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PUB DAILY

MASSIVE DEAL RUMORED FOR BELEAGUERED PUBLISHER

BLIND ITEM



Could the tides finally be turning for embattled Seattle-based publisher Simon Says? After a year of making headlines for all the wrong reasons—including a potential sell-off, canceled author contracts, layoffs, and even a murder investigation at the wedding of their new head of marketing—the rumors are swirling once again, but this time for all the right reasons.

Anonymous sources are claiming that the Pacific Northwestern publisher is poised to make the deal of the century with an undisclosed high-profile magnate from the business industry. The book is rumored to be a tell-all memoir about the icon’s time in the business and the friends (and enemies) they made along the way. While business memoirs tend to run in the vein of instructional snoozefests or self-aggrandizing puff pieces, we’re told this one is going to break the mold. Secrets of the wealthiest, most powerful people in the country are on the table, and for once we’re all invited to dinner.

Our sources say it’s the kind of deal that will not only help get Simon Says back on their feet after a rough year, but will put them in contention with the Big Five publishers in a massive way. It’s exactly the kind of bump they need to rally after losing their flagship bestseller fiction series, the Loretta Starling mysteries. Who the magnate is and how Simon Says got the funds to make such a deal happen aren’t known, but what is for sure is that we’ll be eagerly watching their press releases over the next few days to find out who exactly is spilling their secrets, and who they’ll be taking down with them.
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CHAPTER ONE



Juliette Winters contemplated the skyline, her future, and the possibility of throwing up.

Not from nerves, mind you. Nerves were for discount mall close-up magicians and toddler beauty pageant stage moms during the talent portion. Juliette didn’t get nervous. She got aggressive, hyped, focused, and vicious, in that precise order. But never nervous.

No, it was this fucking boat. The unnatural tilt of the deck forward and back brought on a similar wave of motion from the depths of her belly to the back of her throat, leaving a burning sensation as it subsided. Staring at the horizon like her doctor had instructed did little to help, and the medicated patch she’d insisted he prescribe didn’t seem to be doing its job either. She gripped the rail harder, willing her body into submission.

“You will not fuck this up for me,” she seethed at the ocean. “I refuse to be defeated by a fish’s toilet.”

The sun lingered in the west, painting the sky brilliant red to luminous orange to dusky blue, all of it twinkling back at her from the brilliance of Elliott Bay. It would have been pretty, if the lurch of another wave hadn’t made her consider leaping overboard and swimming for shore. She defaulted to an old visualization technique her mother and father used when she was a child, when they said she was dysregulated and her emotions needed to be “appropriately expressed.” She visualized Warren Ellingham finally turning in the manuscript he’d been promising the publisher for months. She’d make sure it was on every major news outlet by six o’clock the next day, they’d sell millions of copies, she’d be named book visionary of the year (which wasn’t an award anybody gave out yet, but they would create it just for her), and she’d achieve all her dreams and Juniper Kensington would totally suck it at their high school reunion nearly fifteen years after ruining Juliette’s life.

“It’s almost time,” came Veeta’s softly accented voice behind her, nearly undoing the past hour of meditation, medication, and manipulation she’d enacted on her body. Veeta had recently been promoted from marketing intern to assistant marketer—one of the last hires Simon Says could afford to make—and they took their role as Juliette’s second-in-command very seriously. “I found some peppermint oil in the galley, which was not easy, considering the chef in there is on a real power trip about chutney. He threatened to punt someone’s dog into the sun if they didn’t find him some fresh mangoes.”

“Forget about the peppermint, give me the Dramamine,” Juliette said.

“Didn’t your doctor warn you not to mix the scopolamine patch with any other—”

“Doctor’s orders are suggestions, like stoplights.”

Veeta sighed, slipping a small pill into her hand. “Don’t you want to at least try the peppermint oil? I can dab it behind your ears.”

“I believe in casual sex and hard drugs, I’ll stick with the Dramamine,” Juliette said, tossing the pill back. “Any sign of Warren?”

“No, but there’s been plenty of chatter about the Pub Daily blind item,” said Veeta. “Half the party is speculating that Warren will announce his retirement tonight, and the other half thinks he’s the business magnate with the tell-all memoir. That Piedmont woman is nearly beside herself trying to get a straight answer out of Simon. She’s offered him a free round of golf at the country club if he gives her an early copy.”

“Good, let people speculate, it will create more interest,” Juliette said, the Dramamine/scopolamine combo seeming to finally do the job. Her limbs felt loose, her head pleasantly light and fluffy. “I’ve already got interviews lined up with The Financial Times, CNN, the Seattle Times, and Joe Rogan. Gross, I know, but he’ll hit that sweet spot of old guys who read Rich Dad Poor Dad. Plus, it will pub two months before Father’s Day. We’ll sell out of the first print run in no time.”

They had better sell out if Juliette was going to hold Simon to his promise to make her COO of Simon Says so she could save the company from the brink of disaster, where they’d been teetering for over a year. They needed this deal more than anyone knew. Even if she might heave up all her insides in the process of securing it.

“Juliette, you’re clearly unwell,” Veeta said, their tone gentle. “Why don’t you take the tender boat back to land, let Simon be here for the big announcement? Or Spencer, since he’ll be editing the manuscript—I’m pretty sure he’s hiding here somewhere with Kennedy. Let someone else close the deal.”

“No, it has to be me,” Juliette said, swallowing back a wave of nausea. “I don’t trust anyone else not to botch it after the year we’ve had. I have to be there for the announcement.”

It had to be her name next to Warren’s in all the papers tomorrow. Her face next to his in the photos. Everyone needed to know the deal was her brainchild, that she had single-handedly engineered it. She couldn’t risk Simon or Spencer screwing it up, not after all the work she had put in to court Warren in the first place.

“I understand,” Veeta said, though Juliette knew they couldn’t possibly understand what was at stake for her. Not with the stupid reunion looming.

Juliette straightened off the railing, steeling herself for the night ahead. “Okay, I’ll hunt down Warren and prep him for the big announcement. You find Simon and make sure he doesn’t give away the farm for a few holes of golf.”

Everyone had to go barefoot so they didn’t damage the teak decking of the yacht, but Juliette still stood an impressive five feet ten inches tall even without heels. She swung her long blond hair over one shoulder, the wind immediately tossing it back in her face.

“I need you to take a picture of me,” she said, handing off her phone. “Hair?”

“Flawless,” Veeta confirmed.

She shimmied the hips of her sequined sheath dress, smoothing it into place. “Dress?”

“Stunning.”

“Strength of will?”

Veeta held up the phone, snapping the photo. “Objectively terrifying.”

Juliette posted to her main feed on Instagram, captioning the picture with “about to close the deal of the century, nbd.” When her feed refreshed, a photo of Juniper at some tropical destination popped up with some lame caption about feeling blessed or grateful or thinking about orphans, something stupid like that. She’d once watched Juniper humiliate a bunch of middle school girls to the point of crying at a high school track meet because they were cheering too loud and distracted her on the 200 meter. Fucking Juniper.

Juliette steeled her icy blue gaze. “Let’s go blow some minds.”
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CHAPTER TWO



Juliette didn’t know how you could make a barefoot boat party still feel stuffy, but June Piedmont had managed it. It was her country club instinct, no doubt, to make every party a black-tie affair just as it would be at Pacific Pines, the ultraexclusive club she and her husband cofounded with Warren Ellingham.

“Juliette Winters, darling, there you are!” came a woman’s voice that walked the exact border between polite and commanding. June Piedmont swanned through the crowd, not waiting to see if waiters would dodge out of her way in time, knowing they would if they valued their paychecks. Her feet were perfectly dainty as they peeked out from beneath her floor-length de la Renta gown, though Juliette noted the style was at least a few seasons old. June must have borrowed it from the designer’s vault.

“Mrs. Piedmont, you found me,” Juliette said, doing her best to maintain a pleasant smile. Veeta nudged her discreetly, which meant she wasn’t doing as good of a job as she hoped. “What a lovely party you’ve put on this evening.”

“It is lovely, isn’t it?” June cooed, looking around the dazzling interior of the main deck. A five-piece band—including a baby grand piano—played live music while girls in beautiful pink satin dresses wove through the crowd carrying bottles of rosé in the exact same shade as their dresses. A carving station at the far end of the party room boasted prime rib, lobster tails, and a raw oyster bar with an impressive collection of hot sauces. Veeta snagged a rice dumpling from a waiter as they passed.

“Aren’t those divine?” June said as Veeta popped the tasty little packet into their mouth. “Bánh giò. Vietnamese street dumplings, a signature offering from our executive chef, Troy Pham. We’re lucky Warren saw the potential in him and snatched him up. He could run any five-star restaurant in the world. But that’s Warren, the brilliant mind, always seeing opportunities. That’s why we’re honoring him tonight.”

“I’m sure Warren will be more than pleased,” Juliette said.

June cooled herself with a small hand fan she produced from some clever pocket in her dress sleeve, wafting a strong floral perfume toward Juliette with the embroidered silk. “I do hope so. Though I’ve not seen him as yet. Always playing coy. And speaking of coy, darling, how could you keep such a juicy secret from me?!” June snapped her fan shut and used it to playfully slap Juliette on the arm. “I have it on good authority that Warren’s little announcement tonight will cause quite a stir, and it’s all thanks to you, isn’t it?”

Juliette happened to know that June’s “good authority” was simply the gossip pages of Pub Daily, but she wouldn’t hold it against the woman. Gossip was the way women like June Piedmont ran the world behind the scenes. When a man collected information, they called it intelligence. When a woman did it, they branded her a gossip. The work of the patriarchy.

“Imagine the things a man like Warren Ellingham could share. The secrets he could tell. You know he has a nickname around the club. The Lockbox. You need help, any kind of help—money, advice, the number for a good lawyer—Warren is your man. Not that Robert has ever needed him, of course! But when a man earns a reputation like that, well … you can imagine the skeletons he’s collected from other people’s closets.”

Juliette could well imagine it, which was why she’d courted Warren so hard. Simon Says couldn’t compete with the big publishers on advance money, but Warren had more money than he could spend in ten consecutive lifetimes. He didn’t need another million dollars for a book; what he needed was personal service, a dedicated team that would see his vision from concept to printed page. And that was the deal Juliette had sold him all those months ago, when she promised to personally shepherd his book through the publication process. She’d kept Simon out of the negotiations and held off on involving Spencer in any of the brainstorming pitch sessions, choosing to handle Warren directly. This was her brainchild, start to finish. She couldn’t let anyone else ruin it for her.

“You know, people would kill for a glimpse at a story like that,” June continued. “I’d be willing to bet anyone on this boat tonight could make it worth your while for a little sneak peek. Just the first chapter! Between us ladies.”

June wasn’t the first person that evening to approach Juliette asking for a “sneak peek” of Warren’s manuscript. The blind item had stirred up all kinds of attention, which was exactly the kind of publicity Simon Says needed to make Warren’s book launch a success. Had Juliette contacted her source at the magazine to plant the blind item and stir up the attention in the first place? Well, that was how business got done.

“You know Warren, he likes to keep his secrets,” Juliette said with that patient smile.

“Oh, I’ll get it out of you, you be sure of that,” said June. “Name your price. Do you golf? Or play tennis? We have excellent spa services at the club, I could get you in for the best massage of your life. And our saunas are Norwegian, you won’t believe the wonders it will do for your skin. Just name a date and I’ll add you to the list of guests.”

“Mrs. Piedmont—”

“June, please, call me June!” June moved in closer, her grip on Juliette’s arm unyielding. “Darling, you have the hottest ticket in town, let me help you leverage it!”

Juliette spotted Kennedy Hempstead nearby, her friend and (by a small technicality) boss. “Kennedy!” she called out, startling several party guests around them. She practically dragged June in her wake as she headed toward the other woman. “Ken, have you met June Piedmont? June, this is Kennedy. Kennedy Hempstead.”

“Hempstead? Rebecca Hempstead’s niece?” said June, the wheels turning. The only thing rich people loved as much as their money was other rich people, and Kennedy Hempstead had recently inherited a fortune that made her among the richest in the country. “I was so sorry to hear about your aunt’s untimely demise, of course. Such an impressive woman.”

“Ah, hello,” Kennedy said, smiling politely. She looked as radiant as she always did, her hair the perfect mix of wind-tossed and glossy, her makeup so subtle as to appear natural. Actually, knowing Ken, it might be her natural skin tone. That’s what old money bought you; good genes. “We met at the Paws for Love gala a few years ago.”

“Oh yes, that god-awful feral cats thing,” June said, making a face.

Kennedy blinked. “I started the foundation.”

“And what an incredible job you’ve done, funding their medical care!” June said, smoothing right over the whole business. “Say, Kennedy, do you belong to a club?”

Juliette slipped away in search of Warren as June continued her sales pitch to Kennedy. She caught snatches of conversation as she hunted through the crowd, all the talk and attention on the missing man of the hour.

“He’ll finally announce his retirement, mark my words,” said a man heavily overdressed for the boat atmosphere in a tuxedo with tails.

“And leave the shop to who?” countered a man in all white linen, his shirt unbuttoned to his navel and displaying a proud sprout of graying chest hair. “That son of his, Bradley? The kid wouldn’t know a decent business deal if it landed in his lap. Well, unless it did a dance there.”

“The ‘kid’ is pushing fifty,” said a woman in a powder pink pantsuit with a snort into her rosé glass. “And Warren is seventy. He can’t hold on to power forever, and meanwhile we’ve all got investments tied up in the Ellingham Group. What happens to our money when Warren isn’t there to oversee it?”

Juliette moved toward a hallway on the far side of the room, presumably leading to the private suites, judging by the EMPLOYEES ONLY sign hanging from a rope suspended across the opening. Another suggestion, easily overridden. She unclipped it and slid past, the hallway quieter than the main crush of the party. The sleek wooden walls and soft lighting gave the yacht an intimate, luxurious feel. Without the salt-tinged air and the wide-open decks, she could almost convince her stomach she wasn’t on a yacht at all. If she were ever going to consider water transport of any kind, it was clear that a yacht was the only way to go.

The first room she encountered seemed to be some kind of media room, one entire wall just a TV screen showing golf tournament highlights. The next room was filled with gym equipment, and the room after that looked to be a fully outfitted, though tragically unstaffed, spa. Juliette could use a massage and a dip in a whirlpool to loosen the knots of tension between her shoulder blades.

She poked through a few more rooms, some of the doors locked, all of them seemingly abandoned. She’d almost given up when a crash sounded from one of the rooms behind her, a voice thundering out, “I swear to god, Warren, if you go through with this, I’ll kill you!”
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CHAPTER THREE



Juliette hurried down the hallway as another voice joined the fray, calmer and more confident.

“Get ahold of yourself, Chip, for god’s sake,” said the voice she recognized as Warren Ellingham’s. “Save the infamous temper tantrums for the course. It’s already done.”

“You’ve got no proof!” the other voice thundered as Juliette reached the door. She tried the handle, but it didn’t budge. She could kick it in, Olivia Benson–style, but she didn’t want to be on the hook for the repairs. So instead she lingered, waiting for her opening. After all, it would be rude to interrupt such a contentious conversation. Especially one that might have more blind items she could leak to the press to pump up their marketing efforts. “If you even think about going public with this, I’ll sue your ass back into the Dark Ages!”

“Is that right?” Warren asked, his tone dry. “I happen to know your attorney, son. I’ll let him know he can depose me when he comes over for dinner next week. And while he’s at it, I’ll tell him to brush up on US Code 224.”

Juliette hadn’t heard of US Code 224, and her cell phone reception was spotty at best out here on the bay, but she made a mental note to look it up when she got home. Judging by Warren’s tone, it didn’t sound good for the other guy.

“I told you, Warren, I had nothing to do with that!” said the other man, clearly pacing back and forth from the way his voice wove in and out.

Warren scoffed. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my fifty years in the business, Chipper, it’s to trust my gut when it tells me there’s a snake in the grass. Everything about you has stunk since you stepped off Stanford’s greens onto the main stage. Too obsessed with the cameras and the microphones. You’re exactly the kind of attention-seeking narcissist who can tank morale at a club. By the time I’m done with you, I’ll see you out of my club, off the Tour, and done with golf. You’ll be lucky to get a job working concessions at a minigolf course.”

“You can’t do that,” said Chipper. “You’ll ruin everything I’ve worked for.”

“Worked,” Warren said derisively. “You wouldn’t know an honest day’s living if it punched you in the gut. No wonder my son got tangled up with the likes of you. Face it, Chipper, you’re outclassed and outfoxed. I’ve got a speech to give, and you need to leave.”

“Dammit, Warren, I’m not leaving until—”

Warren pulled the door open so suddenly that he caught Juliette by surprise. She barely had time to put on an “I just got here, what’s going on?” face when the other man came into view behind him.

“Juliette, my girl, a welcome reprieve,” Warren said as he stepped back, letting her into the room. He wore a finely tailored linen suit, a fifty-thousand-dollar Rolex winking on his wrist. He turned to the other man, making a show of it. “Juliette, this is Chipper Floyd. Onetime professional golfer, now mostly a spokesman for local car insurance companies and off-brand sports towels. Isn’t that right, Chipper?”

The man’s expression was preternaturally smooth—the result of an overenthusiastic Botox injection, if Juliette had to speculate. His face was handsome enough, probably charming when his breath didn’t reek of alcohol like it did just then.

“I won the Masters,” Chipper said, his teeth clenched tight. They were so white and uniform in shape Juliette figured they had to be veneers. “And the US Open twice. It’ll be three times next year, if everything goes according to plan.”

“I find that plans rarely go according to,” Warren said, giving him a knowing smile. “But, Juliette and I have business to finish up, don’t we, my girl? Chip was just leaving.”

“We weren’t done talking,” Chipper growled.

“Warren, everyone’s wondering where the man of the hour is,” Juliette said, giving Chipper a less than apologetic smile. “June Piedmont is on the verge of sending out a search party if you don’t make your appearance soon.”

Chipper got the message, wrenching the door open viciously. “We’ll talk later.”

