away, then stopped and stared at each other in disbelief.

“What the hell just happened?” Skip said.

“I’m not sure. But I gotta say Irene’s acting skills have improved some,” Kate said.

“But not enough. She must be too afraid they’ll hurt Sal if we try to sting them and they catch on.” They started walking toward the stairs. “Why didn’t she say something before about having more money in an investment account?”

“She’s got a lot more money. Ma said they’re worth over a million.”

Skip whistled, then voiced his earlier thought. “Wish we could gracefully bow out of this.”

“We can. Just tell the police what we know and let them handle it.” Kate’s voice was sharp.

He took her hand and started them toward the stairs, trying to decide what to say. Her first husband had been murdered, and she’d been haunted by the thought of losing him their entire marriage.

“I’d do that. If
 I was sure Warren would be able to convince Vice to blow an expensive months-long investigation based on a third-party report, from a couple of tourists, that an old man is probably in danger.”

“But this would give them the evidence they need,” Kate said.

“Only if Vargas really is holding Sal and Sal is willing to testify against him. And Vice may be going after bigger fish. Vargas may be part of a larger operation.”

“It’s still not our problem, Skip. We offered to help Irene and now she doesn’t want any more help.”

They had reached the third level but instead of heading toward his in-laws’ door, Skip sat down on the top of the stairs. Kate sat beside him. The cement was cold against their thighs but the sun felt good on their faces. The tangy breeze from the beach was warm today.

“Kate, I’d love to walk away from this, but you know we’d both feel guilty if that old man’s hurt or killed. And how would I look your parents in the face if they lost their friend, and I could’ve stopped that from happening?”

“They wouldn’t hold it against you. But you’re right. We’d feel awful. So what’s Irene planning to do, I wonder. She only had, what, about eight thousand in the local bank? It takes time to liquidate investments.”

Skip scrubbed his hand over his face. “Maybe she negotiated something with Vargas. Eight thousand now, the rest in a few days if he lets Sal go.”

“So you don’t think she really believes creepy Larry is innocent?”

He shook his head. “Naw, she’s not that naive. That was to throw us off his trail. But Vargas now knows his operation is at risk of being exposed. Damn, I hope that doesn’t come back to bite me or Warren.”

“How could it? You didn’t go to Vargas, she did. And you’d reported your suspicions about him to the police, and how you came to have those suspicions. The only part you withheld was that he actually has Sal now.”

“Yeah, and if they’d acted on those suspicions, Irene wouldn’t have walked into that bar and nonchalantly told the dude that his gambling operation was rapidly becoming the worst kept secret in St. Augustine.”

“So it’s time to tell Detective Warren that Vargas has Sal,” Kate said.

He frowned. “I’m not sure. What I’ll be telling him is that this old lady, who’s been lying to us off and on for the last few days, has told us that Sal’s being held against his will over an unpaid gambling debt. I’m not sure that’s going to convince Vice to do anything.”

“But you heard the guy on the phone.”

“Yes, I heard a guy
 and he sounded threatening, but he didn’t say he was going to harm Sal, or even that he was holding him against his will.”

Kate sighed. “So what do you want to do?”

“What I want
 to do is forget I ever heard of Irene and Sal Ricci, but what I’m going
 to do is try a different approach to finding Sal.”

“What?”

“Surveillance of creepy Larry to see where he goes.”

“No heroics, Skip Canfield!”

He stifled a sigh of frustration. “Kate, we’ve had this conversation before. This is what I do for a living. I know what I’m doing.”

She gave him a hard look. “Just don’t even think about approaching these guys without backup.”

~~~~~~~~

By the time they had finished lunch and Skip was on his way, the Florida sun had brought the outside temperature up considerably. The kids wanted to go to the beach and try their hand again at sand castle building.

Once there, Dan spread out a blanket and carefully lowered himself onto it. He leaned back on his elbows and raised his face to the sun, letting out a contented sigh.

Kate smiled as she knelt down in the sand next to her mother. The kids were scooping damp sand into a big pile to represent the castle. Kate showed Edie how to pack the wet sand into her little plastic bucket, to create towers on the corners. Billy set about building a lumpy wall around the outside of the castle.

Kate sat back on her heels and examined their efforts. It was a rather pathetic sand castle, but the kids didn’t seem to notice nor care.

“Come on,” Bridget said, groaning a little as she pushed up off her knees. “Let’s gather some seashells to decorate the walls.”

She took Edie’s hand and they started down the beach. Occasionally grandmother or granddaughter would lean over to pluck a shell from the sand and drop it in the bucket Edie carried in her other hand. Billy ran along the water’s edge, playing chicken with the lapping waves. His shoes and socks were off and his pants’ legs turned up, but Kate suspected he would still be soaked before long.

Quite a few other people had found their way to the beach to enjoy the mild afternoon. Some were sitting in beach chairs reading, or just soaking up the sun like her father. Others were walking near the water. One family was flying a kite. Even a few beach vendors had pulled their trucks out onto the sand, to rent chairs and sell hotdogs and sodas to the tourists.

Kate looked back at her children’s creation. One of the castle’s towers was starting to list dangerously. She dug around in the nearby sand for pebbles and started pushing them gently into the base of the castle wall to strengthen it. She was whistling softly as she worked when she felt a sudden chill on her back.

Glancing back over her shoulder, she expected to see a cloud drifting across the sky. Instead she saw the silhouette of a tall man, standing between her and the sun. He quickly turned and walked away.

Kate jumped up and looked nervously around for her children. They were several hundred feet down the beach.

“Come away from there now, lad,” Bridget was calling out. “The tide’s coming in.” Billy scampered over to join his grandmother and sister as they turned to head back toward Kate.

She looked around again, searching for the tall man. Was that him, moving around the corner of a hot dog truck up by the buildings?

Billy fell to his knees next to the castle, caving in part of the outer wall in the process. He happily began repairs while Edie squatted down. Tongue sticking partway out between her lips, she began placing seashells carefully around the top of the castle and on the walls.

Kate stood up and dusted sand off her hands and knees. “Are you okay with watching them for a few minutes, Ma?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll be right back.” Kate jogged through the sand toward the hot dog truck, and the path beyond it that led back to the condo complex.

Once past the truck, she picked up her pace. Coming out into the condo parking lot, she saw a pair of jean-clad legs disappearing up the stairs to the second floor of her parents’ building. She raced across the lot, but stopped once she was by the stairs. The shift from bright sunlight to the shade under the balcony left her blinded for a moment. A shiver ran down her spine.

Feet scraped on the walkway above her head, but she couldn’t tell which direction they were headed. She wasn’t sure what to do. If she went up the stairs, or took the elevator up, she could end up face to face with Tall, Dark and Ugly. She decided that wasn’t a good idea.

She moved to the sidewalk behind the stairs. The door to a small laundry room was propped open to her right. One dryer was rumbling but the room was empty, the light off.

After several heart-pounding minutes, Kate saw dirty men’s sneakers, topped by jeans, coming down the open stairway. She ducked into the shadows in the laundry room.

From what she could see through the open spaces between the steps, the owner of the shoes was tall, dark-haired, wore an orange T-shirt and a faded green baseball cap. He reached the bottom of the stairs and turned away from the parking lot, toward the pool that took up most of the space between the buildings.

Kate only caught a quick glimpse of his profile, but she was fairly sure his nose was crooked.

She waited a beat, then peeked out of the laundry room. Nobody was around. She slipped out of the room and along the wall to the corner.

Again, she peeked out, across the expanse of the pool’s apron. The guy was too far away for her to be certain, but he sure looked like Tall, Dark and Ugly. He had rounded the corner of the pool and was headed for a break between the buildings that would take him out to the sidewalk along Route A1A.

Kate waited until he had turned that corner before stepping out and hustling across the pool apron. If she could just get close enough, without getting too close.

She halted at the corner and started to peek around it.

A large hand descended on her shoulder and a gruff voice rumbled, “What the devil are ya doin’?”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Kate instinctively dropped her shoulder out from under the hand and spun around.

Her father was standing behind her. “What the devil are ya doin’, Katie?” he repeated.

“Holy sh... uh, crap. Don’t do that, Dad. You scared the daylights out of me.”

Dan scowled at her. “Who was that chap you was followin’?”

“I think he might have been Larry Vargas’s partner, or employee. Anyway, I saw him in the backroom of that dive with Vargas when I went in there the other day.”

Her father was still scowling. “So you’re chasin’ after him all by yourself.”

Kate lowered her eyes. She’d just lectured Skip not two hours ago about no heroics, and here she was trailing one of the bad guys without backup.

She gave her father a chagrined look, then grabbed his hand. “Come on. Maybe we can still see which way he goes.”

She pulled him around the corner and out onto the sidewalk. They looked across A1A, then toward the intersections at either end of the block. There were a fair number of people out and about, but no sign of a tall, dark-haired man in a baseball cap.

“I thought I saw him out on the beach. But I know he was on the second level of your building. He came down from there and then I followed him around the pool.”

Her hand flew to her mouth. She turned to her father.

He’d apparently had the same thought. His eyes were wide with alarm. “We’d better check on Irene.”

They headed back to the building as fast as Dan’s lumbering pace allowed. Kate raced past him as he stopped at the bottom of the stairs to catch his breath. She bounded up the steps and knocked on Irene’s door.

By the time the elderly woman answered, Dan had huffed his way up the steps. Irene looked annoyed, but her expression shifted as she caught sight of Dan’s red face.

“Good lord, what’re you doin’, Dan?” Irene reached past Kate and took Dan’s arm to pull him into her apartment.

“We just wanted to check on you,” Kate answered for him, as she followed them to the living room. “I guess we should have taken the elevator.”

Dan sucked in air. “She saw–”

Kate cut him off. “I thought you might be lonely.” She gave her father a slight shake of her head as Irene guided him to the sofa.

Irene straightened up, crossing thin arms across her chest. “You don’t need to worry ’bout me.”

“Have you heard anything more from Sal?” Kate asked.

Irene shook her head, then dropped her gaze to the rug. “You want a glass of water, Dan?”

“No, thanks. I’m okay. Just needed to catch me breath.”

After a few seconds of awkward silence, Dan pushed up to his feet. He placed a big hand on Irene’s shoulder. “If you need anything, just call.”

Irene nodded without meeting his eye.

Once they were out the door, Dan said, “You didn’t want to ask Irene about the man?”

“There wasn’t a real good way to bring it up. Besides, if he was coming from her place, and she was willing to admit to that, she would have said something. Maybe he wasn’t the guy from Larry’s. He could’ve just been some poor slob going out for a beer, or to pick up his dry-cleaning.”

“Or Irene’s hidin’ something,” Dan said.

“Yeah, or that.”

~~~~~~~~

Skip hated surveillance. It was incredibly boring and yet you couldn’t let your mind wander, or worse yet, let yourself get drowsy. But if you drank a lot of coffee to stay awake, then you needed to pee, and you were stuck in a car where that wasn’t the easiest thing to accomplish.

In the past, he had kept a stash of audio books in his vehicle, to help him stay alert while he kept his eyes glued to the suspect’s home or place of employment. The last year or so, they’d had employees to whom he could delegate surveillance gigs. And when they were stretched thin, his partner would take them. Being an introvert by nature, Rose didn’t mind spending hours in a car by herself.

Skip was jolted out of his reverie by the sight of Larry Vargas walking out of the back door of his bar. It was five-thirty. He climbed into a black pick-up truck and started it. Was he going home? Did the boss man let others run the place during the peak evening hours? Why not, when your main revenue was actually coming from the gambling gig. Or maybe the tall, ugly guy Kate saw in the bar’s backroom was the night supervisor.

From his vantage point a block and a half away, Skip watched the black pick-up pull out of the lot and head for Route A1A. He followed at a discreet distance.

Skip had programmed Vargas’s home address–listed in the local phone book–into the GPS of the rental. The woman’s voice constantly saying “recalculating” told him that Vargas was going in the opposite direction from his house. Was it his imagination or was the GPS voice becoming more and more frantic with each “recalculating”?

About three miles inland from A1A, Vargas’s truck entered a neighborhood that had seen better days. The houses were small and shabby. Four blocks into the neighborhood, the black truck suddenly pulled over and stopped behind a white SUV.

Skip had no choice but to cruise on by. He watched in his rearview mirror as a man got out of the SUV and approached Vargas’s truck. He leaned down and was apparently talking to Vargas through a lowered window.

Skip glanced forward. No traffic on this side street. He made a minor adjustment in his steering and his eyes went back to the rearview mirror.

The other guy was walking back to his SUV and Larry’s truck was making a K-turn in the middle of the road.

Skip made a U-turn at the next intersection and headed after Vargas again. Now the GPS voice was happily chirping out distances and turns. Creepy Larry was headed for home.

Eventually the GPS proudly announced that he had reached his destination on the right. It was a modest house in relatively good repair in a working-class neighborhood.