“Get yourself another drink and relax, Chipper,” Warren said, waving him off. “You’re liable to get in trouble and do something stupid if you don’t.”

“He forgot to wish you happy birthday,” Juliette said dryly as Chipper slammed the suite door shut.

Warren shook his head, moving across the room toward a mahogany desk. “Some horses don’t know when they’re beat. They’re so spooked by the starter pistol they just keep running and running, figuring they’ll get a head start on the next race.”

This was a favorite habit of Warren’s, colloquial phrases to evoke a mythical ranching childhood. It was only after she researched his background for the memoir that she learned he grew up in Minneapolis, the son of a dentist and a makeup counter saleswoman. No ranches in sight. But that didn’t seem to affect the slight country twang he used when handing out his corn-fed business lessons.

“Drink?” Warren asked, indicating a stocked bar on the sideboard with an impressive collection of expensive whiskey bottles, elaborate gift tags hanging off each one. “I mentioned whiskey in one speech twenty years ago and now every damn hanger-on sends me a bottle of private reserve for my birthday. June and Robert had a bottle of Glenlivet sent up and insisted on toasting with me personally. Some small-batch, limited-edition nonsense. I don’t even care for whiskey, not really. Help yourself, I’m sure it cost them a fortune.”

The bottle of Glenlivet sat on the edge of the desk, five cut crystal tumblers collected around it with various levels of the amber liquid sloshing within. The bottle was half-empty, the liquid sludging out into the tumbler Juliette reluctantly retrieved from the sideboard. She winced her way through a sip of the ultraexclusive whiskey, giving Warren a watery smile. She was usually a vodka girl, mainly because whiskey tasted the way old men’s breath and sweaty leather saddles smelled.

“Everyone downstairs is buzzing about our announcement,” Juliette said, placing the glass discreetly among the other half-empty tumblers as soon as he turned his back. Vile stuff, whiskey. Already her head felt light and cottony, her tongue thick in her mouth. She needed to keep her wits about her. This evening was too damn important for inebriation.

“Speaking of, I suppose you’ve seen this,” Warren said, picking up a paper on the desk and waving it at her in disgust. The Pub Daily blind item. For some reason Warren had printed it out, because of course he had. Old people didn’t believe the news unless they could hold it in their hands.

“I know you insisted on an embargo on the deal until you could make your announcement, but honestly, this is good publicity,” Juliette said in her most soothing tone. “Believe me, everyone downstairs is practically foaming at the mouth. Terrified. We have them right where we want them.”

“Terrified is where we want them?” Warren said dryly, wandering to the sliding glass doors and watching the distant city lights twinkle. Juliette preferred to keep her sights fixed strictly indoors.

“Fifty years I’ve been doing this, Juliette,” Warren said, his accent turning expansive as he gestured toward the lights. He spoke like he was giving a motivational TED Talk, pausing for dramatic effect. “I started the Ellingham Group from the ground up, built Pacific Pines practically with my own two hands, brought in the kind of members other clubs can only dream of. I’ve reconstructed empires on a suggestion, and toppled men far greater than Chipper Floyd. And now everybody’s talking about me like I’m already dead and buried. Throwing this birthday party like it’s a lifetime achievement award. They’re all expecting me to retire, and for what? So I can hand the reins over to my son, watch him decimate my legacy like he has his own personal finances? They’re gonna find out I’ve still got plenty of living left in me.”

He crossed to the desk and rapped his knuckles on top of a stack of papers, giving her a meaningful look. Juliette’s heart started pumping double time with excitement. Here it was, at long last. The book she’d wheeled and dealed and bargained her soul for. The book that was not only going to save Simon Says, but secure her future as its COO. And she had single-handedly helmed the deal.

“So, that’s it?” she asked, her tone admirably casual. “I can take it now, get it off your hands and let you focus on your victory lap.”

“All in good time, my girl, all in good time.” Warren scooped up the papers, turning toward a cabinet set against the wall with a safe built into it. Juliette subconsciously lunged for them as he turned his back, pretending like she’d tripped over nonexistent carpet when he glanced at her. “I’ve still got a bit of tinkering to do on them. Don’t worry, you’ll get these as soon as I make it official.”

“I can get started reading it right now, actually. I don’t need to be there for the big speech. I’d rather get a jump start on the work here.”

Warren gave a big, open laugh, clapping her on the shoulder. “That’s what I like about you. You’ve got a fire in your belly! I knew it from the moment you cornered me at that benefit and pitched me on writing this memoir. Wouldn’t take no for an answer. Reminded me of when I first started Ellingham Group, cold-calling potential investors, trying to convince them to put their money in the hands of a stranger. You’re going places, and I can help you get there faster.”

“It would be even faster if I started now,” Juliette said, her heart pounding harder. Everything had a faint yellowish-green halo to it, and she leaned hard against the edge of the desk to stop the world spinning. Okay, maybe her doctor had a point about not mixing scopolamine, Dramamine, and whiskey.

Warren laughed again, popping the papers into the safe on top of several stacks of hundred-dollar bills. Easily her rent for the year, just sitting there like pocket change. He swung the door shut, the electronic lock whirring into place. “Soon, my girl, soon. For now, let’s go rattle some cages, shall we?”
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CHAPTER FOUR



No sooner had they stepped out the door than they were met by a young man with perfectly styled brown hair and charming brown eyes, his suit finely tailored and perfectly fitted enough to rival even Warren’s getup.

“Mr. Ellingham, I’ve proofread your speech, made the necessary edits, and printed out a copy for you to read from. I’ve also cued the band to play ‘The Best Is Yet to Come’ per your request. Senator Clarke wants to discuss the tax bill with you, the Piedmonts insisted on a birthday cake but I told them no candles, Amery Bichou would like to give you a private birthday congratulations, and your son has insisted on making your introduction speech tonight. Oh, and Troy Pham is making a scene in the galley again. I’ve sent Brigitte to manage him, but I’m afraid he’ll keep this up until you handle that contract business.”

As fast as the young man spoke, his words were clear as cut crystal and refined as a Darjeeling tea, with just the faintest trace of a British accent. He held out a glass to Warren and held up his palm as a sort of makeshift table with an assortment of multicolored pills.

“That’s … a lot of pills,” Juliette said, envisioning flashes of her future as a wealthy septuagenarian. Or maybe those were more Dramamine/scopolamine flashes, because she was definitely seeing lights again. The man in the suit in particular had a lovely golden glow around him. Or maybe that was Juliette’s hormones joining the party. She’d put all of her focus into making this deal with Warren happen, neglecting both her physical and sexual needs.

“Don’t worry, my girl, it’s all vitamins and supplements,” said Warren, kicking back the first handful. “Got a clean bill of health from my doc just last week. He said I had the heart of a twenty-five-year-old and the prostate of a teenager.”

Juliette didn’t realize teenagers had enviable prostates, and she figured that the only way Warren would have the heart of a twenty-five-year-old is if he bought one off the black market. Still, it worked in her favor that Warren would be sticking around for a good long while. It was hard to do publicity with a dead man.

“Healthy as a lion at the head of the pride,” Warren was saying. “I could wrestle a bear right now if I wanted. Or Clayton here, couldn’t I?”

“I’d rather you not, for both our sakes,” said the young man dryly. “I didn’t realize you would have company. I apologize for the intrusion.”

“Nonsense, it’s high time you two met,” Warren said. “Juliette, this is Clayton, my right-hand man and my gal Friday all rolled into one.”

“Clayton Westminster,” the man said with a tight smile, extending a hand. It was soft and smooth, his nails precisely cut. “Warren’s executive assistant.”

“Warren’s told me all about you,” Juliette said.

He hadn’t, actually, but she knew a vital connection when she saw one. The most powerful person in any company—after the CEO—was the person in charge of their schedule.

“Only the good bits, I hope,” Clayton said, that British accent coming out to play.

“Sometimes the bad bits are the best bits,” Juliette said, daring a wink at him. She might be laser-focused on this deal, but she wasn’t dead.

The band shifted from a low-key jazz number to a louder song, heavy on the electric guitar, and Warren made a face.

“I see my son has insisted on taking over the music selection,” he said. “Well, if he wants to make an ass of himself in front of everyone at the club, why not let him? At least it will quell the rumors that I’m retiring.”

Juliette had never met Bradley Ellingham, but she’d met plenty different versions of him growing up at the country club where her parents were members. Short and wide, with slightly bowed legs and thick shoulders crammed into a suit that probably never fit him, black hair oiled to a high shine and eyes already bloodshot from too much liquor. He looked like if someone took an oil portrait of Warren and smeared their hand over it, distorting all the crisp lines of determination that made Warren such an imposing figure.

“Hey! Let’s—guys, can we cool it on the music one moment?” He listed slightly to one side as he approached the band. “Somebody got a mic or something? Where’s the … where’s the mic?”

Clayton made an annoyed gesture to an amplifier set up behind Brad, a wireless microphone perched on top. Brad swiped it up, fiddling with the controls until the microphone popped to life, making everyone in the audience cringe.

“Sor … ahem!” Brad heaved a snorting sigh, clearing his throat. “Sorry about that. Dang thing sure is turned up, isn’t it?” Brad laughed like he’d made a joke, patting at his jacket as if he were missing his car keys. “Well, look. Listen. Tonight, we’re here to honor a man. A great man! My father, Warren Ellingham. Look at him!”

Warren made his way toward the front, June and Robert Piedmont positioning themselves in his path as he gave a humble wave to the cheering crowd. Robert spoke something low in his ear, and Warren shook his head. But still Robert didn’t move, his hand on Warren’s shoulder wrinkling up the fabric. Brad took the opportunity to continue.

“A great man!” Brad said, hugging the microphone toward him as if Warren were going to snatch it out of his hand. It whined and buzzed, his voice cutting in and out as he continued. “A man without whom most of us wouldn’t even be standing here today. Some of us literally. This is a man who made his own way in the world, and isn’t too shy to tell you so. A man who doesn’t know the meaning of the word quit. A man who puts business above everything. Just ask his six ex-wives!”

“Okay, son,” Warren said, plastering on a patient smile as he finally disentangled himself from the Piedmonts’ clutches. “Why don’t you let me have that—”

“I’m not finished, Dad, I’m not finished,” Brad said. The microphone cut out again—this time definitely an issue with the electronics. Brad frowned down at it, bopping it against his hand and making the amplifier boom. “I know every one of us here owes something to my dad. Every one of us has come to him in a time of need, a time of crisis, a time of deep personal distress. And he’s delivered us, every single time. Maybe even when we didn’t deserve it.”

Yikes, there were some deep Daddy Issues™ in the look Bradley Ellingham so imploringly gave his father as he spoke. He must be in some kind of trouble—not that he was ever really out of trouble, based on the comments everyone had made about him this evening alone. But whatever reaction Brad hoped for, Warren only looked on passively, as if listening to a podcast.

“You know, I’ve got a lot of my dad in me,” Brad said, glaring the audience down, daring them to laugh or snort in disbelief. “I know not everyone thinks so, not even my dear old dad, but I do. I’ve got his drive, and his focus. I’m willing to do what it takes to get what I want. Isn’t that what you always taught me, Pop? Business before pleasure? Stocks over hugs? Keep your friends close and your potential rival market shareholders even closer?”

“Oh boy,” Clayton muttered. “I’d better stop him before he tells the band to play Everclear’s ‘Father of Mine.’”

But a woman who looked for all the world like Linda Evangelista but somehow hotter stepped up beside Brad with a hand on his arm, the neutral tint of her nails belying the death grip of her fingers as they dug in. She held a glass out to him with a faint smile.

“Shouldn’t we cheers, darling? The hour grows late.”

“Cheers?” Brad said, sounding confused. He blinked, looking around as if there were things floating in the air. Whatever he was on, it must be the good stuff. His forehead shone with sweat.

“Yes, cheers, darling,” the woman said. “To your father? Who must also give his speech?”

“I know what you’re doing,” Brad said bitterly, raising his voice into the mic. “My wife, ladies and gentleman. Brigitte Ellingham. Look at her, would you? Ass like a peach. Body like a panther. Heart like ice.”

“That’s enough, Bradley, darling,” said Brigitte, wrestling the microphone from his hand. Clayton made a choked noise beside Juliette, no doubt wondering how long this shit show was going to go on. As someone who also worked so hard to ensure her author events ran on a tight schedule, she imagined the well-organized man was fuming inside. Brigitte frowned at the microphone, fiddling with the buttons as Brad had done. For a luxury yacht, Juliette figured they could afford a sound system that actually worked. “Please, everyone, raise your glasses to Warren. May we all be around long enough to live this down.”

Warren made to step forward, but June Piedmont beat him to the gorgeous woman who Juliette refused to believe allowed a man like Bradley Ellingham to see her naked. June took the microphone, smiling widely at the crowd as her first words were lost in the fritzing noise of the mic. She paused, looking at the thing cluelessly.

“For heaven’s sake,” Clayton muttered, stepping forward and taking the microphone from her. He fiddled with it for a moment, calling over one of the band members and discussing it in hushed tones until finally someone hauled a cord over, plugging it into the microphone and seeming to solve the issue for the moment. Honestly, all of these tech issues were really undercutting the glory of Juliette’s big moment.

“Thank you, everyone, for coming out tonight,” June Piedmont said, smiling widely as Clayton stepped back into the crowd.

“They think it might be the batteries,” Clayton said, rolling his eyes as June continued through her effusive praise of Warren. The woman’s voice trembled, her hands fluttering around like butterflies. “You plan everything down to the fold of the napkins and the damn batteries go out. I’ve got to see if I can find some replacements. Keep an eye on Brad, would you? Warren looks ready to burst a blood vessel if his son so much as sneezes wrong.”

Warren did look put out, but luckily for everyone else Brigitte seemed to have wrangled Brad away from the crowds. Juliette kept an eye out for Chipper Floyd, too, but the angry golfer seemed to have disappeared. June was speaking so fast she was tripping over her own words, and she looked as sweaty as Brad had been. Must be the spotlight. Some people just couldn’t handle it, Juliette thought. Though it did seem awfully warm on the boat just then, despite the sharp breeze blowing in off the water. Juliette’s mouth was suddenly bone-dry, sour, and tasting of leather saddles. Damn whiskey.

“… here he is now, Warren Ellingham!” June proclaimed, nearly collapsing off the little stage as she breathlessly handed the microphone to Warren.

“Well, wasn’t that certainly something,” Warren said as he stepped up, his words cutting in and out. He gave the microphone a shake. “I thought we fixed the damn thing. There it is. Now, I know all of you came out for a good party, but first I’ve got an announcement to make. Something—”

The microphone cut out again, and Warren tapped it a few times before turning to the amplifier in annoyance. The cord had come loose, and he waved off a band member as he stepped forward, squatting and shoving the cord back into its slot. The lights on the yacht flared bright and sharp, piercing Juliette’s eyes. Or more likely it was the scopolamine/Dramamine magic turning nasty. The amplifier buzzed louder and louder before giving a pop, and Juliette’s heart nearly stopped from the fright.

Meanwhile, Warren was really milking the suspense of the announcement, dragging his dramatic pause out for longer than advisable as he hunched over the amplifier. Only, the crowd had gone awfully quiet, too, their faces a mixture of confusion and concern. Warren seemed to be frozen in time, his expression twisted in something like consternation. Or pain. He gripped the microphone hard enough that his knuckles had gone white, his back bowed at an odd angle. His other hand gripped his chest, wrinkling the fine linen as his lips twitched, tight and relaxed and then tight again. The only indication that the microphone was still working was when it gave a big booming thud as it dropped, Warren following suit and toppling forward to crash face-first into the floor.
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CHAPTER FIVE



Juliette’s first thought was to wonder if anyone else had the combination to the safe in Warren’s room. Her second thought was somewhere in the neighborhood of “Oh, shit.” And it wasn’t until a much belated third thought that it occurred to her to wonder if Warren might actually need help. Luckily not everyone else on board was as goal-oriented as she was, as Clayton Westminster was sprinting past her and leaping onto the stage.

“Mr. Ellingham? Mr. Ellingham!” he called, his voice barely audible through the wireless microphone still trapped under Warren’s body. He rolled Warren over, checking his pulse and his airway.

“Is there anyone who can help?” cried June Piedmont, gone ashy and shaken from the opposite side of the stage. She gripped her husband’s arm for dear life. “A medic, or a lifeguard? Does he need a glass of water? Who has smelling salts? Tell the captain to set course back for the docks immediately!”

“I think he’s had a heart attack,” Clayton said. “I’ll start compressions, someone bring the defibrillator!”

“A defibrillator!” June echoed, her voice shrill. “Bring the man a defibrillator! Is there someone with one of those? Oh god, Robert, I’m feeling faint.”

“Calm down, Junie, calm down,” Robert said, an edge to his voice.

“What can we do?” asked Kennedy, appearing beside Juliette with Veeta close behind. Juliette looked to where Clayton had begun compressions on Warren while the band members sang an a cappella version of “Stayin’ Alive” because they’d heard it was the correct tempo to perform CPR. But Warren’s body was far too still, his legs splayed out. Warren’s body. She’d already started thinking of him in abstract terms. This wasn’t good.

“Doctor,” Juliette croaked, turning toward the audience. “There’s got to be a doctor among all these country clubbers. Is anyone here a doctor?”

“A doctor, yes!” June Piedmont called, fanning herself. “Where is George? Did George come tonight?”

“I’m here,” called a man toward the back. He jerked his thumb at another man standing beside him. “And so is Stanley. But I’m a gynecologist.”

“And I’m a podiatrist,” the other man said apologetically.

“Any … regular doctors?” Juliette called out. “Preferably of the heart, but we’ll take any other body parts that aren’t vaginas or feet.”

The crowd remained unhelpfully silent, and Juliette gave a sigh.

“Fine, the fetish doctors win it,” she said. “Foot doctor, you’re up.”

The man pushed his way toward the stage as one of the boat crew brought out the defibrillator. The country club podiatrist removed the small plastic covering, pulling out two floppy plastic rectangles with cords attached to the machine and pulling Warren’s shirt open to apply the paddles under his arm and high up on his chest. He pushed the power button on the front, sweeping his hands out dramatically.

“No one touch the body,” he declared authoritatively. “You could be shocked along with him if you do.”

Juliette could see the very same warning in bold red letters on the front of the machine from where she was standing, but she would let the podiatrist have his moment if it meant reviving Warren. Because the longer this scene went on, the more horrifyingly real it became. Juliette needed Warren to be okay, and the longer he lay there motionless, the less likely that became. This was so much worse than she could have imagined. The machine gave several dramatic beeps, and the entire party held its breath as the boat headed back for land at full speed. The beeping stopped, and a robotic feminine voice came through the speakers on the machine.

“Low battery. Recharge and replace paddles.”

“What does that mean?” June Piedmont cried out. “Oh, Robert, what do we do??”

She swooned into her husband’s arms and he gave a shout, the gynecologist swiftly coming to her aid. The country club set were really dropping like flies. They took her to a nearby couch, the staff rushing in with ice water and cool towels to bring the hysterical woman back to earth.

“This machine wasn’t properly serviced,” said Clayton, glaring accusatorily at the steward who brought it.

“I … I don’t know what happened,” said the steward, sensing a lawsuit on his hands. “It should have been included in the last round of inspections. I only do what the captain tells me.”

“Then get the captain in here,” Clayton demanded. Juliette had to admire a man who took charge of a situation, even if this one was already well out of hand. And still Warren simply lay there, face contorted, hand in a claw where it had been holding the microphone. Streaks of black marred the inside of his palm.

“The captain is busy getting us to land,” said the steward, backing up a few feet. “We’ve already radioed for emergency services. They should be waiting at the dock.”

“That’s time that Mr. Ellingham doesn’t have!” Clayton shouted, looking increasingly frazzled. Juliette could hardly hold it against him, considering she was feeling a bit like coming apart at the seams at the idea of Warren being gone. He’d been so alive just moments ago—not just alive, lively, vibrant, electric. She’d been to plenty of funerals in her time, but those were for distant family relatives who had passed peacefully in their sleep. She’d never had to witness death in real time, and the experience was not sitting well with her. Of course, it was going even worse for Warren.

“What about the helipad?” someone asked. “Can’t they fly in the medical chopper and land on that?”

“I’m afraid the helipad was converted into a dance floor as requested,” the steward said with a wince.

“Who the hell ordered the helipad be converted to a dance floor?” someone shouted.

“We didn’t realize we would need it!” June Piedmont cried from the couch. “Brad suggested it!”

“You’ll be lucky if you don’t get sued into oblivion,” someone muttered loudly.

Juliette would have been of the same mind, if she hadn’t made the mistake of looking out the windows. It had been hard to tell when it was mostly black outside, but now that they were drawing closer to land the dots of light from the mainland bobbed and weaved like fireflies darting through the trees. She’d been so focused on Warren that she’d hardly noticed the rough tilt and slide of the floor, but now it was the only thing her body could notice.

Box breathing, count back from four …

Juliette liked Warren. It was distressing to see him laid out like the hardest-working extra in a Law & Order episode, but he couldn’t have finished his announcement before he keeled over? Heaven forbid he could have prepped a press release for the evening. Or, at the very least, handed her the manuscript up in the suite.

Shit. The manuscript. Puking would have to wait.

Juliette stumbled away from Veeta and Kennedy, pushing through the rapt crowd as Clayton continued berating the yacht staff while June Piedmont shrieked orders at no one in particular from her prone position on the couch. They would be at the docks within minutes, if the fast-approaching lights of the mainland were any indication. Juliette needed to get her hands on the manuscript before the medical professionals showed up and started asking questions.

Questions that Juliette had been asking herself. Questions like: How does a man with no history of heart conditions and a recent clean bill of health from his doctor keel over dead in the middle of the most important speech of her life? Why did he have black marks on his hand where he’d held the microphone? Where had that weasel son of his slithered off to right before his dear old dad dropped dead? And how the hell did the defibrillator wind up out of battery?

Juliette reached the EMPLOYEES ONLY hallway just as a man coming from the opposite end barreled past her, ripping the velvet rope clean off the wall in his wake. He wore a plain white button-down shirt and black slacks, nothing that distinguished who he was or why he was running. He carried a duffel bag, hugging it against his side for dear life.

“What the hell?” Juliette demanded.

The man didn’t say anything, just hustled off in the direction of the galley. Now that Juliette thought about it, he was wearing the same thing as all the other waiters on the yacht.

“What was that?” Juliette wondered out loud. But then she looked back down the hall, her gut churning with a sick combination of vertigo and dread as she realized which door he had just exited. Warren’s suite. She charged down the hall and swung the door open, but someone had left the sliding glass doors on the opposite side of the room open, and the room was a complete wreck. Papers strewn everywhere, chairs tumbled over, glass shattered on the thick carpeting. Juliette gingerly made her way around the worst of it, mindful of her bare feet, as she headed for the safe.

But it was clear before she reached the cabinet that someone had beaten her to it. The safe door swung open at a wide angle, the inside completely empty. The manuscript was gone.



 


PUB DAILY

MISSING MEMOIRS, MAYHEM, AND … MURDER?

Blind Item



It was a scene out of an Agatha Christie novel two weeks ago when billionaire magnate Warren Ellingham died of an apparent heart attack at his seventieth birthday party aboard a luxury yacht belonging to his ultraexclusive country club, Pacific Pines. The party was one for the ages, according to our sources, and though no one has confirmed their attendance on social media, we have it on good authority that at least one action movie star, one minor European princess, and one reality TV villain were in attendance. Our sources also say Warren was set to announce his long-rumored (and already predicted by this fine outlet) tell-all memoir about the connections, backroom deals, and buried secrets connected to Pacific Pines when he was cut short—literally.

But here’s where the story takes a ride on the Orient Express—Ellingham’s memoir, which was under lock and key aboard the yacht, was stolen during the party. Ellingham was also seen arguing with a former golf star and new member of Pacific Pines, and Warren’s own son, Bradley Ellingham, gave a less than flattering homage to dear old dad before Warren’s heart attack. Could Warren’s passing have been more than an unfortunate tragedy? Only time and a thorough, impartial investigation will tell.

The police are still looking for the highly prized missing memoir, though no strong leads have been announced. If you have any tips or information to share on the missing memoir, there could be a reward involved for any information that leads to the recovery of the manuscript. Please contact Juliette Winters at Simon Says Publishing for more details.
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CHAPTER SIX



Juliette sat in the conference room of Simon Says Publishing simmering with impotent fury. Two weeks it had been since the night of Warren’s party. Two weeks since the manuscript that was supposed to be the culmination of all her schemes and dreams had disappeared. And what did she have to show for it? Nothing. No word from the police, who swore they were investigating the theft. No word from the detective who was meant to look into the circumstances surrounding Warren’s death, which she still found highly suspicious. No word from Warren’s son, Brad, who had apparently taken the helm at the Ellingham Group in the wake of Warren’s untimely demise.

Juliette drummed her fingers on the reclaimed wood of the conference table—one of Simon’s proud reveals when he’d revamped the office a few years ago, before anyone knew the extent of their financial troubles. If there was one thing Simon Hsu had in spades, it was good taste. The bookshelves he’d chosen for the office were open and airy, mounted to the wall in such a way that the books often looked like they were floating. He was a fan of natural light, and so he’d had all of the depressing corkboard-style wall dividers replaced with massive panels of glass. Which meant that everyone could see everyone else, which was an unfortunate discovery for Greg the copy editor’s plumber’s crack and everyone adjacent to him. Juliette had advocated for privacy blinds for years, but the funds for such trifling matters had long since dried up.

Getting hired as a marketing associate at Simon Says straight out of college had been one of the proudest, happiest days of her life. Juliette had turned to books as a source of comfort for at least as long as her parents had been writing theirs, the Parenting a Prodigy series. Pop psychology books that promised to make a prodigy out of every average child if they simply followed her parents’ research-backed approach to child-rearing. Putting her life on display for millions of parents desperate to achieve greatness for their precious little angels. Her parents had earned their entrée to the country club set not by charging their exclusive clientele obscene amounts of money, but by becoming influencers before such a thing existed, and dragging Juliette reluctantly into the limelight along with them. For all that they had violated her privacy as a child, she could at least be grateful that things like Facebook and Instagram and TikTok didn’t exist when she was a kid. Still, they’d done a good enough job screwing her up without such a lasting platform.

She’d made a life for herself here at Simon Says, despite everything. She was proud of what she had accomplished, putting books she truly enjoyed out into the world. She worked hard and sacrificed any semblance of a personal life to keep the place running, but still the ship was sinking faster than she could bail the water out. It ground her down in her weaker moments, the early-morning hours and late evenings. The grueling phone calls with authors disappointed with their sales. The double duty of covering marketing and publicity when they’d had to lay off all their young, hungry publicists. People like Simon and Kennedy would be fine; they had their golden parachutes and personal wealth to catch them before they hit the ground. But for others like Veeta, like Greg the copy editor—like Juliette herself—there was no safety net. If Simon Says went down, it took all of them down with it.

She checked her phone, ostensibly for the time (Spencer and Kate were dangerously close to being late for their meeting to discuss market positioning for Kate’s new series). It had only been two minutes since the last time she checked, and yet there were still no calls, no texts, no voicemails, no emails. No updates. She had been ghosted, which was frankly beyond the pale. Juliette Winters didn’t get ghosted. She did the ghosting.

Her phone dinged. A notification from Facebook. The high school reunion group. She shouldn’t check it. No good would come of it. She knew—she knew—it would be about her. It was all they seemed to talk about since someone rediscovered her online during the debacle of Kennedy’s wedding last year. She wasn’t going to check it. She didn’t care what they thought. She was going to find the missing manuscript, make it a thunderous success while also respecting the legacy of Warren Ellingham, and they could post whatever they liked about her because it wouldn’t matter. She would have won.

Okay, she was going to open it. Just to delete the notification. She wasn’t going to read what they had posted. She didn’t care.

Okay, she was reading it. And it was worse than she’d imagined. They’d posted the Pub Daily article about Warren’s death and the missing manuscript. Comment after comment making twenty different versions of the same lame joke about Juliette being voted “Most Likely to Botch the Deal of the Century.” She knew she shouldn’t have made that Instagram post, but she couldn’t have imagined how the evening would have gone at that point.

But the worst of it was, someone, somehow—and she fucking knew it had to be Juniper, even if she couldn’t prove it—someone had found a photo of her talking to the police on the docks the night of Warren’s death. Barefoot, her hair blown all over the place, looking strung out from her scopolamine/Dramamine/whiskey comedown; she looked terrible. She didn’t look like a scion of business or an industry leader. She looked like she’d just been busted for possession at a Girls Gone Wild boat party.

Unbelievable. Fifteen years she had tried to escape their judgments and opinions. Changed her name, stayed off social media, worked behind the scenes without claiming any of the credit she deserved. And then they’d found her. For months now she had tried to rebuild her reputation, creating that stupid Instagram profile to show how far she had come, and all it took was one photo—one blurry, out-of-context, poorly shot photo—to bring her back down. To make her feel sixteen again. Betrayed. Humiliated. Abandoned. Alone.

“Juliette!”

“What?!” she snapped, slamming her phone down guiltily and nearly cracking the screen.

Kate Valentine stood in the doorway looking surprised, her dark brown hair falling halfway out of a clip and her vintage 1987 Florida largemouth bass fishing competition sweater frayed along the sleeves. She always managed to look like she was on the last twenty-four hours of a deadline, even in formal wear. “I was just going to say, I was on time for once to our meeting. But it seems like you’ve got other things going on?”

“Sorry,” Juliette sighed, checking her phone compulsively for the hundredth time that day. Still no calls or emails, but at least there wasn’t another update from Facebook. She ought to delete it, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She didn’t know why their opinions still mattered. She didn’t know why she was trying so hard. But somehow she had to prove she wasn’t what they were calling her. She wasn’t a failure.

“Are you okay?” Kate asked, taking her seat at the conference table across from Juliette. “We can reschedule—”

“I’m fine,” Juliette said, gathering her mental armor.

“I mean, you did just watch a man die like two weeks ago,” Kate continued. “I can tell you from personal experience, it’s a traumatic blow.”

“We’ve all seen dead people before,” Juliette said dismissively. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Let’s talk strategy for the new series.”

Kate was one of their bestselling authors, her mystery series focused around Florida bartender Loretta Starling having become a runaway bestseller and a blockbuster movie. The series had kept the lights on at Simon Says for several years now, and Kate’s surprise decision to end it last year after Kennedy’s wedding had been the final nail in the coffin for Simon Says and their struggling list. Kate couldn’t possibly know how her decision had affected the business, but in her less charitable moments Juliette harbored a quiet resentment toward her for it. It was part of the reason that Juliette was in this predicament in the first place. That and the media attention that Kate had brought on all of them at Kennedy’s wedding after discovering not one but two murders during the ceremony. Again, things Kate couldn’t know—disaster just seemed to follow the woman around. But Juliette still wished she had kept it out of the press.

“Shouldn’t we wait for Kennedy and Spencer?” Kate asked, eyeing the conference room door. “Spencer doesn’t like when we start without him. He’ll make one of his comments.”

“Since when do you care about Spencer’s comments? You’re not engaged anymore, and he’s married to someone else.”

Kate had been engaged to Spencer, the senior editor at Simon Says, before Spencer called it off and started dating Kennedy Hempstead. There had been an office betting pool about whether or not Kate would make a mess of things at their wedding, which she had—but definitely not in the way anyone had thought.

Kate tilted her head to the side in consideration. “You make a compelling point. Maybe I should start being early to all our meetings and pretend like we’re halfway through when he shows up just to piss him off.”

“That’s the spirit,” Juliette said, her phone dinging. She nearly lunged for it, but the notification that popped up was just a spam email from a clothing store.

“Really, we can reschedule the meeting,” Kate said, sensing her distraction.

Juliette put her phone down, resolutely determining not to pick it up again until Kate was gone. “I’m here. I need to work. I could use the distraction.”

“You know,” Kate said, her expression turning sly, “if it’s a distraction you need, I know the perfect person.”

Juliette groaned, rolling her eyes. “Please, for the love of Korean skincare routines, stop trying to set me up with Jake’s brother, Doctor Dud.”

Ever since Kate had started dating her former crush, Jake Hawkins, she had been not so subtly trying to set Juliette up with his older brother, Charlie, a cardiothoracic surgeon. She was doing that thing that all new couples do, trying to spread their love around like they were little cupids, shooting their arrows at every single backside they could find. They were so convinced that everyone needed what they had, they were insufferable about it.

“He’s not a dud!” Kate protested.

Juliette gave her a frank look. “The guy’s hobbies are bread baking and reading presidential biographies. It’s like talking to a plank of wood.”

“First of all, Charlie makes a mean sourdough, and from his own starter to boot. Don’t knock it until you try it. And a lot of people find presidential biographies very scholarly.”

“Yeah, that’s what I look for sexually,” Juliette deadpanned. “A scholarly biography.”

“Okay, so Charlie can be a little … formal. But he’s really sweet once you get to know him!”

“I’ve met the guy like ten times now. He gets worse and worse at casual conversation every time. The last time I saw him at that dreadful cocktail thing you tricked me into attending, he wouldn’t even look me in the eye, he talked about how the canapés were a well-balanced mix of the five food groups, and he shook my hand at the end like it was a job interview. Plus, every time I see him, he’s obsessed with reminding me that he’s in a long-term, very committed relationship. Like I’m going to accost him in an alleyway because he thought I was flirting with him the first time we met.”

“That’s because you were flirting with him the first time you met. You forget I was there, too.”

“I wasn’t flirting,” Juliette said, rolling her eyes. She had been, actually, and she’d used some prime Juliette Winters game on him at Kate’s launch for her final Loretta book. She could have sworn it had even been working, until he clammed up like a church wife come Sunday morning and told her he didn’t want her “getting the wrong impression.”

“You were flirting,” Kate insisted, “and he was definitely flirting back. It’s just his terrible girlfriend has this crazy hold on him, and nothing that Jake or I do can seem to pry her loose. But you could easily scare her away! And Charlie is a handsome guy. Don’t tell Jake I said that. I mean, obviously Jake is objectively hot, but Charlie is just as good-looking in his own way.”

Charlie was good-looking, even Juliette had to admit that, though he dressed like a nineties sitcom dad in baggy jeans and ill-fitting polo shirts and his hobbies were just as Danny Tanner. He was more intense than his happy-go-lucky brother, with darker hair and quiet, studious eyes. He had the kind of internal stillness that a specialty surgeon like him needed, which was usually the exact kind of overachieving vibe Juliette gravitated toward. But Charlie had been about as receptive to her advances as a Buckingham Palace guard. And despite her flagrant disregard for most rules, Juliette was not a home-wrecker.

“He’s not hot enough to make up for how dead boring he is,” Juliette said, ignoring the prickle of insult to her pride at the idea that anyone could be so immune to her natural charms. “Not even with his Australian accent, which honestly seems impossible. Australians are the most fuckable men on the planet, that’s science. Never going to happen with Doctor Dud.”

“You watch, I’m persistent,” Kate said in a singsong voice.

“Of the two of us, I guarantee I’m the most stubborn,” Juliette murmured as her phone dinged again. Her hand was reaching for it before her brain could remind her they weren’t checking it. Another notification from Facebook. She was going to delete it, sight unseen, until she spotted who it was from.

Juniper Kensington.

Hey, guys, let’s be kind. Everyone is fighting a battle you know nothing about.

She did not just make a charity case out of Juliette like she was some kind of fucking motivational post with a sunset background and Garamond font. She even put a white heart emoji, which everyone knew was the pity heart. Juliette’s face burned hot. Somehow this was even worse than Juniper jumping in to pile on.

That was it. She couldn’t sit around and wait for the answers to come to her. She’d given the police their chance to investigate, she’d given Brad his space to grieve. It was time to get what was owed to her, no matter what she had to do. She couldn’t let Juniper win.