As Skip drove on by, he saw a child’s tricycle on the front lawn. “Oh my God, he’s procreated,” he muttered.

He pulled into a parking space a half block away. With a good view of the truck and Vargas’s front door, Skip settled in for another stint of boredom.

No one came out of the house. Lights came on in the windows as darkness descended. By ten, all the lights had gone out again. At ten-fifteen, both Skip’s patience and his bladder had reached their limits. He’d come back in the morning. For now, he was going home to his own wife and kids.

Besides, he had a hunch where they were keeping Sal. On his way back to his in-laws, he took a detour to check out that hunch. Yup, the white SUV was still in front of the house in the rundown neighborhood. He saw a shadow move inside the vehicle.

Skip pushed aside concerns about how the old man was faring after several days without his medication. He wasn’t about to go stumbling around trying to do reconnaissance in the dark. Kate had reassured him that a non-insulin-dependent diabetic wasn’t likely to go into a lethal coma. The meds were more about slowing down the progression of the disease.

As Skip headed for home, he remembered that he and Kate would be sleeping in the other condo tonight. His mood brightened considerably.

~~~~~~~~

Kate had already transferred their belongings to the neighbor’s condo. Skip looked beat, but he let her drag him to the tiny kitchen. She had laid out cheese and crackers, apple slices and grapes, and had made decaf coffee.

His stomach grumbled loudly. “Never got any dinner.”

“I figured that was the case,” Kate said.

Between mouthfuls, Skip filled her in on what he had observed that day. “Tomorrow, I’m going to watch that house again,” he concluded. “See if I can get anything concrete to give to Warren.”

“I’ve got some news too, although it’s not nearly as promising as yours. I think I saw the tall, ugly guy from Larry’s backroom today.” She’d decided not to mention the earlier possible sightings. They would only worry Skip, and she wasn’t at all sure that she hadn’t been imagining things.

“He came down from the second level of the building, walked around the pool and went out to A1A.” She carefully avoided any mention that she was following the guy.

“Dad and I went to check on Irene. She didn’t say anything about anybody coming to visit. She actually didn’t have much to say at all. Even Dad picked up that she might be hiding something.”

“So if this guy is Larry’s partner, or employee–whoever the hell he is–he may have been delivering a message.”

“Or collecting an installment of the money.”

Skip nodded, his expression grim as he sipped his coffee. Then he shook his head. He stood up and stretched. “Enough of other people’s craziness for tonight. Let’s go to bed.”

Kate grinned. “In a bed quite distant from my parents’ bedroom.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but a yawn overwhelmed him instead. His jaw made a cracking noise. “As tired as I am tonight, that might not make much difference.”

She tilted her head to one side. “We’ll see about that.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


First rule of surveillance, change vehicles as often as you can
, Skip reminded himself again as he tried to get comfortable in his mother-in-law’s sedan.

He was parked a couple blocks down from Vargas’s home. The black truck was still sitting in the driveway. Skip planned to check out that other house this morning, but he didn’t want Vargas showing up while he was doing so. Once the guy was settled in at his bar, Skip would start his reconnaissance mission.

At ten, Vargas came out of the house and got in his truck. He headed in the general direction of the bar, but turned off long before getting there. It took a moment for Skip to realize that the streets looked familiar. They were headed toward the rundown neighborhood.

When Vargas turned off the main drag, Skip drove on to the next parking lot. Getting out of the car, he loped down the side streets until he got to the one where Vargas had stopped the night before.

Easing carefully around the corner, he saw the black truck once again parked behind the white SUV. He crept slowly forward, wishing the street had more of Florida’s normally lush plant life growing along it, to provide better cover. Squinting against the bright sunlight, he made out a dark silhouette in the SUV, but the cab of the black truck was empty.

A screen door slammed. Skip ducked behind a large palm tree, standing sideways so the trunk would hide most of his body. Peering around, he saw Vargas striding down the sidewalk, headed for his truck.

There wasn’t enough time to get back to the car and follow, but Skip didn’t need to at this point. Creepy Larry had already checked on his captive for the morning.

Once the black truck had turned the corner, he eased away from the palm tree and retraced his steps to the corner. He didn’t want to alert the guy in the SUV to his presence. Going over a block he turned down another street and counted houses. Number six, the one directly behind the house Vargas had visited, had a fenced-in yard, but the house next door did not.

Skip slipped along the fence line toward the back corner. This was one of the rare times when he wished he was a lot smaller. Slinking around in the bushes is hard to pull off when you’re six-five.

The backyard of the house he was interested in was a disaster area. A large pile of rubble seemed to contain the majority of the guts of the house. Chunks of stained dry wall, broken two-by-fours, floor tiles, a couple faded window shutters, and a battered mailbox were all covered by a layer of plaster dust that had been rained on multiple times. It stuck in gloppy clumps to the other debris.

Skip noted the house number painted on the old mailbox and repeated it to himself several times to memorize it. Using the pile of trash as cover, he hunched over and moved toward the house. He plastered himself against the back wall, then eased over to a window, hoping for a crack between the curtains that would let him see inside. But the ugly green drapes were closed up tight.

The same was true for all the windows on the back and the right side of the house, although the one toward the front had light shining behind what looked like a pale blue blanket, looped over the curtain rod to block the window. The back door had no window in it. He cautiously tried to turn the knob, while standing off to the side. Not a surprise that it was locked.

He eased along the left side of the house. There were only two small windows, high on the wall. They were well above most people’s heads, but Skip could reach the windowsill of the larger of them. He cautiously looked around the corner of the house. The white SUV was still there, the silhouette of a man’s upper body in the driver’s seat. He seemed to be reading a newspaper.

So what have we got here?

The house was apparently vacant and in the process of being remodeled. The guy out front didn’t look or act like a construction worker and the house was hardly valuable enough to merit a full-time guard.

Skip spotted an old metal bucket that had been kicked into a scraggly clump of palmetto. He turned it over under the window and gingerly stepped up on it. If he stood on tiptoe he could just see over the sill.

He was looking at a 1960's vintage kitchen. Apparently the tear-out hadn’t made it this far. The counter tops were scattered with carry-out food containers. A faint light shown through the open doorway, from the next room.

Did the light mean someone was in the house or did the owners leave a lamp burning for security reasons? Skip’s arches were beginning to protest. He figured it was time to get out of there before SUV dude decided to make a circuit around the house and found him playing Peeping Tom. Carefully stepping off the wobbly bucket, he picked it up and put it back under the palmetto bush.

On his way around the debris pile in the backyard, Skip saw something he hadn’t noticed before. A metal sign was leaning against the fence at the back of the yard. It read Another project by Nealy Home Improvements.
 He memorized the website on the line below.

When he got back to his mother-in-law’s car, he pulled his laptop case out of the back before shoe-horning himself into the driver’s seat. Driving to the corner of the street the SUV was parked on, Skip turned away from the house. He pulled in front of a house with no cars in the driveway and parked. Flipping the tilt steering wheel up as far as it would go, he managed to maneuver around so that his legs were stretched out across the front seats. With his back against the driver’s door, his silhouette would be hard to detect.

He put his laptop on his lap and booted it up, blessing the new technology that allowed one to access the internet through cell phone towers. Keeping an eye on the white SUV in his peripheral vision, Skip began to do his research.

Two hours later, Skip was still tapping on computer keys, glancing up every few seconds to check on the SUV. It hadn’t moved, but the guy in it had gotten out once. He’d approached the front door of the house and knocked. The door had opened and he’d gone inside. About ten minutes later he’d returned to the SUV, a soda can in his hand.

So there was someone inside the house. Skip had added that important piece of information to the others he had collected.

He pulled out his cell phone and called the condo. Dan answered and agreed to go check on Irene.

After fifteen minutes, Dan called back. “She’s in her place. Says she’s fine and she hasn’t heard from Sal or the hooligans holding him. I’m sittin’ in your truck like you asked. I can see both the elevator and the bottom of the stairs from here.”

“Good. Did you put Warren’s number in your speed dial?”

“Aye.”

“I’m pretty sure this is where they’re holding Sal. I–”

He was interrupted by Kate’s voice in his ear. “Where are you?”

Startled, Skip almost dropped his phone. He cursed silently. So much for getting Dan out of the house without Kate realizing the final showdown was about to happen.

Dan wasn’t the greatest backup in the world but Skip hadn’t wanted his wife involved. She worried about him, but the truth was she had come close to dying not once but three times since he’d known her, and the last time, it was because of him.

“Wait, let me figure out how to put this on speaker,” Kate was saying. After a pause, her voice continued, sounding like it was coming through a tin can, “There that’s better. You still there?”

“Yeah, here’s what I’ve found out. I think they’re holding Sal in a vacant house that’s being remodeled. Owners’ mailing address on the tax records is a small town in Virginia. And the guy who’s doing the renovations–name’s John Nealy–is the former cell mate of one Lawrence Vargas.”

“A.k.a. Creepy Larry,” Kate said.

“Yup. They spent a six-month stretch together in county jail. Nealy was in for beating on his wife and kids, and Vargas for, get this, tax evasion. Seems he wasn’t reporting his winnings at the dog track on his federal income tax returns.”

“When was that?” Kate asked.

“Little over six years ago, shortly after Vargas moved here. When they got out, he and Nealy bought the bar together. The place shows a profit of over a million a year.” Skip paused to let his wife and father-in-law digest that little tidbit.

“That dive?” Dan said.

“Yup, I’d say he’s laundering the gambling money through the bar. Guess he doesn’t want to tangle with the IRS again.”

“Wouldn’t tax evasion be a federal offense?” Kate said. “I’d think he’d go to a federal penitentiary.”

“I wondered about that. Looked up the transcript of his sentencing hearing. His lawyer asked that he be held locally so his wife and kids could visit regularly. His winnings weren’t that huge, so as tax evasion charges go this was probably a minor case to the feds. He might have gotten off with probation if he didn’t have a prior record in Pennsylvania, where he’s from. Most recently a couple of assault and battery charges from barroom brawls, an auto theft conviction when he was twenty, and a sealed juvenile record.”

“Uh, this Nealy guy,” Kate said, “he wouldn’t be tall, thin and dark-haired, with a crooked nose, by any chance?”

“All but the crooked nose checks out with his mug shots and arrest data.”

“Probably got his nose broke in a jailhouse fight,” Dan said.

“That’d be my guess,” Skip agreed.

“So what’s the plan, Boss?” Kate asked, a teasing note in her voice.

Skip stifled a sigh. His wife was bound and determined to be in the middle of this. And she was right, he shouldn’t be going anywhere near that house again without backup.

Before he could answer her, Kate added, “Oh, by the way, Dad was able to score a couple more guns.”

Just great!

Skip opened his mouth to admonish her that this was not a game, but then thought better of it. Best not to piss her off, because then she would be more likely to disobey him.

“Ya there, lad?” Dan asked.

“Yeah, just thinking. I’d planned to have you two follow Irene. But that requires waiting until she leaves to meet these guys, assuming there is such a meeting planned. There’s a chance she was serious about not paying the money.”

“Or she may have already paid Nealy yesterday and she’s just sitting up there, waiting for Sal to come home.” The sound of an engine starting. “So you’re planning on going into the house to see if Sal’s there? What’s the address?”

This time Skip didn’t bother to suppress his sigh. He gave them the address. Paper rustled as one of them wrote it down. “Come in from the end of Ninth Street, off of Magnolia Avenue,” he added. “I’m parked the next block over from the house. Just pull up behind me but stay in the truck.”

“What about Vargas and Nealy?” Kate asked.

“I’m pretty sure Vargas is at the bar. He stopped by here this morning, then took off again.”

“We should go by the bar first,” Kate said. “Make sure Nealy’s there too.”

“Don’t go in! Dan was seen with me the other day, and Nealy may have figured out who you are.”

“Okay. What do you suggest?” Kate said.

“Watch the back lot from down the street a bit. Nealy smokes. He’ll come out eventually. Vargas drives a Ford 150 pick-up, black.”

“Got it. We’ll make sure they’re at the bar, then head your way.”

The minutes ticked by. While he waited, Skip thought through his strategy. He wished he had some lock picks. All he could come up with was a credit card and a paperclip. If he couldn’t get the back door lock open, did he dare break a window? Probably not a good idea.

Finally he heard Kate’s voice, now deadly serious, in his ear. “Nealy and Vargas are both at the bar. We’re heading your way now. So what’s the plan?”

“There’s a guy in a white SUV out front. But he doesn’t do circuits around the house. Just goes inside now and then, I suspect to use the bathroom.” Skip squirmed in his seat at the thought. “And there’s at least one person inside. I’m going to go onto the property through the back and try to find out who all’s inside, and then try to get inside if I can. And Kate, I won’t do it if it looks too dangerous.”

“I think going into a house where bad guys are probably holding someone prisoner is pretty damn dangerous.”

“I know what I’m doing. I won’t take any unnecessary chances.”

“Maybe we should call Warren now. Let the police take it from here.”

“Not enough grounds for a warrant,” Skip said. “And without that, they wouldn’t be able to get into the house. They’d just knock on the door and blow our cover.”

He glanced in his rearview mirror. Their rental SUV was now parked behind him, his wife and father-in-law silhouetted in the front seat. “We’ll keep this line open, but you all need to be totally quiet so you don’t give my position away. When I’m sure Sal’s in there, I’ll retreat to a spot where it’s safe to talk.”

“Okay, you and I are on my cell. Dad’s got his ready to call Warren.”

“Good. One other thing. You two stay in the truck, no matter what. I don’t want to accidently shoot one of you because I think you’re a bad guy.”

Without waiting for an answer, Skip dropped the cell phone into his shirt pocket and got out of the car. Being careful not to look behind him, he walked toward the corner to retrace his earlier route to the house’s backyard.

Once he reached the back door, he tried the doorknob. Locked, of course.

He made a circuit around the right side of the house. This time, there was a slight crack between the blanket and the side of the window, as if perhaps someone had peeked out. Checking the position of the sun to make sure he wouldn’t cast a shadow on the window, Skip eased his head around the side of the window frame and put an eye to the crack.

A very large man, in a T-shirt and jeans, was sitting on a metal folding chair, leafing through a magazine. Blond hair was cut short in a buzz cut and meaty arms bulged a bit each time he turned a page. The guy was at least Skip’s height but probably weighed closer to three hundred pounds. Skip felt bad for the chair, which seemed to be the only furniture in the room.

But he couldn’t see the whole room. Suddenly the man dropped the magazine on the floor and stood up. He stretched, and Skip could hear him crack his knuckles through the flimsy single-pane window. The big guy lumbered out of sight toward the back of the house.