“Kate, you’re right,” she said, standing up. “I am too distracted and I need to reschedule this meeting. Tell Spencer and Kennedy to move it to this afternoon. There’s somewhere else I need to be right now.”

“Oh, okay,” Kate said in surprise. “Should I let them know where you’re going?”

Juliette stalked toward the door, wrenching it open. “A funeral.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN



“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’re not on the list,” said the older gentleman at the door of the estate. “I don’t have any Juliette Winters listed here.”

“It’s a funeral,” Juliette said flatly. “Since when do they need bouncers and a guest list?”

“Mr. Ellingham was a highly sought-after public figure with incredible reach and resources,” the man said. “His service would naturally attract a great deal of attention, and the family wished to preserve their privacy by limiting public access.”

“I worked with Mr. Ellingham,” Juliette said, trying and failing to keep her patience with this glorified Beefeater in his pompous costume of coattails and what looked to be a top hat. “And I have ongoing business with the new Mr. Ellingham. At least let me talk to him.”

“I’m afraid that’s not suitable today,” said the implacable man, holding his place at the door. “It is, after all, his father’s funeral. Perhaps you should try his office on Monday.”

She’d tried his office—every day, multiple times a day, until she was sure his new secretary had blocked her phone number. She’d tried going in person, she’d tried making an appointment, she’d even tried lurking outside the office to catch him on an errant coffee run, but with no luck. Brad Ellingham had become a ghost in the last two weeks, much like his father’s missing manuscript. She’d been reduced to stalking him at his father’s funeral.

“If I could just get five minutes,” she said, trying to maintain her cool. “That’s all I need. Faster than a smoke break, or a tipple of whatever you’re hiding in your front pocket.”

“I beg your pardon?” said the man, clapping a hand unconsciously to his chest. “I would never—”

“She’s with me, James,” said a crisp voice just over the butler’s shoulder. Clayton Westminster came into view, smiling apologetically. “I forgot to add her, I hope it won’t be a problem?”

“Of course not, Mr. Westminster,” said the butler, reluctantly dragging himself out of the way enough to let Juliette pass.

“Thanks, James,” she said, giving him a sharp smile as she slipped into the cool interior. She followed Clayton, waiting until they were a few paces away before speaking. “You saved my ass there, thanks.”

“An ass like that is always worth saving,” Clayton said with the faintest hint of a smile.

She certainly knew an open invitation when she heard one, and Clayton Westminster was definitely interested. Good, he could prove useful to her in her dealings with Brad Ellingham. And maybe after she recovered the manuscript and salvaged the publishing house, he could prove useful in other arenas. When she actually had the time.

Warren Ellingham had amassed an unfathomable fortune in his seventy years of living, and the estate he had specially constructed for himself showed every inch of it. Imported marble floors, gold fixtures, animal-print rugs, and flowing drapes in a lavish white satin. Everything smelled of leather and lemon polish, the floral wallpaper was a garish eyesore, and the chandeliers were more ominous than a Phantom of the Opera staging. Only the artwork seemed to have been tastefully curated—high-quality oil paintings, beautifully crafted metal statues, a mix of more modern pieces with classics from the masters, all of them as artfully framed and arranged as the works themselves. She hadn’t pegged Warren as an avid collector, but his home looked like a museum.

“This is quite the collection,” Juliette said, stopping before a small portrait of a girl pulling on ballet pointe shoes, her long and graceful limbs so painstakingly rendered that it looked as if she might rise up on her toes at any moment. Juliette had been the youngest girl in Madame Fauvel’s Ballet Academy to go en pointe at ten years and eleven months old. Then she’d met a prima ballerina in an international company whose toes had been broken and improperly set so many times she had to take a year off for surgical reconstruction. That had put an end to any of Juliette’s dance dreams, and she’d signed up for track the next day. She went all-state without breaking a single toe for the effort.

“That’s my favorite,” said Clayton, breaking into her reverie of dance recitals past.

Clayton stood shoulder to shoulder with her as his gaze lovingly caressed the painting. He still looked as well put together and charming as he had the night of the party. Juliette didn’t mind the friction of his jacket coat (another tailor-made number, from the looks of it) against her bare arm, or the fine cut of his aristocratic features. She might actually like him too much to consider hooking up with him, though. She preferred to keep her attachments physical; so much less mess that way.

“It’s called Girl in Youth,” he said, “by a Russian painter named Yuli Dostoyevsky. He was the resident painter to Czar Nicholas II, and supposedly this was a portrait of his youngest daughter, Anastasia. There was a woman in the seventies who tried to use the portrait as proof that she was the long-lost daughter of the czar, though obviously those claims were proven a fraud. But the portrait is authentic, that much I can verify.”

“I didn’t realize you knew so much about art history,” Juliette said.

“It was my major at university,” Clayton replied. “A family emergency forced me to take an extended leave of absence. My mother had been unwell for quite some time, unfortunately, and my father no longer had the means to care for her. That’s how I came to work for Warren, actually. Purchasing this very portrait. I suppose that’s why it’s my favorite. He gave me a chance when my family needed it most. And now he’s gone. Strange the turns that life takes.”

“Do you ever think about going back?” Juliette asked. “Finishing your degree?”

“Hmmm?” Clayton looked at her as if he’d forgotten anyone else was there. “Ah, that was someone else’s lifetime ago. And besides, I’ve been able to purchase any piece of artwork I want with Warren’s blessing. I curated a collection that rivals any of the galleries and museums in the world. What more could I want?”

Based on the purposefully smooth planes of his face, he could want a lot more. Her parents had taught her to read between the lines, and Clayton had very carefully erased all of his. Curating a collection and owning a collection were very different things. The combined wealth of the mourners in the building could probably power the entire European Union for the next seven decades. Few if any of them even glanced at the art, much less stopped to appreciate the brushstrokes and artistry that went into each piece. They were used to such finery; it probably hung over their high-tech Japanese toilets and adorned the walls of their private jets. It meant nothing to them. But it clearly meant everything to Clayton Westminster.

“I didn’t get a chance to talk to you the night of Warren’s party,” she said, keeping her voice low. “After … well. I wanted to say, I’m so sorry. I know you and Warren were close. I still can’t quite believe he’s gone. I keep expecting to get one of his inscrutable text messages followed by a phone call five seconds later complaining that they don’t make phones for stubby fingers.”

Clayton let out a laugh that startled the nearest women in furs like a warren of bunnies. They blinked in disgust, transmitting their disapproval with sniffs and huffs.

“Technology was the one thing Warren never could get a handle on,” Clayton said, shaking his head with a lingering smile. But the smile faded, his deep brown eyes turning melancholy. “Even the night of his party, with the microphone, I keep thinking … I don’t know. Maybe if I’d tried harder to fix it when it was clearly shorting out. If he hadn’t touched the amplifier … Maybe I could have … I don’t know.”

“Is that what the police think killed him? The microphone shorted out?” Juliette asked. This was the first she was hearing of any cause of death. She’d been scouring the papers and pestering the police over it, but they’d been awfully tight-lipped about the whole thing. Like someone had something to hide.

“Oh, I have no idea,” Clayton said, shaking his head. “I’m only speculating. We always think we can do something different, change some behavior that would have prevented the whole thing. The truth is, there were plenty of us handling the microphone that night without any issues. As far as I know, he had a heart attack of natural causes. At his age, those kinds of things happen. I know Warren thought of himself as invincible, but he’s flesh and blood, same as the rest of us. Brad is handling everything with the police, though. It’s a routine thing. Apparently, the detective in charge of the matter requested an autopsy, and Brad completely lost his mind. Threatened to sue the whole department.”

“Have you seen Brad lately?” she asked, before realizing that might sound a little too forward. “I mean, to pay my respects. I haven’t seen him since the night of the party, either.”

“Brad,” Clayton said, communicating plenty in that one word. “I don’t expect anyone has seen much of him lately. I’ve been keeping things together with the board, running the meetings and fielding the calls from the press in his absence. But there have already been rumblings about emergency voting sessions and potential lawsuits. He’s meant to give the eulogy today, though if it’s anything like the speech he gave at Warren’s party, we’d be better off skipping straight to the interment. Still, I have to hope for the company’s sake that he can step up. And I’ll help any which way I can, of course. I can’t see the Group fail now.”

Juliette knew the strain of carrying the weight of an entire company on your back. Which meant she had to hope Brad Ellingham could step up, too. Or she risked losing everything.
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CHAPTER EIGHT



“Ladies and gentlemen,” called a man from the opposite side of the foyer. “If you could please follow me to the terrace, we will begin our services forthwith.”

“Here we go,” Clayton muttered, holding out an arm for her.

If Clayton’s taste in art had tended toward refined minimalism, Warren’s gardener had fully embraced the maximalist life. Juliette had never seen so many shaped topiaries interspersed with bright blasts of neon flowers on tall stalks, with fountains and hedge mazes and putting greens throughout. They had even installed a mini windmill, and she was pretty sure there was a small-scale replica of the Empire State Building with a child-size King Kong hanging from the top.

“This is…” Juliette started, not at all sure how to actually finish that sentence.

“He bought it from a defunct Putt-Putt place down in Tacoma,” Clayton said with a wry smile. “I oversaw the installation of the gator pond myself.”

“Gator pond?” Juliette said, suddenly aware of the exposed nature of her ankles. At least she didn’t have to be barefoot for this one.

“They’re animatronic,” Clayton said. “But don’t touch the water, they have a bad habit of shorting out. Put our last gardener in the ICU trying to fish out a sunk ball.”

“Noted,” Juliette murmured as everyone moved forward into a wide cobbled courtyard. Racks of minigolf clubs lined the open space beside buckets of brightly colored balls. Clayton guided her toward the line, but Juliette hung back. She wouldn’t make any headway on her missing manuscript by knocking neon balls into tiny replicas of famous landmarks.

“It’s okay, it’s part of the service,” Clayton said, misreading her hesitation. “Warren wanted everyone to play one last round in his honor.”

“That’s very … Warren,” Juliette said. “But I think I’ll just get a drink first.”

They’d passed an outdoor bar on their way into the gardens, and Juliette made a beeline for it as the rest of the guests started their nine holes. There were a few other stragglers hovering around the bar, and as Juliette put in her order for a white wine spritzer, a halo of floral perfume enveloped her.

“June,” she said, recognizing the woman’s signature scent before she even turned around. “Lovely to see you.”

“Juliette!” June Piedmont said in surprise, pressing one hand to her chest. “Darling, you startled me. I hardly know where I am these days. Grief can do such funny things to a mind.”

So can guilt, Juliette thought.

“It really has been a shock,” she agreed aloud. “Especially with the police investigating his death.”

“What have you heard?” June fairly snapped, before remembering where she was. She gave a hasty smile, patting absently at her hair. “I mean to say, everyone at the club is just champing at the bit for information. You know they’ve taken the yacht, tied it up in their ghastly yellow tape business. Claiming they need to collect evidence. Evidence of what? Warren died of a heart attack, plain as day. And now they’re putting us through the ignominy of an investigation? It’s downright invasive.”

“There was a theft that night, though,” Juliette said, watching the woman carefully. “Warren’s manuscript, the one you were so keen to get a sneak peek of. Stolen from his safe while he died.”

“Oh, that,” June said, waving distractedly. “We’re all better off with Warren’s secrets buried alongside him. This business with the theft has been horrendous, I don’t mind saying. As if our people would have had anything to do with it! We stand by our staff, regardless of what the police might insinuate. And yet we’ve got to do our due diligence, same as anyone else. We’ve had to run background checks on every waiter and ball boy now, a real ghastly affair. My poor Robert has had to fire four of the line cooks in the club restaurant because they were undocumented.” She said the last word in a dramatic whisper, as if they were speaking of back-alley abortions in the 1950s. “And for what? Nothing. Now we’re short-staffed at the most crucial juncture in club history. It’s a nightmare.”

Juliette imagined it was far worse for the workers who had lost their livelihoods, but June Piedmont didn’t think in terms of other people’s welfare. At least Juliette knew the police were actually investigating the missing manuscript. But thanks to June, she also knew they had found bupkis.

“You know,” Juliette said, putting on her best ingratiating smile, “now that you mention it, I’d love to chat with some of your support staff who were on the yacht that night—”

“Oh, darling, no, no. Inconceivable!” June took a dramatic gulp of her wine. “No, we’ve been traumatized too much already. First, poor, dear Warren dies right in front of us! Then those policemen come poking around, invading our members’ privacy, asking insulting questions. It’s atrocious. We’ve already lost five of our oldest members due to the scandal.” June sniffed, pulling herself up and tilting her chin. “No, what we need is closure. A chance to move on, to revitalize. Both for ourselves and the club! I don’t mind telling you, there are those among our ranks who are quite happy to see Warren’s pet project put to rest along with him. The things that man knew could bring down a country. Some secrets are better carried to the grave.”

Was it possible there were those among the Pacific Pines ranks who were willing to send Warren to the grave to keep his secrets from being known? As June spotted someone more important to talk to and moved along, Juliette spotted someone of interest herself.

A Black man in his mid-forties stood on the edge of the crowd, worrying the edges of a large yellow envelope. He was dressed a little too frumpily to belong to the Pacific Pines set, a little too square for the younger waitstaff, and trying so hard to be inconspicuous that he stuck out like a sore thumb in his scuffed-up loafers and rumpled button-down shirt. Plus, she recognized his profile from the few newspaper articles about him that she’d found online. Detective Marks, the lead investigator in Warren’s death. She abandoned her wine in favor of something far juicier—getting the information she needed, directly from the source.
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CHAPTER NINE



“Detective Marks,” Juliette said as she approached the man hovering in a hall off the main foyer.

He spun around, his expression not so much relaxing as deflating. “Miss Winters. You know, I’m starting to think you’re haunting me.”

“Funny, since you’re the one who’s been ghosting me,” Juliette countered. “Any news?”

Detective Marks sighed. “Like I told you yesterday, and the day before that, and twice the day before that—we’re still investigating.”

“So, you haven’t recovered the manuscript,” Juliette said, with just a hint of disapproval. Enough to stay respectful of a man with a gun on his hip.

“Missing property really isn’t my department, like I told you,” said the detective. “Look, I passed your report on to Criminal Investigations. They’re looking into it.”

“I heard,” Juliette said, glancing over her shoulder at June Piedmont, who had rejoined the flock of Pacific Pines mavens. “Meanwhile, it’s been two weeks since the manuscript was stolen and they haven’t found so much as a bent staple. I know to someone like you that manuscript was just a stack of papers with words printed on them, but to us it was worth millions. Jobs. Livelihoods. It’s not a missing cat or a stolen Jet Ski, we can’t just put up posters hoping for its return. What about the man I saw with the duffel bag?”

“Yeah, they’re looking into him, too,” said the detective, bending one corner of his already crumpled envelope. “They’re talking to everyone on the guest list as well as the staff, trying to narrow down who he might have been. I told you, Miss Winters, these kinds of investigations take time.”

Time was the very thing Juliette didn’t have in excess, but the detective was already getting shifty-eyed.

“And what about Warren?” she asked, blocking his path so he couldn’t slip away.

“I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation,” said Detective Marks wearily.

“What was the official cause of death?” Juliette pressed, never one to be deterred by regulations. “And don’t say heart attack. I heard that the investigating detective—that’s you—ordered an autopsy. You don’t order an autopsy for fun, which means you suspect there might be foul play in his death. So, what did the autopsy say?”

Detective Marks sighed to the rafters. “You know, my mother wanted me to be an architect. Said it better suited my introverted nature. I don’t imagine there’s a lot of arguing about autopsies in the architectural world, now is there?”

“I heard from someone else that the microphone might have been the cause of his death,” Juliette said, expanding on the brief mention Clayton had made about the sound system. “Is that what caused the black marks on his hands? Was he electrocuted? Could someone have rigged the system to deliver a shock when he touched it?”

“All I can say is, if you do a web search on that make and model of wireless microphone, you’ll find it’s a known issue that the thing has shorts. Some minor burns, but likely nothing that would cause a heart attack.”

“But what about the defibrillator?” Juliette pressed. “I mean, come on, Warren has a heart attack and the one device on the whole boat that can actually save his life just happens to have no battery power? And the doctor said it looked like the paddles had been used.”

“That much at least I can tell you. We did a full inspection, checked the logs and everything, and apparently it had been used previously. We’re still hunting down details on when it was used and why the machine wasn’t properly serviced and charged afterward, but for now that looks like a dead end.”

She could see she wasn’t making headway with the detective discussing the evidence trail, but there was still the matter of those in Warren’s orbit who had been acting strangely the night of the party, not to mention strangely fine at his funeral.

“Did you talk to Chipper Floyd?” Juliette asked. “I told you I caught them arguing right before Warren’s speech, and heard Chipper threaten Warren’s life. Meanwhile June Piedmont is acting awfully relieved that Warren’s manuscript will never see the light of day. And she practically jumped down my throat asking what I knew about the police investigation into Warren’s death. Plus, there’s Bradley Ellingham, because that introduction speech he gave the night of Warren’s party? Woof. If anyone stands to gain from Warren’s death—”

“Miss Winters,” said the detective, holding up his hands to stop her. “I know in our modern age of armchair sleuthing and true crime documentaries that everybody thinks they’re a detective, but I can tell you from a decade of experience that nine times out of ten when an old guy keels over from a heart attack, it’s ’cause he was an old guy who had a heart attack. You can spin theories all day, but I can’t do my job without good, hard facts. And the facts here don’t point to any kind of foul play. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to deliver this report to the family and be on my way. Funerals make me uncomfortable.”

Juliette knew a brush-off when she was getting one—she’d certainly handed out her fair share to casual hookups who started getting ideas about staying the night or making dinner plans. Still, even as Detective Marks headed down the hallway where she’d first spotted him, she couldn’t just let him go. She let him get far enough ahead that he wouldn’t notice her trailing in his wake. For a police officer, he was shockingly oblivious to having a tail.

He paused before a heavy wooden door, clearing his throat and making a futile effort to smooth the rumpled front of his shirt before lifting a hand and knocking. Juliette found a vantage point to watch as the detective fidgeted with the poor yellow envelope in his hand, accidentally tearing one corner and cursing softly under his breath.

The door swung open sharply, Brad Ellingham doing his best to fill the frame with his wide shoulders and a sneer. “You’d really show your face here today of all days, huh?”

“I’ve got the results of the autopsy and I figured you’d want them sooner rather than later,” said Detective Marks. Did she detect a hint of chagrin in his tone? Remorse, or—no, something more personal than that. He was worried—walking delicately around the subject. He hadn’t been delicate a minute of his time with her, and she happened to know she was a formidable adversary. So what was he worried Brad Ellingham would do?

“And what did you find, Detective?” Brad continued to sneer at Marks, snatching the envelope out of his hand. “The smoking gun you were expecting? Thought you’d make your career on cracking this one wide open?”

Detective Marks shuffled his feet, averting his gaze to the floor. Honestly, if the man had a tail, he’d have tucked it by now. Juliette would have figured he’d have more spine than that.

“Natural causes, just like you said,” replied Detective Marks. “There was a burn mark on his palm, probably a short from the wireless microphone. It’s a known issue, and there’s no sign of tampering that we could find. I’ve already signed off on releasing the body back to you, fast as I could. The ME worked overnight.”

“Not fast enough,” Brad snapped. “We’re burying an empty casket today, and then I’ve gotta pay the guys double to dig it back up, put my dad in there, and rebury it. It’s a disgrace is what it is.”

“Listen, Mr. Ellingham, I’d consider it a personal favor if you’d call the mayor and the police chief and let them know we handled this as quickly as possible.”

Brad blinked a few times, as if considering the option. “Now why would a man like me do a personal favor for a schlub like you? I told you I’d make you regret pursuing this. If I were you, I’d start looking at which overnight security guard positions are hiring.”

Detective Marks sagged lower than before, and even though he’d just given Juliette the cold shoulder, she didn’t enjoy seeing him so thoroughly put down by the likes of Brad Ellingham. Brad slammed the door before the detective could even work up a decent response—though what do you say to someone hell-bent on ruining your life just for doing your job? She ducked down a side passage as Detective Marks slumped past. Juliette marched up to the door the detective had just vacated and rapped her fingers against the wood with authority. Brad wrenched it open.

“I told you, Det—Oh.” Brad’s sour expression softened thoughtfully as he looked her up and down. “Well, it’s about time.”

“About time for…?”

“I’m supposed to be giving this speech thing like ten minutes ago, so you’ll have to be quick.” He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the room, the door sounding awfully final as it swung shut behind her. The room seemed to be some kind of office—Warren’s office, by the looks of it, though Brad had certainly made himself at home. All of Warren’s fine paintings—curated by Clayton, no doubt—had been pulled from the walls and stacked against each other like common prints at a bargain home goods store, replaced by flimsy diplomas and pop art–style paintings of Brad. He’d tossed the yellow envelope on his keyboard, the papers spread across the top and tantalizingly out in the open for any enterprising person to take a peek.

“Mr. Ellingham, I’ve been trying to reach you—” Juliette started, eye still on the envelope as Brad circled the desk to where he’d hung up a slate gray suit.

“Yeah, sometimes the snobs working the door give you girls a hard time,” he said, stretching and scratching at his ribs. It was only then that she realized he wasn’t even dressed for company, instead wearing a white undershirt with yellowed stains under the arms and a pair of joggers that bunched around his ankles like he was the newest arrival at a retirement home. “My dad was a real hard-ass about letting people in his precious sanctuary. Anyway, we gotta make this quick.”

“I can be quick,” Juliette said, just as Brad dropped his joggers and turned to face her, his saggy underwear doing little to hide the fact that he was already at half-mast. She blinked once in shock as he stood there, hands on hips, looking at her expectantly. “Sorry … what the fuck is going on?”

“Come on, sweetheart, I’ve only got five minutes,” he said.

“Mr. Ellingham,” Juliette said, her voice deceptively gentle, “I am Juliette Winters.”

“I don’t need to know your name, honey, just get to work.”

“I work at Simon Says,” she said, her patience snapping. “The publisher that bought the rights to your father’s memoir?”

“You’re not from the service?” Brad asked. “The girl I ordered?”

“No,” Juliette ground out. “I’m not from any service, and I’m not available for hire in that way.” Certainly not for the likes of Brad Ellingham.

“Hmmm,” Brad said thoughtfully. “So you’re not giving me a blowjob?”

Juliette channeled ice into her veins as she stared him down. “Mr. Ellingham, I’m going to give you five seconds to put your dick away, otherwise I am going to put it away for you. Permanently.”

“All right, shit, don’t get your panties in a twist,” Brad muttered, turning around and stooping to pull his pants up.

Keep it together, Juliette. Eye on the prize. You can neuter him later, after you have the manuscript. She at least had the advantage of catching him with his pants down—literally and figuratively. As Brad fumbled with the suit on the hanger, she pressed her case.

“We have a contract with your father to publish his memoir,” she said, doing her best to power through the fact that he was now taking off his shirt. “It went missing the night of the party, and we’ve unfortunately had a difficult time recovering it.”

“Sounds like a problem for the police,” Brad said, struggling into what was probably supposed to be a clean undershirt but didn’t look to be in any better condition. “You know anything about ties? Where’s that idiot Clayton? He’s supposed to be helping me get dressed.”

“The police have been no help,” Juliette said, ignoring the part where he was still treating her like a common servant instead of the powerful business adversary she was. “And without that manuscript, we’re technically in breach of contract. That book was worth millions, Mr. Ellingham, and if it isn’t recovered it could cause a lot of problems for someone.”

“Everybody’s got money problems, lady, join the queue. I don’t know anything about my dad writing some dumb book. If somebody made off with it, I don’t see how that’s my problem.” He dropped his pants again before remembering the last thing she had threatened to do if he disrobed in front of her. “Do you mind a little privacy? I’ve got my father’s eulogy to deliver. I’m a grieving son, all right?”

Juliette had never seen anyone go through the five stages of grief so quickly, and Brad Ellingham looked like he’d leap-frogged right over the first four and landed happily on acceptance. Besides which, he still wasn’t getting the point she was trying to make.

“I don’t think you understand me, Brad,” she said, placing a salty emphasis on his name. “I’m not the one with the money troubles, because I’m not the one in breach of contract. Your father made the deal through the Ellingham Group, which means the Ellingham Group owes me that manuscript. And if the Ellingham Group doesn’t deliver, then the Ellingham Group will be the one on the hook to pay the penalty.”

Brad slowly pivoted to face her, an inscrutable look on his face. At least he’d been able to put his slacks on before confronting her. “Are you … threatening me?”

“I’m telling you the terms of our contract,” she said, drawing herself up to her full height. Which was pretty damn impressive, given his more diminutive stature.

“You want a settlement, is that it?” Brad sneered, coming around the desk and barreling into her personal space like a little yappy dog. “Some hush money to make the problem go away? Made out to cash, and you’ll consider the whole matter closed and settled?”

“What?” Juliette said, taken aback. “No, that’s not—”

“You think you’re the first person at this funeral to threaten me, lady?” He gave the word the same nasty inflection she’d put on his name. “You thought you could show up to my father’s memorial service and squeeze me out of my hard-earned money just because you caught me with my pants down?”

“I’m not squeezing anyone,” Juliette said, fury rising as she leaned toward him. “And I’m not threatening you, either. Though it’s telling that you can’t make it through a funeral service for your own father without someone wanting to put you through the wringer.”

“Hey, I’m in mourning here,” Brad said, looking more belligerent than bereft. “I can’t keep up with everybody looking for a piece of my dad’s estate. The old man left it all to me because he trusted me. Well, everything but the art, but only Clayton gives a shit about that stuff. And Dad might tell that cute story about how he built this place on his back, but he was getting old. A little senile, if you ask me. The Ellingham Group needed a shake-up, and the old man didn’t know when to say ‘retire.’ I’ve got a body to bury and a company to run, and I don’t have time for little barnacles like you looking for a free ride, babe.”

“I want that manuscript, Mr. Ellingham,” said Juliette. “It’s in both of our best interests to avoid the courts and lawyers, I’d say, which means you need to work with me. You can get me access to Pacific Pines, where I can question—”

“Pacific Pines?” Brad snorted. “So that’s what this is about? You’re angling for a membership at my dad’s boring old country club?”

“I don’t want a membership,” Juliette said, throwing her arms wide in exasperation and accidentally catching Brad across the cheek. Was it accidental, though? Her mother would say it was an unconscious emotional trigger. Her parents had always said Juliette was a hothead, that she could never keep her anger in check during moments of high stress.

“You scheming little bitch,” Brad said, holding both hands to his cheek as if she’d taken a razor blade to him instead of accidentally grazing him with her fingernails.

“I’m sorry,” she faltered, furious with herself for giving away the advantage. “It was an accident, I swear.”

“Fuck you and your accident,” Brad said, storming toward the office door and wrenching it open. “Security, get the hell down here!”

Juliette’s heart hammered away in her chest. Hopefully Detective Marks wasn’t within shouting distance. “Mr. Ellingham, I don’t think—”

“You certainly don’t think, if you thought messing with me was going to get you somewhere special.” Brad lowered his hands, showing three angry red streaks across his cheek. The girls at the nail salon had promised her exceptional results with the last dip, and they really hadn’t lied. “You think I’m scared of lawyers and courts? I’ve been in more courts in more countries than you’ll ever visit in your pathetic lifetime, and I’ve got enough lawyers to drown a man in paperwork. By the time I’m done with you, some stupid missing manuscript my dad supposedly wrote will be the least of your worries.”

Juliette blinked rapidly, cycling through a number of options and tossing them out as the thundering of footsteps grew closer. Could she take Brad hostage? No, that would involve spending more time with him. Jump out the window and make a run for it? She wasn’t wearing the right heels for a jailbreak. Stab him with a letter opener for the satisfaction of it? Her gaze swept over the desk, looking for any solution, when she saw it.

The autopsy report.

Brad had taken it out of the envelope and left it strewn on the desk, and before she could talk herself out of it, Juliette snapped a picture of the report. She tucked her phone away quickly, hands steady as a rock despite the arrival of the security guards.

“Her,” Brad snarled. “She attacked me, unprovoked. Get this bitch off my property now, and if you see her within a thousand yards you have my permission to shoot with prejudice.”

“I can see myself out,” Juliette said, but the goons were already seizing her by the arms, hauling her toward the door. “This isn’t necessary! I just want the manuscript!”

“You’ll get that manuscript over my dead body,” Brad said, slamming the door closed as his parting shot.

She might not have the manuscript, but at least now she had somewhere to start investigating. Because now more than ever, she was sure Warren’s death had been no natural heart attack. Not with the cagey way June Piedmont was acting, or the mysteriously absent Chipper Floyd, or Brad Ellingham practically declaring he wanted his father out of the way at the Ellingham Group. Someone went to great lengths to engineer his death; she would stake her own life on it. And she planned to prove it.
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CHAPTER TEN



Juliette had accumulated a great many skills in her thirty-two years of living—she could run a mile in under four minutes, she knew how to make risotto the proper Italian way, and she’d once taken an online lock picking class to impress a mystery writer Simon Says was looking to sign. She also dabbled in Krav Maga, financial advising, an adult volleyball league, fencing, and one very boring summer of learning actual basket weaving.

None of which helped her read an autopsy report, apparently.

There were parts even she could understand, of course. The basic demographic information—the name of the coroner’s office that conducted the autopsy, who was present for the autopsy and who signed off on it, and details about Warren’s age, weight, height, and physical appearance at the time of his death. There were photos as well, which she could only glimpse the corners of beneath the report, though she imagined they were parts of Warren she didn’t need to become intimately familiar with. Still, she might have understood the photographs better than she did the comments about pleura, pericardium, adrenals, and various other words she learned from a web search were probably body parts.

Juliette stood and stretched, circling her desk to look out the glass door. She spotted Kate Valentine lurking around the main conference room alone. Juliette cracked her door open.

“Kate!” she hissed.

“Oprah, protect me!” Kate cried, clutching a hand to her heart. She turned, wild-eyed, to face Juliette across the office. “Juliette, oh my gosh, I thought you were a ghost trying to drag me to hell. Or an overeager fan, possibly also trying to drag me to hell for ending Loretta the way that I did. I don’t read online reviews, but if I did, my feelings would be very hurt.”

“Kate, would you just come here?” Juliette said, exasperated. “Quietly, if that’s even possible for you.” Juliette sat at her desk, waving Kate over as she zoomed in on the photo. “What do you know about reading autopsy reports?”

Kate shrugged. “I looked at a couple of examples from a medical school for Shaken, Stirred, and Stabbed, but that was like five years ago or something. Why?”

“I need to know if anything here stands out as suspicious,” Juliette said, shifting the image to show the half-covered list from the toxicology report. “Do you know any of these drugs? Could any of them mimic a heart attack?”

“Mimic a heart attack?” Kate asked, drawing back in surprise. “Wait, is this about Warren Ellingham? Is that his autopsy report? How did you get that?”

“That’s not important,” Juliette said with a wave. “I just need to know about these substances. Some of them I can’t make out, but maybe you recognize them from your research.”

“Please say you broke into the police station and took these photos with one of those old-school pop-up cameras that spies use. Did you wear a balaclava? Boots with thick soles to hide your real height? Did you change your gait?”

“Kate,” Juliette snapped. “Focus. I didn’t break in anywhere, but this is all I have. The police think that Warren’s death was natural causes, but I’m not convinced. Everyone around him is acting way too strange, and someone stole the manuscript that night. I think somebody killed Warren to keep his manuscript from going public. If I figure out who killed him, maybe I can recover the manuscript.”

“Wait, you’re serious,” Kate said, sobering up. “You really think someone killed Warren? But who?”

“I have suspicions, but no proof,” Juliette said. “I don’t know what any of this stuff means, and the internet is less than helpful.”

“I don’t know anything about toxicology reports,” Kate said with a frown. Her expression shifted, her mouth curling up at the corner. “But I know someone who does.”

“Who?” Juliette asked. “And why does your face look like that?”

“If anybody can figure out how someone could cause a heart attack and make it look like natural causes, it’s a heart surgeon.”

“You know a heart surgeon?” Juliette groaned as Kate’s grin widened. “No. Not Doctor Dud.”

“You need someone who can read this autopsy report,” Kate reasoned gleefully. “Charlie is a heart doctor. It’s basically fate.”

“Don’t you know anybody else besides Jake’s boring brother? A paramedic, or a cop? Didn’t you talk to people as research for Loretta?”

“Yeah. I talked to Charlie. Because he’s a heart surgeon. And he’s super nice and not boring at all. And more importantly, he’s the only one who can decipher this report for you right now. How you choose to thank him will be up to you.”

She could hardly deny that Kate had a point. If anyone could figure out how someone triggered a fake heart attack, it would be a cardiothoracic surgeon. Even if he was possibly the most boring person on the planet and an absolute idiot for not being interested in her, very serious committed relationship or not.

“Fine,” Juliette grunted. “But I won’t be nice.”

“I’m coming with you. I’ll leave a note on Spencer’s desk to reschedule, he’ll hate that,” Kate said gleefully as she stood up. “Let’s go solve a murder!”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN



“Charlie!” Kate exclaimed as they walked through the nondescript door of a nondescript office in a nondescript building in a part of town that was so nondescript it looked like a low-budget movie set. Juliette hadn’t realized that weirdo Seattle could be so boringly suburban, but she was hardly surprised to find a guy like Charlie Hawkins in a place like this.

“Kate,” said Charlie in surprise, rising to stand behind his nondescript desk that looked like it came from an office supply company advertisement. He wore a white lab coat with the name of his practice stitched over the breast pocket, and a pair of plain black slacks and a dark red polo beneath it. He towered over Kate, and even Juliette had to admit he struck a nice figure at six foot one with his finely chiseled features and dark swoop of hair gelled to within an inch of its life. But when he gave Kate a look of worry that formed two deep lines between his brows, he looked exactly like a disappointed TV dad in a Very Special Episode with that pseudo-golf getup he was wearing. Not the kind of daddy Juliette was looking for.

“What are you doing here?” Charlie asked. Even his Australian accent sounded reproving, which was hard to do, considering most Australians sounded like surfers and zookeepers to Juliette. “Is everything okay? Is Jake all right?”

“He’s fine,” Kate said with a wave, stepping aside to let Juliette through the door. “I’m—we’re—here to ask a favor of your genius, super-interesting brain.”

Juliette rolled her eyes and gave Kate a look that said not gonna happen. But Kate was nothing if not determined.

“You remember Juliette Winters?”

“Ah, yes, of course,” Charlie said, his posture stiffening and his voice taking on that flat tone he used whenever he talked to Juliette. Honestly, he could at least pretend not to be repulsed by her. Jackass. “Juliette, hello again.”

“Charlie,” she said, giving him a wan smile. “Read any good biographies lately?”

“Ahh,” Kate said with a nervous laugh, “she’s kidding. I think. We—well, Juliette, really—need your help. Because you’re a big smart doctor. Right, Juliette?”

Kate looked at her expectantly, as if reminding her that she had to play nice to get what she wanted. So she did her best to put on a smile that was more genuine, but not too sexy—which was frankly harder than it looked when you were naturally so attractive. But nonetheless, Juliette persevered.

“Right,” Juliette said. “We were wondering if you could look at an autopsy report for us.”

“An autopsy?” Charlie said with a frown. “Why? I’m not a medical examiner.”

“No, but you are a heart surgeon,” Juliette said, slapping down a copy of the photo they printed before coming to meet Charlie and sliding it across the desk toward him. “And surprisingly the only doctor we know.”

“You do seem like someone who would know a lot of surgeons.”

Juliette pressed a hand to her chest. “Thank you.”

“It wasn’t a compliment,” Charlie murmured, taking the photo and sliding it toward him. “Hang on, is this a photo of an autopsy report?”

“That’s not important,” Juliette said, dropping into the seat across from him.

“Feels like it’s the only thing that’s important,” Charlie said. “Where did you get this?”

Juliette sighed in annoyance. “It doesn’t matter, okay? We just need you to take a look and tell us if you see anything suspicious in the report. Anything that would point to … unnatural causes of death.”