Skip strained to listen for any other sounds from inside. There was a faint scratching sound and he thought he heard a low moan.

He memorized as much as he could of the layout. Some distance away he saw a wide doorway with no door. He suspected it led to the kitchen he had viewed earlier through the window on the opposite side of the house.

After a couple minutes, the big guy came back into view. Skip moved back from the window, plastering himself against the side of the house. He heard a screech of complaint from the metal chair as the man resumed his seat.

Skip debated but decided he wouldn’t look again. Too risky. Instead he ducked under the window and went around the house to the other side. Retrieving the old bucket, he once again stood on tiptoe to look in the kitchen window.

Other than a couple new empty soda cans on the counter, the kitchen hadn’t changed much. He had hoped he would be able to see the other end of the living room from this vantage point, but the angle was wrong. All he could see was a small patch of dusty wooden floor beyond the doorway.

A big brown work shoe suddenly appeared on that floor. Skip almost fell off the bucket as he ducked down below the window. He heard a deep voice mumbling, but couldn’t make out any words. Slowly raising his eyes over the edge of the window ledge, he saw the big guy rummaging in the refrigerator while muttering to himself. A meaty paw reached in and pulled out a pizza box.

Skip ducked down again. After a couple minutes, he dared another look over the sill. The kitchen was empty. Apparently Big Guy didn’t mind cold pizza.

Climbing carefully down off the bucket, he thought for a moment. He was convinced Sal was in this house, probably in the part of the living room he couldn’t see from the window. But did he have enough to convince Detective Warren?

He needed to get inside. At the corner of the house, well away from any windows, he whispered in the direction of his shirt pocket, “I think Sal’s in there. I’m trying the back door. If you don’t hear from me in ten minutes, make the call.”

“Okay,” came from his pocket.

At the back door, Skip felt the familiar surge of adrenaline that kept him on his toes during tricky operations. He took a deep breath and pulled out the credit card he had taken from his wallet earlier.

The old wood had shrunk, creating a considerable gap between doorjamb and door. He slid the card in and worked it around until he felt the latch begin to give. Easing the door open, he stifled a curse when it caught. There was a security chain.

Fishing a large paperclip out of his pocket, he unbent it, then curved the end around and slipped it through the gap between door and frame. A few moments of patient maneuvering paid off when the chain clunked softly against the doorjamb. Skip nudged the door open, praying the hinges wouldn’t squeak.

In front of him was a small room that opened into the kitchen. Pipes sticking out of the wall and a dryer vent, currently covered with heavy plastic, identified it as a laundry room. The light from the window high on the kitchen wall was the only illumination.

After taking a couple steps back from the door, he whispered at his pocket. “Going in. Ten minutes starts over again now.”

Skip slipped into the laundry room and eased the door closed behind him, leaving it unlatched. He listened to the silence for a moment. Risking that the kitchen was unoccupied, he stuck his head around the corner. Nothing but empty food containers for company.

He moved quietly across the floor and stopped beside the doorway. Edging as little of his head around the frame as possible, he peered with one eye into the next room.

A slightly-built elderly man, with thinning white hair, sat in a kitchen chair, his hands tied behind his back. A narrow white moustache adorned his lip, above the cloth gag in his mouth. His ankles were tied to the chair legs. There was no sign of Sal’s glasses and his eyes were closed.

Pulling his head back, Skip shook it slightly. These guys had been watching too many gangster movies.

He backed carefully away from the doorway. A key rattled in the front door lock. He froze. Bright light flashed across the patch of living room floor boards.

He took another step backward, then froze again when he heard a faint sound from behind him.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The thug in the next room called out, “That you, Boss?”

His voice drowned out the scuffle of Skip’s shoes on the floor as he swung around and grabbed the wrist of his assailant’s gun hand. He caught himself just in time, before twisting it into an unnatural position that would have broken his wife’s arm.

Voices could be heard from the living room. Skip moved Kate toward the laundry room. They stopped when they heard Larry Vargas say, “You’re outta time, old man.”

Skip pointed at the back door.

Kate shook her head and gestured toward the living room with the hand holding a snub nose .32. When Skip didn’t move, she stood on tiptoe and whispered in his ear, “The call got dropped. I came in to warn you about Vargas.”

Skip glared at her. “Stay here,” he mouthed.

Pulling his own gun out of his waistband, he eased back over to the doorway. He cautiously peered around the edge again.

Vargas was standing over the old man, shaking his head. “Ya got a few minutes to say your prayers, Sal.” He pulled out a cell phone and punched in a number, then held the phone to his ear.

The big blond guy was standing off to the side, meaty arms crossed.

Vargas casually pulled a Glock out from under his jacket as he waited for his call to connect. “We’re ready to go,” he said into the phone, listened for a moment, then disconnected.

Skip had to make a quick decision. No doubt Dan had called Detective Warren and the police were on their way. But Vargas might put his gun to Sal’s head and pull the trigger at any moment.

Crouching down to make a smaller target, Skip extended his arms in front of him, both hands steadying his gun. Only his head and arms showed around the edge of the doorframe as he yelled, “Freeze or you’re dead men!” A little dramatic he knew, but he needed to get their attention quickly.

Vargas jerked and dropped the phone. His eyes scanned the room, looking for the source of the voice.

Skip fired a warning shot across the floor, aimed between the two men. They both jumped. Sal let out a whimper.

Big Guy put his hands on his head. He was apparently smarter than his boss. Vargas started to swing his Glock toward Sal.

Skip quickly fired another shot across the floor. He dared not aim directly at Vargas. The man was standing too close to Sal.

Big Guy howled and fell backward on his butt, knocking the metal chair over with a clatter. He grabbed his foot and pulled it toward him. Skip’s bullet had taken off the end of the big brown work shoe. Blood oozed out of the torn opening. Big Guy fell back in a dead faint.

Vargas now had the Glock pointed toward the floor.

“Put it down real slow,” Skip ordered.

Vargas hesitated, no doubt weighing his options. Then he stooped down and placed the gun on the floor. Standing up again, he held his hands out in front of him.

“Follow these directions carefully. Kick the gun gently over toward the front door.”

The man put the side of his shoe against the gun and nudged it slightly. He gave it a bit more of a shove and it skittered across the floor, well out of his reach.

Without taking his eyes or his aim off of Vargas, Skip stood up and stepped into the room. “Move away from Sal,” he ordered.

Vargas took several steps to his left, his hands still out in front of him.

In his peripheral vision, Skip could see that Big Guy was out cold, but there was no guarantee he’d stay that way. “Back up against the wall, Vargas. Arms straight up over your head.”

The man complied.

“Kate, come here,” Skip called out.

“I’m here,” she said from the doorway, her gun out in front of her in both hands, legs spread in the stance Rose had taught her.

Skip shook his head slightly. His woman made a lousy foot soldier. “He moves a muscle, shoot him. And don’t think she won’t, Vargas.”

Edging over to the prone giant, Skip put his gun in the back of his waistband. He flinched as the hot barrel touched bare skin. Keeping an eye on Big Guy’s face to make sure he was still out, Skip patted him down. He pulled a .45 from the man’s waistband holster.

Standing up, Skip moved over to Sal. He tucked the .45 under his arm so he could untie the old man’s hands and remove his gag.

Sal started sobbing in relief as he rubbed his wrists.

“Hang on,” Skip said. “I’ll get your ankles free in a minute.” He carried the rope over to Big Guy, rolled him onto his side and wrestled his arms behind his back. Glancing up first to make sure Creepy Larry was behaving himself, Skip tied the man’s wrists together.

“Don’t know who you are,” Sal rasped, then stopped to clear his throat. “But I’m really grate–”

The front door swung open. Sunlight silhouetted a slight figure in the doorway. The person walked into the room, right into Kate’s line of fire.

“Get back!” Kate shouted.

Another silhouette, this one tall and thin, blocked the light in the doorway.

“Don’t move, Nealy,” Skip yelled, before the man’s brain had a chance to register what was going on. Skip now had his .38 in his left hand, aimed at the newcomer, while Big Guy’s .45 was pointed at Vargas.

Nealy froze. “I’m not armed,” he said, his voice a deep growl.

“Hands on your head. Stand against that wall.” Skip gestured with his head toward the wall beside the front door.

Nealy did as he was told.

Skip glanced back over at Vargas. He was still behaving himself.

But there were now far more bodies and guns in this room than Skip cared for. If they all got out of this without somebody getting shot, it would be a miracle.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“What the hell are you two doing here?” Irene still stood in the middle of the floor, blocking Kate’s line of fire.

“Get back!” Kate yelled at her. “You’re gonna get hurt.”

Irene stepped back toward the door.

Kate let out a relieved breath, then sucked it in again in the next moment.

Irene had picked up Vargas’s Glock and was holding it in both hands, pointed at Sal. Kicking the door closed behind her, the elderly woman said, “Drop the guns, both of you, or I shoot him.”

“Don’t do it!” Skip yelled. “Keep Vargas covered.”

Kate obeyed that order. She wasn’t about to passively surrender to these people.

Irene swung the heavy gun toward Skip.

The .45 in his hand was now pointed at Irene, the .38 still aimed at Nealy.

Kate’s stomach roiled as she noted that the old woman’s arms were trembling.

Dear God! Don’t let her shoot my husband.

“Seems we have a stand-off, Irene.” Skip’s voice was surprisingly calm.

“What the hell are ya doin’, hon?” Sal said. “These folks just rescued me.”

“Well, I’m un-rescuing you,” Irene spat out. “I’m tired of your damned addictions, ya old fool. If Jim hadn’t said no, you woulda gambled away everything and we’d have been out on the street. I told Mr. Vargas I’d pay your debt, but only if he got rid of you for me.”

Sal stood up and stared across the room with myopic eyes. He tried to take a step toward Irene, but his still tethered ankles wouldn’t let him. He swayed, then grabbed the back of the chair to steady himself. With anguish in his voice, he said, “You was gonna have me killed?”

“Still gonna.”

“And just what are you going to do about us?” Kate asked, her gun still trained on Vargas, who wisely had not lowered his arms, although the tattoos were starting to dance a bit as his muscles twitched.

“Sit down on the floor, Vargas,” Skip said. “Hands on top of your head.”

“You ain’t the one givin’ orders here,” Irene said.

Vargas looked from one to the other, then across the room at Kate. Her gun was pointed right at his chest. He followed Skip’s instructions.

Kate could hear sirens in the distance. She prayed the cops would get here before Irene did something crazy.

“We’ve got three guns. You’ve got one,” Skip said to the woman. “Any way you look at it, this isn’t gonna end well for you. Now put the gun down.”

Irene let out a short bark of laughter that morphed into a smoker’s cough.

The front door flew open, slamming into Irene’s back and sending her stumbling across the room. Skip was beside her in one stride. He brought the hand holding the .45 down on her wrists.

She screamed in pain and dropped the Glock. Skip put his foot on it as he jammed the .45 in his waistband. He grabbed Irene’s arm and pushed it up behind her back.

Kate quickly glanced at Nealy. Tall, Dark and Ugly was still standing against the wall, hands on his head. But when she looked back at Vargas, he was no longer where he was supposed to be.

He was at the window, fumbling with the lock. Before she could react, he threw it open and dove over the sill.

“Let him go. Coppers’ll get him,” her father said from the front doorway.

The sirens that had been background noise for the last few minutes now screamed at them as the first of the police cars raced down the block.

Nealy made his move. He shoved past Dan, slamming him against the doorjamb.

Dan recovered his balance and shielded his eyes with one hand as he stared at the street. “Police car has him blocked. No, he’s taken off between two houses.” He turned and moved into the room. His step had a hitch to it and he was clutching his side.

Heart in her throat, Kate dropped her gun on the floor and ran to her father. “Are you hurt?”

“Na. Had to use me belt to tie that hooligan out front to his steerin’ wheel.”

Kate laughed out loud with relief and threw her arms around him, almost causing him to lose his grip on his trousers.

Skip shook his head as he maneuvered Irene around them and toward the door. “Just what part of ‘stay in the truck’ didn’t you two understand?”

Kate’s hands went to her hips. “Well, that’s a helluva thank you for saving your hide!”

“You
 saved my
 hide?”

Dan hitched up his pants. “You gotta admit, lad, you’d have been a tad outnumbered without us.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Kate stifled a yawn.

They hadn’t meant to stay for the entire Boat Parade last night, but they hadn’t had the heart to tear the children away. Edie and Billy had been enthralled by the sailboats, trawlers, and even a few dinghies, cruising past their perch on the wall overlooking Matanzas Bay. The boats were outlined with white or multi-colored lights, most also exhibiting lighted replicas of everything from pirate ships and lighthouses to reindeer, candy canes and a Christmas train. Kate’s favorite had been Santa riding a shark.

Her brother, Jack, and his long-term girlfriend had come in on the nine-ten flight this morning from Chicago. They were now waiting at Jacksonville airport for her sister and her family to arrive from California. At a nearby table, Jack and Kristen were keeping the kids entertained, teaching them card games.

Kate gave her chair a gentle push. Jacksonville was the first airport where she had encountered rocking chairs, but they were a growing trend around the country.

Fifty feet to their left was the entrance to the security section. Kate watched her father and husband standing near there with Sal Ricci. The frail man seemed to have shrunk even more in the last two days, since he’d discovered that his wife had wanted him dead.

“Your Dad’s much closer to Sal than I was to Irene,” Bridget said from the rocker next to hers. “I knew she could be controlling, but I never dreamed she was capable of paying somebody to have Sal killed!”

“People often marry alcoholics because they need to be needed or in control, but the resentment builds up over the years. It’s called code–”

“I know what codependency is, Katie,” her mother interrupted, then softened her tone. “You’re forgettin’ that your Uncle Sean was an alcoholic. I’ve read up on it.”

Skip was shaking Sal’s hand one last time. Then he headed toward the women.

Kate’s eyes stung as she watched her father wrap the little man in a bear hug.

When they broke apart, Sal shook Dan’s hand and then shuffled toward security. Dan watched his friend’s stooped back until it receded behind the white plastic barrier.

Skip sat down on the empty chair across from Kate and her mother. He leaned forward. “Sal’s decided to sell the condo and stay up north with their daughter, Ann. She’ll be down some time in the next month or so to pack up his things and clean out their place. Sal said he’d call you, Bridget, when he knows for sure when Ann’s coming.”

Bridget nodded and wiped her eyes with an already damp tissue. “I’ll insist she stay with us. She’ll not be wantin’ to sleep in their place. Too many sad memories now.”

“Won’t Sal have to be here to testify at Irene’s trial?” Kate asked.

Skip shook his head. “Didn’t get to tell you yet. That call I got while y’all were hugging Jack and Kristen was from Warren. Irene’s lawyer got her a plea bargain. A lighter sentence if she testified against Vargas. With that ammo plus what Vice found in his safe, Warren got Vargas to confess.”

Kate blew out a long sigh. “So no trials.”

Bridget heaved a sigh of her own.

“What about Nealy?” Kate asked.

“He’s still at large, but Warren thinks they’ll catch up with him eventually.”