“I don’t think I should be looking at this,” Charlie said, passing the paper back across the desk resolutely. He gave Kate a look that had big Disappointed Dad Energy. “Ethically, this is definitely not allowed. And I don’t know how or where you got this photo, but I’d recommend destroying it immediately.”

Juliette gave Kate an annoyed look, lowering her voice to an irritated whisper. “I told you Doctor Dud would be a bust. This was a waste of our time.”

“What did you call me?” Charlie asked, his frown deepening.

“Charlie, hang on,” Kate cut in before Juliette could reiterate her nickname for him, taking the seat beside Juliette and leaning in imploringly. “Look, we really need your help. We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t basically an emergency. Someone has died, and we think it might not have been from natural causes like the police have said. But we can’t do anything about it without some proof. Now, I know we’re asking a lot, possibly violating patient privacy laws—”

“Definitely violating privacy laws,” Charlie amended. “Not to mention tampering with evidence, depending on how you obtained this photo in the first place.”

“Narc,” Juliette groaned.

“BUT,” Kate said, glaring at her, “it’s for a good cause. We swear. I swear. Please? Just one look.”

Charlie’s gaze swiveled between Kate and Juliette, clearly conflicted, and despite how much she needed his help in the moment, Juliette couldn’t help giving a defiant glare of her own right back. She knew he would be like this, all rules and proper etiquette and “I have a serious girlfriend, you morally bereft temptress.” She would bet good money that he’d never done a naughty thing in his life.

Though she regretted the thought as soon as she had it, because she suddenly had an insane vision of Charlie doing something very naughty to her. It involved that ugly, boxy jacket of his, a stethoscope, and not much else. It rose up so quickly and vividly that her face flamed with heat, and she had to drop her eyes away from his. Ugh, she’d definitely been putting too much energy into work these last few months and neglecting her physical needs. That was the only explanation for why even Doctor Dud seemed like a hot potato all of a sudden.

She cleared her throat, staring hard at the carpet and willing her body back into submission as Charlie let out a sigh of capitulation. “Fine. If you’re asking, Kate, I choose to believe it must be for a good reason. Let me see the photo.”

There it was, a bucket of cold water on her overly hyper libido. If Kate was asking, as opposed to her. Doctor Dud strikes again.

“Seventy-year-old man, presented with symptoms of cardiac arrest,” Charlie murmured, reading through the coroner’s summary as he took his seat behind the desk again. His voice dropped too low for her to hear, but he scanned the document in the photo with an intensity that made Juliette wonder what else he could examine so intensely.

Seriously, what was wrong with her? She needed an ice bath, a ten-mile run, and a hookup ASAP. Did she still have that bartender’s number in her phone? Or the gig bassist with the weird ponytail? Maybe she should call the barista guy, what was his name? Chad, or Tad, or Vlad. He was on the shorter side, real Napoleon vibes, but he didn’t try calling her “babe” or sleeping over at her place. The anti-Charlie, definitely the ticket.

Charlie shook his head, bringing her out of her fantasies and back to the present. “I’m not really sure what I’m looking for here.”

“What about the toxicology report?” Kate asked, tapping the wedge of text in the photo. “That paper below, if you turn it sideways. Is there anything there that could have mimicked a natural heart attack?”

Charlie looked at the photo again, tilting it to better read the half of the toxicology report visible below. “Well, I can’t see all of it, but it seems like he was on a lot of supplements.”

That tracked with the pills Clayton had given him the night of the party. “Could any of them cause a heart attack? Especially if he experienced a small electrical shock?”

Charlie glanced up at them. “That’s a very specific question.”

“It’s a very specific circumstance,” Juliette said.

“The coroner ruled natural causes for a reason. The patient was seventy years old, and clearly had an existing heart condition.”

“What makes you say that?” Juliette asked.

Charlie tapped a finger on the toxicology report. “He was on digitalis. It’s a heart medication, usually prescribed for patients with congestive heart failure.”

“But he’d just been to his doctor,” she said. “And he’d had a clean bill of health.”

Charlie shrugged. “Patients lie. Especially seventy-year-old men talking to attractive young women they’re trying to impress.”

Did he just call her attractive? Her gaze shot up to his, which was studiously avoiding her as his ears seemed to turn red. He stared hard at his desk, which was ridiculous considering the space was practically barren. He had a computer screen, a keyboard, and a pencil cup with three blue pens. The only thing remotely personal was a digital photo frame, but even the pictures were collections of stiff white men in similar lab coats standing in groups, Charlie looking ill at ease among them. But then the frame dissolved into a photo of Charlie and a sporty woman in a cute tennis outfit, both of them grinning with matching rackets slung over their shoulders. They looked like a Benetton ad, relaxed and beautiful. Juliette hadn’t realized he even knew how to smile. Charlie reached out and abruptly flipped the frame face down, clearing his throat.

“I don’t know if that was helpful or not,” he said gruffly. “But that’s all I can see from this photo.”

Juliette wanted to know so much more, and not just about the autopsy. Who was the girl in the photo frame, and why had Charlie suddenly turned it over? Did he actually find her attractive, and if so, why was he always spouting off about his great girlfriend? What did he look like under that baggy polo and those shapeless khakis? Very scientific questions. But none of those would get her closer to her actual goals, so she once again told her libido to get its shit together and focus up.

“If someone didn’t have congestive heart failure, and they were given digitalis, what would it do?” Juliette asked.

“Depends on the amount,” Charlie reasoned, slipping back into a more natural tone when talking shop. “Patients can experience heart palpitations, dizziness, nausea. Sometimes they see halos of color, or get confused.”

“Could it cause a heart attack?”

“It would take a high dose. Much higher than what was found in his tissues here.”

“But if he were to have received some kind of electrical shock? Even a small one?”

Charlie frowned, slowly nodding. “Yeah, that could do it. It’s a really roundabout way to kill someone, though, don’t you think?”

“That’s exactly what I think,” Juliette said. Here it was, finally. Her first piece of hard evidence that Warren didn’t die of natural causes. She turned to Kate. “I think someone dosed Warren with digitalis and rigged the microphone to shock him, knowing it would trigger a heart attack. And that same someone tampered with the defibrillator to remove any chance of rescuing Warren on the boat. They orchestrated this whole thing to kill Warren, steal his manuscript, and hide whatever secrets of theirs were going to get out.”

“Now that the police think his death was from natural causes, no one is investigating,” Kate added. “Which means they think they’ve gotten away with it.”

Charlie looked between the two of them for a long moment before speaking. “You have to know I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Juliette said, standing abruptly. “You’ve been surprisingly helpful, despite your initial moral quandaries. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“That’s a very American way of saying thank you,” Charlie said. He stood, hesitating. “You think someone was murdered? If you need me to speak to someone at the coroner’s office, share my own interpretation—”

“That’s not necessary,” Juliette said. “I’ve met the detective in charge, and I don’t think he would tighten his own tie without asking Brad Ellingham if it was okay to do so. He’s not going to bother finding Warren’s killer. Which means someone else will have to.”

“Are you talking about Warren Ellingham?” Charlie said.

“Did you know him?” Kate asked.

Charlie hesitated, his gaze flicking down to the photo frame. “Not exactly. I know of him. And his club.”

Juliette’s gaze brightened. “Are you a member? Can you get me in there?”

“No,” Charlie said, a surprising note of finality in his voice. He cleared his throat, dragging his eyes away from the frame. “I mean, no, I’m not a member. I was in consideration for a while, but I’m far too busy with work. Work which I should get back to. Now.”

“You’ve been a big help, Charlie, really,” Kate said, reaching across his desk and giving him an impulsive hug, which he begrudgingly acquiesced to.

Juliette could hardly blame him; she’d been the recipient of more than one of Kate’s bear hugs. But as his eyes met hers and she gave him a flippant, ironic smile, his lips quirked up just a little bit as if to say “I know.” And then his gaze slipped lower, snagging along the tight cinch of her waist and the curves of her hips as if they couldn’t help themselves. It spread a surprising amount of heat through her, her skin blooming like tulips in the first burst of spring. She certainly knew that look, though she wouldn’t have ever imagined it coming from Charlie Hawkins.

“You should go,” Charlie said stiffly, pulling away from Kate and rigidly avoiding Juliette’s gaze. “And really, please burn that photo. And don’t tell anyone I helped.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Doctor,” Juliette said as they made for the door. But she couldn’t help pausing on the threshold and giving him a wink. “Tell your serious long-term girlfriend I said hi.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE



Juliette had chosen convenience over comfort in the Belltown neighborhood studio apartment she rented only a few blocks away from the Simon Says offices. Her rent was more than most people’s mortgage in the suburbs, but she loved being in the heart of the city, within walking distance of Pike Place Market and the wharf. She’d been drawn to the building because of its historical architecture—an unusually ornate door leading to the lower garage, the double flight of stairs leading up to a quaint courtyard, the terra-cotta ornamentation over the doorway of the building, the wavy glass of the 1940s windows that stuck whenever it rained, which was always. The Space Needle rose above the building in the distance and the light rail that ran between Pike Place Market and the Needle towered over the street below, rooting her in the feeling of the city.

Of course, old buildings were not without their drawbacks. She was on the fourth floor with no elevator and a winding, overly ornate staircase, which gave her calves like a pantyhose model as a result. It was small, drafty, and often noisy from the light rail passing right outside her window, but it was close to all the best restaurants and she didn’t need a car to get around. Which was good, because she couldn’t have found a parking place within a ten-mile radius. Plus, there weren’t any reasonably priced hotels within walking distance for her parents to stay, so they hardly ever visited. It was, however, on the small side for a murder investigation.

Juliette had never actually built a murder board, but how hard could it really be? She’d seen enough of them on procedural TV shows and read about Loretta’s elaborate whiteboarding in Kate’s murder mysteries. She’d even gotten a peek of Kate’s real-life murder board/murder attic last year at Kennedy’s wedding. And she’d seen that ridiculous Charlie Day meme online, so she figured she had the basic mechanics down.

Except she didn’t have a whiteboard, or string, or mug shots. She barely had paper, considering it was the twenty-first century and everything was digital these days. She used to buy journals by the dozens when she was in high school, before her mother said it was bordering on an addiction and she would register her for a support group if she didn’t stop coming home with gorgeous leather-bound books crafted with handmade paper. Now she didn’t have the space for it.

But having at least one empty notebook would have helped the start of her murder boarding. She had to make do with the backs of old utility bills and a pen she’d swiped from the bank because it had a nice grip. She didn’t have any tape, either, so she couldn’t put the papers up anywhere, and she had to resort to spreading them out on the floor. Which was fine until she realized she hadn’t left herself a path to the kitchen or the bathroom.

“This is ridiculous,” she said, gathering her half-scribbled lists and crumpling them up to stuff them in the trash. “I’ll just look online. There’s got to be an app for murder boards, right? There’s an app for everything now.”

Someone knocked on her door, the rhythm perky and syncopated, like they were amusing themselves by playing a song. Juliette crossed to the door cautiously, picking up one of the heavier cookbooks Simon Says published last year on her way over. Swung at the right angle, she bet it could do some damage.

“Who is it?” she called out.

“A murderer,” came the chipper voice from the other side.

“Are you kidding…” Juliette slid the chain and flipped the dead bolt, swinging her door open in irritation. “What are you doing here? How did you even know where I lived?”

Kate Valentine stood in the hall with a large bag, and even as Juliette swung the door open, she pulled a rolling whiteboard into view, angling it to fit through the opening.

“Veeta gave me your address,” she said, wrestling with the board. “Do you mind?”

“I mind a lot, actually,” said Juliette, but she opened the door wider and stepped out of the way so Kate could wheel the board into her apartment. “How did you get that thing up the stairs? And how the hell did Veeta know my address?”

“Because Kennedy gave it to me,” Veeta huffed as they appeared at the top of the steps a moment later, weighed down by several loaded reusable grocery bags.

“How very helpful of Kennedy,” Juliette muttered.

“We ran into your landlady downstairs,” Kate said, pushing the board in front of Juliette’s lone bookshelf. “I told her we were delivering this for you and she made two random guys on the street haul it up the stairs for us. She is terrified of you.”

“I worked hard to cultivate that relationship,” Juliette said, staring in wonder as Veeta trooped right in after Kate and unsaddled their groceries on her kitchen counter like they lived there. “Why is Kennedy handing out my address like she bought the building?”

“Because I had to get the good dry-erase markers from the office, so I was running late,” said Kennedy from the door, perky and put together as usual as she held up a plastic case of what Juliette knew indeed were the fine markers, mainly because they hadn’t been able to afford to replace the ones that had run out in the last six months.

“Where did you get those?” Juliette asked, bewildered by the whole proceeding.

“Second drawer in Spencer’s desk behind the extra glasses case?” Kate called, digging into her bag to pull out various office supplies.

“Right where you said they would be,” Kennedy said, closing the door behind her and putting the markers on Juliette’s coffee table next to a bottle of red wine and a cheese board that Veeta had set out. “Ooh, a Malbec, nice.”

“I knew almost marrying Spencer would be good for something,” Kate said, sticking magnets to the board. Kennedy only laughed, which showed how far the two women had come since last year when Kate was accused of poisoning Kennedy the night before her wedding.

“What is happening here?” Juliette asked, trying to reestablish some dominance in her own apartment.

“We’re here to help you murder board,” Kate said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. When Juliette’s expression didn’t change, she waved a hand at her. “Don’t worry, I brought my own string. And color-coordinated sticky notes.”

“I brought snacks,” Veeta offered.

“And I’m here for moral support,” Kennedy said, taking a seat on Juliette’s love seat and reaching for the cheese plate. “Kate, there’s Port Salut.”

“Cracker me,” Kate said, holding out one hand as she wrote headings on the whiteboard. “Suspects, Motive, Means, Evidence. I don’t suppose you have photographs?”

“Hang on,” Juliette said, putting both hands up and blocking the cracker Kennedy extended toward Kate. “I really don’t need any help.”

“Of course you do,” Kate said. “You don’t even have a proper murder board yet. That’s where we come in.”

“There’s no we to this,” Juliette said, picking up Kate’s color-coordinated sticky notes and shoving them back in her bag. “Even if I were going to poke around and ask questions, which I’m not saying I will, I have to do it quietly. Which I can’t do with the three of you in tow.”

“Oh, because you were doing just fine with your stack of old receipts and takeout menus before we arrived?” Kate said, looking meaningfully at her trash where she’d tried to hide her pathetic previous attempt to create her suspects and evidence list. “Juliette, I have a lot of practice with this kind of thing. Not to mention solving an actual murder last year. We have supplies, and a cheese board, and you need help. So let us help.”

She didn’t want to admit that she might be in over her head with this murder board business, but she could admit that Kate seemed far more prepared supply-wise. She had no intention of letting any of them get involved in the actual investigation, but she could use the whiteboard and the sticky notes. And the wine. And Veeta’s impeccable note-taking skills. But that was it.

Juliette sighed, dumping the colored sticky notes back on the table. “Fine. Where do we start?”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Kate swept her hand across the category titles she’d written on the whiteboard. “So we’ve got Suspect, Motive, Means, and Evidence. As Loretta says, always start with the evidence. What do we have so far?”

“Whoever killed Warren went to a lot of trouble to make it look like a natural heart attack,” Juliette said. “But they slipped up on one thing. According to the autopsy report—”

“Which Charlie so helpfully deciphered for us,” Kate interjected.

“Which Charlie begrudgingly looked at and basically threatened to report me to the cops over,” Juliette said dryly. “According to that report, Warren had digitalis in his system. It’s a heart medication for people in congestive heart failure. Except Warren told me the night of his party that he’d just received a clean bill of health from his doctor. Actually, what he said was his doctor told him he had the heart of a twenty-five-year-old, and last I checked twenty-five-year-olds don’t typically suffer from congestive heart failure. Which means someone slipped him the digitalis.”

“Digitalis,” Kate said, writing it under Evidence. “So how did he get dosed?”

“I don’t know that part yet,” Juliette said. “June Piedmont sent a bottle of whiskey to Warren’s room before the speech and apparently insisted on toasting with him. So, it could have been in his glass.”

“Didn’t you say his secretary guy also gave him a bunch of pills before he went on?” Veeta said. “Someone could have slipped it into the mix or replaced one of his regular supplements with a laced pill.”

“Or the food,” Kennedy suggested. “I thought I saw one of the servers take a tray behind the EMPLOYEES ONLY rope earlier in the evening.”

“But Charlie said the digitalis in his system wasn’t enough to trigger a full-blown heart attack, right?” Kate reasoned.

“Exactly,” Juliette said with a nod. “Which leads to phase two of the murderer’s plan—the electrical short in the entertainment system. Detective Marks told me that it’s a known issue with that particular sound system, that it can sometimes short out and shock people. According to the coroner’s report it wasn’t enough to kill someone ordinarily, but—”

“But with an irregular heartbeat caused by digitalis, it could easily throw someone into cardiac arrest,” Kate said, realization dawning. “Oh, that is devious.”

“So, the question becomes: Who had access to the sound system and could have rigged the microphone to short out like that?” Veeta asked.

“That’s the more difficult part,” Juliette said. “Practically everyone and their brother touched the microphone before Warren gave his speech. Brad, his wife, the Piedmonts, Clayton. Hell, I think even the bandleader helped him plug it in at one point. Any one of them could have fiddled with the microphone to cause the short. And then there was the defibrillator, the final step of the plan.”

“What happened with the defibrillator?” Kate asked.

“It malfunctioned,” Kennedy said. “Oh, it was so terrible. Warren was just lying there, and that awful voice kept saying ‘Low battery.’”

“Except I found out from Detective Marks that it didn’t malfunction, it had been used previously,” Juliette said, feeling pretty smug about her sleuthing skills. Sure, she didn’t have color-coordinated Post-it notes, but she had facts. “Someone discharged it and put it back without recharging or replacing the paddles. I called the yacht company and implied that I was a potential buyer concerned about the upkeep on their safety equipment, and they helpfully informed me that the AED had been serviced just two days before the party, and according to the machine’s logs it was discharged during Warren’s speech. There weren’t any other medical emergencies on board, so someone stole the defibrillator and discharged it while Warren was having his heart attack so it couldn’t be used again.”