~~~~~~~~

Skip was half asleep in his own rocking chair when Billy’s voice rang out. “There’s Aunt Mary!”

All heads swiveled in his direction, even those of strangers.

Skip followed the boy’s line of vision to the arriving passengers pouring out of the corridor to their right. Mary and Pete were in the middle of the swarm, dragging carry-ons, their two young teen daughters trailing behind.

The family rose and hurried toward them.

After cutting her crew out of the herd, Mary raced over to Kate and grabbed her hands, dancing her around in a circle. “We’re here, we’re here!”

Laughing, Kate gave her a hug.

“Ugh, I’m glad we’re on the ground,” Pete said, keeping his voice down so the girls couldn’t hear him. “Five hours on an airplane with squabbling teenagers is not my idea of fun.” He gave Kate and his mother-in-law pecks on the cheek, then shook hands with his father-in-law and Jack.

Kate had grabbed each of the girls for a hug.

“We need to make a stop before we can get on the road,” Mary said.

“The ladies’ room’s over there,” Kate said, leading the way. “Come on, kids. Best we all go. It’s a bit of a drive back.”

Mary winked at her husband behind her sister’s back as the two women walked away, all of the children in tow.

What the hell is that about?

Skip didn’t have long to wonder. Pete grabbed his hand to shake it, then pulled him closer to whisper in his ear.

Jack looked their way. He and Pete exchanged a small nod.

Skip headed for the nearest overhead screen showing the arriving and departing flights.

Ten minutes later, he found the whole crew in the food court, gathered around three tables that had been pushed together. Pete and Jack had burgers and fries in front of them while a couple baskets of nachos with cheese were being passed around to those who were less hungry.

Skip leaned over his brother-in-law’s shoulder. “On time,” he whispered as he swiped a fry and dipped it in ketchup. “Baggage claim office is gonna hold your luggage.”

Pete nodded, then took another bite of his burger. After chewing and swallowing, he said in a loud voice, “Sorry for causing the delay. I guess the time change has thrown my stomach off.”

“Me too,” Jack said.

“Not a problem,” Kate said from the other end of the table. “We’re all on vacation, so no rush.”

“I’m just enjoying having all of you here at once.” Bridget beamed at her kids and grandchildren.

Pete snorted, then started to cough. “Went down the wrong pipe,” he gasped.

Skip struggled to suppress a smile as he pounded his brother-in-law on the back.

A few minutes later, Jack glanced at his watch. “I’m starting to get full. You want some of my fries, honey?” he asked Kristen.

She turned a bit gray and shook her head, then took another nacho from the plate in front of her and nibbled on it. She’d ordered hers without cheese.

“You’re not trying to diet at Christmas time, are you?” Kate asked, a teasing note in her voice.

Kristen gave her a small smile. “No, I just get a little airsick. I’m sure my stomach will settle down soon.”

“I’m done,” Pete said, putting the remnants of his burger on his plate. “Can’t get those last few bites in.” Wiping his fingers and mouth with a napkin, he stood up. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Just occurred to me,” Dan said, “that we shoulda gotten your luggage first, before we ate.”

“They’ll hold it downstairs,” Skip said, again struggling to keep a straight face.

They all piled on the escalators that took them to the lower level baggage claim area. Kate led the way to the glassed-in office where unclaimed bags were piled.

A loud, obnoxious noise accompanied the red light that started flashing and turning at the baggage carousel nearby. “Look, Grandma.” Edie pointed to the sign over the carousel. “That says Baltimore.”

It sure does, Edie,” her grandmother said, pride in her voice. “That’s where these people came from.” Bridget gestured toward the crowd hovering around the carousel.

“How’d you read that?” Kate asked.

“That big puzzle of the states we gave them, it’s got major cities printed on it. T’other day, I was showin’ her the pieces for the states where everyone lives. We sounded out the names of the states and cities.”

“She’s our bright little girl.” Dan beamed down at his granddaughter.

~~~~

Kate felt a tap on her shoulder. Turning around, it took her a moment to realize she was staring into the smiling face of her oldest brother.

“Michael!” She threw her arms around him.

He lifted her off her feet in a bear hug and spun her around in a circle.

When he put her down, she grabbed for Amy who was standing next to her father grinning like the Cheshire cat. “How’d you get them down here?” Kate whispered in her niece’s ear.

“Aunt Mary and I combined forces,” Amy whispered back.

Excitement bubbled in Kate’s chest. She gave her niece an extra squeeze. “You two are a formidable duo.”

Letting go of Amy, she moved toward the girl’s mother who was standing a few feet away, surrounded by a pile of carry-ons. Kate opened her arms.

After a slight hesitation, Phyllis stepped over to her. “Merry Christmas, Kate.”

“It will be now,” Kate said, as they hugged. Then she held her sister-in-law at arm’s length. “You’re looking good,” she lied. Phyllis had actually aged a lot more than four years since the last time Kate had seen her.

“I look like hell,” Phyllis said with rare candor. “I lost my mother this past summer. This hasn’t been a good holiday for me.” A tear trickled down her cheek. She swiped at it with the back of her hand.

Kate’s mood sobered and she pulled her sister-in-law into a second hug, this one much more sincere. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks,” Phyllis said. “Made me realize it wasn’t fair to keep Michael away from his family.”

Kate turned toward her parents. Bridget’s face was streaming with happy tears as she stood on tiptoe to hug Michael. Amy was dancing around them, with Edie and Billy in her wake. Mike was vigorously shaking his grandfather’s hand while Dan slapped the young man repeatedly on the shoulder.

Kate had a flash of what was to come. Her parents were aging. These family holidays wouldn’t be the same in a few years. She shook off that melancholy thought and looked around for Skip.

For the first time, she realized that the rest of the family was standing in a group near the baggage claims office. They were all grinning from ear to ear.

As the others let out a cheer, Mary ran over and threw her arms around her sister. “Merry Christmas, Kate!”

~~~~~~~~

On Christmas evening, delicious smells were wafting from Bridget’s small kitchen, where Mary was helping her mother. Skip and Pete were putting up two card tables on either side of the kitchen table.

Michael wound his way through the crowded living room to where Kate was watching them, two holiday tablecloths tucked under her arm. “So we really surprised you, huh?” he asked his sister.

“Totally,” Kate said.

“Mary and Amy ganged up on me.”

Kate smiled up at her oldest brother who was looking more and more like their father, his hair graying and his middle thickening. “So Amy told me.”

“I’m sorry it took me so long to stand up to Phyllis. What happened wasn’t your fault. I shouldn’t have let it cause a rift like that.”

Kate pulled the tablecloths out from under her arm so she could take her brother’s hand without dropping them. “It’s water under the bridge now, Michael.”

He turned his head in the direction of the living room, where his wife was sitting on the sofa, talking to Jack and Kristen. Kate followed his line of vision. Jack had his arm draped around his girlfriend’s shoulders. He was laughing at something his sister-in-law had just said. Phyllis had a smile on her face.

“Try to be kind to her, Kate. She’s had a rough year,” Michael said softly.

“I know. She told me about her mom.”

“She did?”

“Yes, at the airport, when we were hugging.”

“Can people really change at our age, Kate?”

“They certainly can. I’ve had clients in their seventies who’ve made some pretty significant changes–in themselves and in their lives.”

“That’s good to know.”

Mary’s voice rang out across the noisy room. “Dinner’s almost ready. Everybody wash up.”

Kate handed her brother a tablecloth.

Once they were all seated around the crowded, makeshift table, Dan said, “Who’s going to say the blessing?”

The tradition was that the youngest did so. Kate nodded to her son. “Billy’s been practicing.”

“God is great, God is good,” Billy yelled. Skip put his finger to his lips in a shh gesture. The boy dropped his voice a half decibel. “Let us thank him for our food. Amen.”

Everyone chimed in with “amen,” then started passing serving dishes around the table. Silence reigned as mouths were filled with the Christmas feast.

When people started putting down their forks and sighing, Jack said, “We have a couple more presents for Ma and Dad.”

All eyes were on him. Kristen, sitting next to him, lifted her hand from her lap and held it up. With her other hand she turned the ring on her finger around to show them a sparkling diamond. Her face broke into a grin as a gasp rippled around the table.

“You’re finally getting hitched?” Skip said.

Jack and Kristen nodded in unison. The room erupted as the women raced to hug Kristen and the men to slap Jack on the back and shake his hand.

When they had settled at the table again, Michael teased, “Why’d you keep her waiting so long, bro?”

“He wasn’t the holdout,” Kristen said. “I was.” She paused, looking down at her plate. “I, uh, was told, when I was younger, that I probably wouldn’t be able to have children. I guess I didn’t see the point in getting married. If we weren’t having kids, it was just a piece of paper.”

Kate gasped. This time she’d figured out the surprise. “You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

Kristen looked at her, then smiled and nodded.

The room erupted again.

~~~~~~<>~~~~~~
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