“Which means we’re looking for someone who was conspicuously absent during Warren’s speech,” Kate said, writing it up on the board as their third piece of evidence. “So, let’s talk suspects. Who do we like for Warren’s murder?”

“Definitely the son,” Veeta said, making a face. “That speech he gave right before Warren died? Screamed ‘daddy issues.’”

“And he threatened to sue the entire police department because they ordered an autopsy,” Juliette added. “Plus, he benefits most directly from Warren’s death. He inherits the Ellingham Group and all his father’s properties and holdings without prejudice. Considering how Warren spoke of his son right before he died, I can’t imagine he would have done nearly as well if Warren were alive. He had the microphone before Warren, and he was also the one who signed off on converting the helipad to a dance floor so we couldn’t radio for an emergency helicopter.”

“Almost like he knew,” Veeta said meaningfully.

“Money, always the most powerful motivator,” Kate murmured, writing inherited dad’s estate under Motive. “Who else?”

“June Piedmont,” Juliette said, thinking back to her overreaction at Warren’s funeral. “The woman is definitely hiding something. And she was practically bribing me to get her hands on an early copy of his manuscript. I’ve been looking into Piedmont Realty, and there’s something weird going on there. It seems like they made their name back in the seventies by buying up a bunch of run-down buildings on 1st Avenue—or Flesh Avenue, as they called it, because of all the peep shows—and renovating them so they could rent or sell them to legitimate businesses. Everybody thought they were crazy, but they ended up making a fortune after Pike Place Market got renovated in the eighties and become the tourist hot spot it is now. You would have thought the 2008 recession hit them as hard as everybody else in the country, but for some reason they reported above-market returns that year. And they’re still reporting steady earnings, despite the fact that it looks like they haven’t actually sold a property in four years.”

Kate tilted her head to the side in consideration. “You think they’re cooking the books?”

“I think it’s possible June was worried Warren was going to expose their failing financial status in his memoir, and she killed him and stole the manuscript to keep him quiet. She sent him the whiskey, insisted on making an introduction speech after Brad and handed the microphone directly to Warren, and obviously she’d have had access to the entire boat the whole party, including the AED.”

“June and Robert Piedmont, you’re on the board,” Kate said, writing their names beneath Brad’s with the motive dirty secret exposed in manuscript?. “Oh, what about the guy you heard threatening Warren? Chipper something?”

“Chipper Floyd?” Kennedy said. “The Sultan of the Short Game?”

“You know him?” Juliette asked in surprise, though she supposed she shouldn’t be. Kennedy seemed to know everyone worth knowing in the Seattle metropolitan area.

“I know of him. I was on the amateur golf circuit for a bit in college. We used to host a charity golf tournament, and when I was a sophomore Chipper Floyd was the special guest. Floyd showed up drunk, threw his putter at the judges’ table when they made a call against him, and cursed out the reporters during the Q&A after the game because someone brought up his performance in the Masters the year before. Then he dumped a water bottle full of vodka down the eighteenth hole and nearly crashed his golf cart into the spectator stands.”

“So, he’s got a temper,” Veeta said, making the understatement of the century.

“More than a temper,” Juliette said. “I don’t know what he was arguing with Warren about, but Warren said he would make sure that Chipper never worked as a professional golfer again. Whatever he had on Chipper, it had to be pretty bad. He was drinking the whiskey with Warren before I showed up, so he could have dosed him there. He was the only one who didn’t fiddle with the microphone before Warren spoke, but maybe he had help. The bandleader, or somebody else he bribed to cause the short.”

“Chipper Floyd, definite asshole, possible murderer,” Kate said, nodding as she wrote his name beneath the Piedmonts. For motive she wrote hothead/argument with Warren. “Anybody else?”

“What about the secretary guy?” Veeta asked. “The one who gave him the pills?”

“Clayton Westminster,” Juliette said with a frown. “He doesn’t have much of a motive, though.”

“But he gave Warren the pills, and he handled the microphone right before Warren,” Veeta said.

“Plus, he said he basically planned the whole party, right?” Kennedy added. “He would have known the layout of the boat to find the defibrillator, and no one on board would have questioned his presence in the employees-only areas of the boat.”

“Fine, sure, he goes on the board,” Juliette said with a shrug, leaving out the part where she’d been considering texting him and asking if he had dinner plans. They didn’t need to know that she was potentially interested in a potential suspect, though it wouldn’t be her first criminal hookup if he was one.

“You know what all of this points to,” said Veeta, waving their hand at the board.

“Murder,” Kennedy said solemnly.

Veeta blinked. “Yes. That. But more specifically, it all points to that golf club. Pacific Pines. That’s everyone’s connection here.”

“I’ve been trying to get in there for two weeks, and they keep stonewalling me,” Juliette said. “If I could talk to the staff, or at least some of the members who were there that night, I could figure out how Warren was dosed with the digitalis and whether or not anyone saw the defibrillator being used. But June Piedmont has completely closed ranks against me. Which makes sense, if she’s the murderer. I don’t have a way in.”

“That’s not entirely true, is it?” Kate said, a mischievous glint in her eye. “You do have one potential avenue. A tall, handsome, shy avenue with a great accent who’s been recruited by the club before.”

“Except you heard him say that he turned them down and has no interest in going back.”

Kate waved away her argument with a snort. “Please, Charlie is a delicate little cream puff. All you have to do is ply your feminine wiles.”

“I prefer to weaponize my sexuality,” Juliette said. “My approaches are mean and slightly meaner.”

“Well, maybe you could try a slightly nicer version of mean, then,” Kate said around a mouthful of cracker. “And out of all of us, you’re the most persuasive.”

“I’d use the term belligerent,” Veeta said, giving Juliette a delicate smile. “Said with love.”

“Relentless,” Kennedy added, nodding.

“Feel free to get out of my apartment now,” Juliette said.

“See? There’s that determination,” Kate said, not budging. “Just slap a little lipstick on it and he won’t be able to resist. Oh, and beignets. He loves a good beignet. Probably bring those along as well, just in case the lipstick and determination don’t work out.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Like most people, Juliette had never cared for hospitals. Though it wasn’t the sickly-sweet smell of antiseptic or the depressingly institutionalized plain white walls that irritated her. It was all the doctors. Everywhere—parking their cars in just such a way that you couldn’t squeeze in next to them in the garage, swiping their badges and holding their confidential patient conversations right out there in the open for any random passerby to hear. Doctors were the worst.

Her parents had always insisted on wearing the same white lab coats that every doctor seemed to wear whenever they did their speaking events, even though they were psychologists and hadn’t done lab work since grad school. They thought it made them look more authoritative and professional for TV interviews, and they made Juliette address them as “Dr. and Dr. Winters” whenever they brought her onstage for all the overeager parents in the audience. It was cute when she was six, downright pathological by the time she was twelve. Juliette hated doctors, which was probably why she didn’t know any surgeons besides Charlie.

But when she’d gone to his office to work her feminine wiles the next morning, they’d told her he was in surgery at the hospital and wouldn’t be back until the following day. She had no intention of losing another day of her investigation, not with the manuscript still missing in action. But it meant she had to go hunt him down at the hospital and face the doctors on their own territory.

She was almost relieved when she finally tracked Charlie down among the dozens of other men dressed in scrubs with their hair tucked into those bonnet things. He finished speaking with a family in a waiting room before joining her. “Juliette, what are you doing here? Is everything all right with Kate?”

“Kate’s fine,” she said, waving her hand. “Unlike that prison hairnet thing you’re sporting there.”

Charlie touched a self-conscious hand to his surgical cap. “It’s hospital policy. I just got finished with surgery. I saved a man’s life.”

“And I am saving yours by telling you that particular shade of green does not complement your skin tone,” Juliette said. Though somehow on Charlie, the cap accentuated his cheekbones and highlighted the golden-brown depths of his eyes. Not that she was noticing cheekbones or eye colors at the moment. And not that she’d been thinking about that brief moment of sizzle between them at his office the previous day. That had been a mistake, obviously, her body inappropriately trying to communicate its needs. She certainly hadn’t been anticipating seeing him again; that would be ridiculous. Untenable.

“Were you here for a reason other than fashion tips for my scrubs?” Charlie asked.

Feminine wiles, here we go. Juliette had made sure to display her legs in a short skirt she’d picked out just for the occasion. She’d also chosen one of her highest pairs of heels so that her eyes were level with his. If Charlie noticed any of the efforts she’d put into her appearance, though, it didn’t cross his expression as he frowned at her. For some reason, that annoyed her more than anything else. She happened to know her legs were her best feature, long and lean and athletically curved, and he didn’t even so much as look down. What a prude.

“I need your help,” she said, shimmying her skirt into place just an inch lower to draw his attention downward. Not even a flicker, the jerk. “Getting into Pacific Pines.”

“I already told you, I don’t have time for that,” Charlie said, turning away. “I’ve got another surgery in an hour. I need to clean up and get something to eat.”

“Oh, right,” Juliette said, remembering the care package Kate had given her. “I brought you something. Beignets, from Dahlia Bakery. Kate said they were your favorite.”

Charlie looked longingly toward her, which was frankly the kind of response she’d been expecting from the beginning. At least until she realized he wasn’t looking at her, but at the box of baked goods in her hands. “With the jam?” he asked, almost begrudgingly.

“Blackberry,” Juliette said, giving it a little shake. “And vanilla mascarpone.”

Charlie sighed, turning away from her. “Follow me. If anyone asks, you’re a pharmaceutical rep.”

He took her to a lounge she assumed was specifically for doctors, judging by the number of aggressive Post-it notes warning people not to touch the food in the refrigerator. There were a few doctors already in there, lounging in scrubs and scrolling on their phones, but they mostly ignored Juliette and Charlie as he took a seat and opened the box of donuts. He gave a shuddering little sigh at the sight of them.

“You’re really into donuts, huh?” Juliette asked, sitting across from him as he lifted the first one like it was a baby he’d just brought into the world. The metaphor kind of went sideways as he bit into it, though, leaving a shower of confectioner’s sugar in its wake.

“My grandmother was French,” he said, closing his eyes and savoring the bite. “She’d make beignets once a year, for Christmas. These are the closest I’ve found to her recipe anywhere. She made them from memory, so when she passed no one else could replicate them. Believe me, I tried.”

“Is that how your bread making obsession started?” Juliette asked.

“Ah, no,” Charlie said, grinning and looking sheepish. “That was a freshman biology experiment gone awry. We had a rather unconventional bio teacher for undergrad. Half our class was premed and offended that they had to take such a rudimentary course, and the other half were sports fellows looking for an easy A. It was … an eclectic mix.”

“Of assholes, you mean?”

Charlie chuckled, the sound surprisingly deep and warm. She liked it, and she liked that she’d been the cause of it. “I think the professor hated all of us equally. She was very granola, as you’d say here in the Pacific Northwest. Taking us on hiking trips to look at fallen trees and count their rings, collecting moss and herbs to make wild salads. Part of our final exam was to harvest wild yeast from the air and make our own starter. It was half our grade! Can you imagine a bunch of future surgeons and jocks nursing a sourdough starter?”

Juliette tilted her head to the side, blinking in surprise. “I literally cannot.”

“Well, apparently neither could any of us, because ninety percent of the class failed. I’m convinced that the only reason my starter succeeded was because my roommate never washed any of his clothes. My teacher was so pleased with my starter that she invited me over to bake bread with it, so I’m pretty sure I ate bread made out of my roommate’s yeasty old socks.”

Juliette surprised herself again by laughing, as much at Charlie’s story as she was at the exaggerated look of disgust on Charlie’s face. She never in a million years would have imagined him telling such a funny story, much less mugging for the end of it. It was cute, and charming, and nothing like his usual stiff, stodgy demeanor. All they needed were a few tea lights on the table and a glass of red wine and she might mistake this for a date.

“I’m sure you don’t have any embarrassing college stories,” Charlie said, tucking in to another donut lavished with jam. He was a surprisingly messy eater for a surgeon, a career that relied on absolute precision, and he’d left a smear of jam on one corner of his mouth that she had the sudden, wild urge to lick clean. She blinked away the image, once again so vivid and clear.

She really needed to stop fantasizing about Doctor Dud just because he’d told one single charming story and he looked like a toddler gone wild in a donut shop. She’d been working too hard, putting in her regular long hours at Simon Says and pulling deep overtime working on recovering the missing manuscript. She should find the nearest halfway decent doctor and have her way with him. Except the most decent doctor in the room was looking at her expectantly, a tiny ring of powdered sugar framing the alluring arch of his upper lip, just daring her to taste it.

“I don’t do embarrassing, no,” she said, crossing her legs and telling the point between them to behave. But then Charlie looked slightly disappointed, and she felt bad, and so she said something stupid. “All my embarrassing stories are from high school.”

Why had she brought that up?? She never talked about high school—never—and certainly not with anyone outside of a therapeutic doctor-patient confidentiality agreement. But he looked like a dumb little puppy dog, all chocolatey eyes and interested expression, and so her ignorant mouth kept talking.

“I had a brief flirtation with making very bad pottery my sophomore year,” she said, rolling her eyes at her own naivete. “I don’t know what I thought I would do with a bunch of misshapen coffee mugs and pinch pots, but my art teacher was one of those idealistic college grads who hadn’t had their dreams ruthlessly snuffed out by teenage indifference yet, so she was disgustingly encouraging. There was an art studio in my hometown that my teacher sometimes displayed her work in, and she convinced them to do an exhibition with all of our projects. And I decided I wanted to do this big, fancy vase. I’d watched so many YouTube videos of actual professional potters pulling up walls and it gave me the unreasonable confidence that I could do it myself. In hindsight, my teacher really should have curbed my ambitions.”

“I can’t imagine anyone telling you to dial it back and surviving,” Charlie said.

“You’re not wrong,” Juliette said, “and I suppose my teacher was wise enough to recognize that. She sent me to an actual ceramic studio and everything. But it turns out, pulling walls is really fucking hard work, and trying to pull walls for a twenty-inch vase was almost impossible. I kept starting over and over and over, and I just could not get it. I was furious. I’d never failed at anything in my life. My parents were coming to that show, and I’d already shared the sketches for my grand design. I couldn’t just put up some lame bowl or something. I had to make that vase work. I convinced the studio owner to let me stay overnight and I worked on that thing until my hands cramped. But I finally, finally got it where I wanted. It was a triumph.”

Charlie cocked his head to the side. “Is this like those job interviews where they tell you to list one of your biggest flaws and you describe one of your strengths disguised as a flaw? Are you telling me your most embarrassing story is just you having to actually work at something?”

Juliette held up a finger. “The story isn’t done yet. The raw clay was my greatest triumph, but I forgot one key thing about firing ceramic. Shrinkage.”

Charlie physically recoiled. “Uh-oh.”

“Yes, George Costanza’s nightmare. Clay shrinks when it’s fired, and professionals know to account for that. But fifteen-year-old Juliette did not. My lovely, tall vase shriveled and withered significantly, until it was a good six inches shorter than when I started. Fifteen-year-old Juliette also did not know how to properly glaze her ceramics, and I chose a rather unfortunate pale pink shade as my final color. So what was supposed to be my grand showstopper piece ended up looking like … the only way I can describe it is a half-melted, lumpy penis.”

Charlie grimaced. “I’m sure your parents were just proud of their daughter’s artistic endeavors?”

Juliette gave him a frank look. “That’s because you’ve never met my parents. They were convinced I’d done it on purpose.”

“Why?” Charlie asked, confused.

Juliette shifted in her seat uncomfortably. She hadn’t meant to share that part, but Charlie was a good listener. It had just slipped out. “Ah, you know, the usual teen stuff. I was acting out a lot at that time. I know, shocking to hear that I had issues with authority. But it was shocking for them at the time, and I couldn’t make them understand I’d really tried my best.”

Her parents had left the show early and refused to speak to her for a week, departing for one of their speaking engagements in frigid silence. It also hadn’t helped that Juniper had painted a stunning (if somewhat reductive, in Juliette’s opinion) portrait of her mother that her father bought for ten thousand dollars in a very showy display, as if their daughter were the next Georgia O’Keeffe. Juliette had taken her lumpy vase home and smashed it later that evening, alone and furious.

“Needless to say,” Juliette said in a breezy tone she didn’t feel, “I never picked up another hobby again.”

“Ah, that’s a shame,” Charlie said. “Hobbies are where most people find their passions.”

“Well, my passion is my job,” Juliette said, miffed at the connotation that she was lacking in passion. “I don’t need a hobby, because I’m not a child or a retiree. I work, and I work out. I’m good at both. Speaking of which—”

Charlie shook his head, raining powdered sugar everywhere. “I told you, I can’t help you get into the club. I appreciate that you seem to be in a bind over this thing, and I certainly would never want to see a murderer go free. But this really feels like a matter for the police.”

So much for her feminine wiles. Time to try blunt force aggression; she was much better at that. “Charlie, listen—”

“Well, well, Charlie Hawkins,” said a voice behind her, interrupting her flow.

Charlie’s expression cycled through surprise, irritation, and something that looked like fear in the matter of a split second, before finally settling into a tight, unwelcoming smile. “Rajiv. I didn’t realize you were scheduled today.”

Juliette swiveled in her chair to face the tall Indian man behind her with impossibly white teeth and a head of hair that even Elvis would envy. He would have been handsome if it weren’t for the smirk that marred his features as he looked down on Charlie. He was exactly the kind of asshole she’d match with in a dating app, but something about the way he was looking at Charlie just now made her want to elbow him in the gut.

“Yeah, got called in for an emergency transplant,” Rajiv said, stretching out his pecs as he did so. Was he flexing? Juliette felt like he was definitely flexing. “You didn’t hear it from me, but it was a member of the state legislature. Gotta call in the big guns on a procedure like that. I heard you had an aortic aneurysm repair that went wonky this morning.”

Charlie’s expression soured. “There was a complication, but the team managed it.”

“The team, right,” Rajiv said with a snort. “Good thing Dr. Campbell was there, huh? So, you going to this shindig at the Pines tomorrow? Or weren’t you invited?”

If Charlie’s face got any tighter Juliette could have played a drum solo on his cheeks. “I have two surgeries scheduled. I don’t think I’ll be able to make it.”

“Sure, sure,” Rajiv said, pasting that shit-eating grin back on. “Too bad, I heard the board’s gonna be there, even crusty old Henderson. Probably scoping out potential replacements for Dr. Campbell when he retires next year. Don’t worry, old boy, I’ll put in a good word for you. And I’ll tell Kat you said hi.”

Rajiv slapped Charlie on the shoulder and gave a laugh, swiping one of the beignets from his box and popping it in his mouth whole as he walked away.

“Who the hell was that douche nozzle?” Juliette asked as he left the break room with his long, confident stride. “And why did you not immediately murder him for stealing a beignet?”

Charlie sighed, his face going slack as he looked down at his beignets despondently. “Rajiv Nazeem. He and I were fellows together here when I first came to America. We’re … friends. I guess.”

“If that’s a friend, I hope you don’t have enemies,” Juliette said. “Who is Kat?”

Charlie’s face went gray. “What?”

“He said he’d tell Kat hi. Who is Kat?”

“Katarina is … was…” He cleared his throat. “Katarina was my girlfriend. We … she … we’re broken up.”

Juliette’s brows went up in mock surprise. “Your long-term, super-committed relationship ended? I could have saved you the trouble and told you that’s how they all go. But why is that asshat bringing her up?”

Charlie looked to the ceiling, as if divine intervention might save him from the mortification of delivering his next line. “Apparently Kat and Rajiv are … seeing each other.”

“What?” Juliette asked, loudly enough to draw the attention of a nearby cluster of doctors.

“Please keep your voice down,” Charlie said, looking ready to expire. “It’s fine, really. I’m … fine. With it. Katarina is her own person, and she can date whomever she likes. Including … Rajiv.”

“Yeah, and that’s why you look like you’re chewing glass right now. Why don’t you just admit you hate the guy and pour expired milk in his locker?”

“I don’t hate him, we’re … colleagues. I respect his work acumen. It’s just a bit of friendly ribbing, is all. Rajiv has always been like that.”

“Ah,” Juliette said, understanding dawning on her. “He’s your Juniper.”

“My what?”

“Your rival. You know, trying to outdo each other, vying for the attention of the other doctors, winning the coveted award for best surgery or whatever. I don’t really know how fellowships work.”

“No, you clearly don’t.”

“So, who won?”

Charlie lifted another donut. “Who won what?”

Juliette rolled her eyes. “The rivalry. Come on, you both must have been competitive over something. An award, a job, teacher’s pet. Something.”

Charlie shifted uncomfortably. “We did both apply for the position at my practice, but there was only one opening. The board said I had a more positive attitude.”

“Good for you,” Juliette said, slugging him in the shoulder. “Ah, but he had to one-up you, didn’t he? You took his job, so he took your girl. You know what this means?”

“That I really need to get back to work?”

“That you need to get revenge,” Juliette said, pounding a fist on the table for emphasis.

“That doesn’t sound like what I need.”

“You only say that because you’ve never gotten revenge, so you don’t understand how good it can feel.” Juliette had sustained her own fantasies of revenge against Juniper for over a decade now, and she needed that missing manuscript to make them a reality. “Rajiv just said there’s some big doctor party at the Pines tomorrow, right? Here’s what we’re doing to do. You’re going to RSVP yes, and bring me as your plus-one—”

“I am not doing either one of those things—”

“—AND I am going to find out who killed Warren and get my missing manuscript back. Then we’re going to get revenge on that asshat and your ex.”

Charlie shook his head. “Juliette, I told you—”

“I know what you told me, but trust me when I say this is my sweet spot. You’re in my territory now. Can you really say that nowhere deep down in that rule-loving, law-abiding soul of yours, you don’t wish the both of them could feel just the teensiest bit of remorse?”

Charlie eyed her, his frown cycling through depths of disapproval and contemplation. When he reached for the final donut, his frown collapsing, she knew she had him. “No one can get hurt.”

“Physically, or emotionally?”

“Physically,” Charlie said, his tone severe. “Though now I’m inclined to also say emotionally, depending on how far you’re planning to go.”

“As far as I need to,” Juliette said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Charlie huffed out a breath. “This is a terrible idea.”

“Of course it is, all the best revenges are terrible. So, are you in? Solve a murder, get revenge, eat expensive shrimp?”

Juliette put out a hand to seal the deal, though Charlie didn’t take it right away. He looked at her instead, the intensity of his stare doing funny things to the exposed expanse of her thighs tucked under the table. She could just feel the brush of his pants against her calves, the long length of his strong hands only inches from hers. Charlie looked at her as if he was making a deal with the devil, but she wasn’t so sure she wasn’t, too.

“Fine,” he said finally, sliding his fingers against hers and cupping them around her hand, sending sparks up her arm. “We have a deal.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Pacific Pines had more security than the White House during an election year. Charlie had already driven through two gates—one ornamental, one that definitely looked electrified—given identification to three separate men in dark green security jackets, had his photo taken along with Juliette in the passenger seat, and been asked to provide proof that a current member invited them to the event. She could only assume the next stop was a swab test for blood type and DNA to make sure she had acceptable genetics.

“Nothing screams ‘You’re not welcome here’ like rich people’s security systems,” Juliette muttered as they left the fourth security station and followed the pristinely paved drive as it lazily wrapped around the side of the club. The greens glistened like freshly carved emeralds, the sand dunes white against the dark rise of Douglas firs ringing the course. The clubhouse itself seemed to be at least half a mile away, if not farther, majestically spread along the shores of Elliott Bay with the Olympic-length pool and tennis courts on full display.

Charlie’s gaze wandered over the scenery out the front window. They inched forward a few more cars, bringing them closer to the clubhouse. “I really shouldn’t have come. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“I don’t know what you were thinking either, with that jacket,” Juliette said, nodding to the oversize brown sport coat he wore with a white polo and khaki slacks. “Are we extras on the set of Miami Vice? Did you borrow that from your dad’s closet in the eighties on your way to prom? Are you Tom Hanks before he got big?”

Charlie pressed his lips together to suppress a smile. “It’s a sport coat. We’re going to a sports club. What was I supposed to wear?”

“That’s a very literal wardrobe interpretation,” Juliette said, relieved that he wasn’t talking about leaving anymore. She just needed him to hold it together until they got through the club doors; then he could slink off into whatever hidey-hole he wanted. She worked better alone anyway.

By the time the valet took their car and someone in a white uniform offered them champagne as they entered the club, he looked perfectly resigned to her plan. There were definitely far more people at the event than Juliette had expected, nearly two hundred by the looks of it, and many of them wearing name tags that indicated they were visitors and not members. “What kind of event is this?”

Charlie shrugged. “I don’t know, some kind of community thing? I tend to delete those emails without reading them. I didn’t even know about it until Rajiv commented on it yesterday. Dr. Campbell is a member here, maybe it’s a surgeons’ luncheon?”

Juliette shook her head as she watched a young man hand out brochures. “It looks more like a membership drive. Warren never would have approved this. He took pride in the fact that they rejected more memberships than they granted. The Piedmonts didn’t waste any time, did they?”

“Can I have your name, please?” asked a perky young woman in tennis whites holding an iPad. “This is an invite-only event for the Surgical Society of Washington State.”

“Katarina,” Charlie said, the color draining from his features.

“Charlie?” the girl said, blinking in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I … I didn’t realize you’d be here,” he said, his voice going faint.

“You didn’t realize I’d be here, where I work?” she challenged.

He gave an airless laugh. “Right, no, you work here. Of course. I knew that. I just didn’t realize I’d be seeing you so … We haven’t seen each other since…”

“Since you finally returned my rice cooker,” said the woman.

Ah, so this was Sporty Ex from the photograph. Juliette only had a brief glance of her in the picture before, but now she took a moment to see what kind of woman Charlie Hawkins dated. She was certainly cute, with her hair pulled into a tight ponytail, graceful waves floating behind her like a horse’s tail. Her makeup was delicate, naturally enhancing her pouty lips and dark brows. She wasn’t as tall as Juliette, of course—women rarely were—but she carried herself with the energy of a true athlete, spine straight, chest open, legs braced slightly apart. Juliette recognized that confidence from her years of running track, and something about the woman triggered an old instinct in her. She suddenly felt the wild urge to challenge her to a two-hundred-meter dash, just like she used to run against Juniper. But this woman wasn’t Juniper, Juliette reminded herself severely. And she wasn’t sixteen anymore, playing into patriarchal expectations of female rivalry. She was grown now and didn’t need to compete with this woman. Certainly not for Charlie’s attention.

“Hi, Juliette Win—” she started, a hand out, but the woman kept talking like she wasn’t there.

“Rajiv said you weren’t coming,” she said to Charlie, almost like an accusation.

“I changed my plans,” Charlie said, sounding like he was sucking air through a coffee straw. “I should have let you know, in case…”

“We can’t avoid each other forever,” Katarina said. Her gaze flickered over his sport coat, her lips pursing into an appealing pout. “I thought we donated that jacket. We agreed it made your shoulders look lumpy and uneven.”

Juliette had just told him the same thing, but she didn’t like the dominant and possessive tone Katarina was using. She didn’t believe in the idea of exes remaining friends, and judging by the greenish tone Charlie’s face had taken on, she didn’t think his feelings toward Katarina were just friendly, either. And despite her resolve only moments ago to not let herself get sucked into another Juniper situation, she couldn’t let Charlie stand there looking like a fish out of water for this woman’s sake.

“I told him to keep it, actually,” Juliette said, looping her arm through his and tugging him toward her. She tossed her hair over one shoulder, tilting her chin and giving Charlie a dazzling smile. “I think it makes his shoulders look great.”

Charlie looked at her in confusion. “Really? In the car you said—”

“The exact same thing!” Juliette said, batting at his chest playfully. Huh, it was a lot more solid than she would have expected, given the shapeless polos he insisted on wearing. “Remember? I said what a striking figure you made, babe.”

“Babe?” Katarina said, blinking in shock. “Charlie, you’re dating again? So soon?”

This from the woman who immediately started dating his surgical rival, Juliette thought uncharitably. Seriously, she was trying her best to be a progressive feminist here, but this woman was not making it easy. Especially when Charlie looked ready to pass out from the guilt.

“I, uh…” He looked to her helplessly, clearly not wanting to outright lie but not wanting to embarrass her, either. Poor, honorable idiot. Luckily, Juliette had no similar moral compunctions.

“You know Charlie, so shy about new love,” Juliette said, rolling her eyes and giving him a softly chiding smile. “The invitation should be under Charlie’s name, plus one. Juliette Winters. That’s me. So great to meet you, Kat.”

“Charlie, we should talk,” Katarina said. “Dinner tonight, Marco’s.”

“Oooh, sorry, we’ve got plans tonight,” Juliette said, before Charlie could choke his way into agreeing. Seriously, what hold did this girl have over him? “And a club to tour. We don’t want to keep you away from checking people in.”

Katarina set her hands on her hips. “I’m the ladies’ tennis pro here. Do you play?”

“Oh sure,” Juliette said with a dismissive wave. “Who doesn’t?”

“Good, because I’m hosting a demo at five o’clock, a friendly little doubles tournament. Rajiv has been practicing to be my partner. The men’s tennis pro had to call out sick and we’ve been looking for a replacement duo. We’d love for you and Charlie to play.”

“Of course we’ll play, we’d love to,” Juliette said, matching her aggressively friendly tone. “Wouldn’t we, babe?”

“Would we?” Charlie said faintly.

“Great, then it’s settled,” Juliette said. “We’ll see you and Rajiv on the tennis courts at five o’clock.”

“Perfect,” Katarina said, her smile vicious as she flounced away.

“She’s a real piece of work, isn’t she?” Juliette said as the girl disappeared. “I see why she was attracted to Rajiv.”

“Do you know what you’ve done?” Charlie asked, his voice still thin. “Katarina was the number one female on the circuit by the time she was sixteen. The only reason Warren was even able to entice her here as the tennis pro is because she’s recovering from a knee injury. Do you play tennis?”

“Never tried,” Juliette said. “But I’m sure I can master it by five. It’s a racket and a ball, how hard can it be?”

“Oh god,” Charlie groaned, sinking his face into his hands. “We’re doomed.”

“We’re fine,” Juliette said with a dismissive wave. “We’ll eviscerate them both. There’s your revenge. Embarrass her at her own game, literally. Now it’s time to hold up your end of the bargain and help me catch a murderer.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Warren’s taste was everywhere as they moved deeper into the clubhouse, judging by the leather furniture and finely curated art decorating the walls. But there were other, less subtle flairs she could no doubt accredit to the Piedmonts—tall cracked-glass vases filled with violently yellow flowers, mini scale models of some of their more well-known properties throughout Seattle, and dramatic floor-to-ceiling curtains in a royal purple on the massive windows facing out onto the green.

“What exactly is your plan here?” Charlie asked, following after Juliette.

“Don’t worry about it,” Juliette said, dodging around a server with a tray of fresh champagne flutes. “I’m just going to poke around. Feel free to grab a drink and mingle. I do my best work alone.”

“I am worried about it,” Charlie said, still hovering, “because you’re my plus-one and this room is filled with my colleagues.” As if to prove his point, he gave a half-hearted wave to an older gentleman in a truly obscene plaid coat.

“I’m not going to make a scene, if that’s the point you’re very unsubtly hinting at.”

“Too late for that,” Charlie muttered. “Juliette, honestly, we should talk about whatever it is you’re going to do. Please wait.”

It wasn’t Charlie’s pleas for discretion that finally drew her up short, but rather a man in a green jacket she was already far too familiar with. He stepped in front of Juliette as she made to enter a room with a plaque that read MAIN OFFICES, holding out a hand.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, this section of the club is off-limits,” he said. “The event will take place out on the greens and the back lawn, just through those doors over there.”

Juliette glanced around, realizing that there was a stand of velvet ropes blocking off other sections of the club as well, and most of the staff with iPads were enthusiastically directing people out those same doors the security guard indicated.

“What kind of membership event doesn’t let potential new members see the actual club?” Juliette asked, not ready to be outdone by a stiff in a knockoff PGA jacket.

“The club is making extensive renovations at the moment, and Mrs. Piedmont is thrilled to share them with new and existing members alike when it’s done,” said the guard, his speech flat and stilted like he was reading from a cue card. In fact, Juliette could swear she saw him slip an index card discreetly out of his jacket pocket as he continued. “Pacific Pines will be restored to the grandeur it was once known for, with exciting new opportunities for amateur and serious players alike. We can’t wait to share these updates soon. For today, please enjoy a series of clinics, demos, and refreshments on the back lawn. And thank you for your interest in Pacific Pines.”

“Did you say there are clinics out there?” Juliette asked. “Like golf clinics? Maybe featuring some of your more notable members?”

“Yes, of course,” said the security guard, clearly relieved to be done with her. “Pacific Pines boasts six former Masters, as well as a dozen US Open winners and four tennis pros who have played at Wimbledon. If you’d like to see trophies—”

“Yep, that’s great, thanks!” Juliette said brightly, spinning on her espadrille and making a beeline for the doors leading outside.

“Honestly, I’m shocked you gave up that easily,” Charlie said, his long strides keeping pace with her.

“I’m not giving up,” Juliette said, offended. “I’m pivoting. If they’re teaching golf clinics, I bet I know who’s leading the pack.”

Chipper Floyd had amassed quite the crowd by the time Juliette and Charlie made their way down to the first hole where he was showing off his short-game skills. He held a tall glass of iced tea in one hand and a young brunette in the other, ostensibly helping her with her putt.

“Now, what you want to do, honey—and folks, listen up, this is gold you’re getting at paper prices. Now what you want to do is work the ball from here, from your waist. Not your arms.” He squeezed one hand on the girl’s tiny hips in emphasis, grinning at the crowd. They ate it up, several of the older women swooning at the washed-up former pro. “Go on, honey, give it a little love tap.”

The girl giggled hesitantly, swinging her hip into his waiting hand before popping it back in the other direction, her putter connecting with the ball too hard and knocking it several feet past the hole. “Oops!” she laughed, looking around nervously.

“Now that’s okay, honey, that’s okay, there’s a reason it’s my picture in the front lobby. Let me see that stick, I’ll show ’em how it’s done. Hold my drink, there, would you?”

Chipper took the putter and crossed the green to where her ball had finally landed, setting up his shot with the kind of casual negligence that belied the skill it took to make it. He squinted at the hole, looking up to the sun and adjusting his stance slightly before he gave the ball a solid, confident hit. It bounded toward the hole, everyone in the crowd holding their breaths as it crested the edge and dropped down with a satisfying plonk.

“That’s how you do it!” Chipper roared, tossing the putter off into the rough as the crowd cheered. He sauntered over to the young woman, snagging his drink and smacking her cheek with a kiss as everyone clapped and someone let loose a two-fingered whistle.

“What a putz,” Juliette muttered, making to step through the crowd to get closer to Chipper. But one of those older women blocked her, wielding her purse strap like a weapon.

“There’s a line,” she said, nodding at the gathered crowd. “Wait your turn.”

“A line for what?” Juliette asked, bewildered. “Getting felt up?”

“We’ve been here over an hour, and you’re not getting ahead of us,” she said as three other women came to stand beside her, all of them sporting visors embroidered with the Masters logo. Great, just what she needed. Chipper Floyd groupies.

“Ladies, I’m not here to steal your man or your time slot,” Juliette said. “I just need to talk to Chipper for a few minutes.”

“That’s what all the girls like you say,” said one of the women, crossing her arms. “We’ve waited ten years to see Chipper back in action on the greens. We’re part of the Floyd Flock, and we’re not getting bumped for some ball bunny.”

“Ball bunny?” Juliette murmured in confusion. “Look, I think there’s a bit of a misunderstanding here—”

“Chipper!” Charlie called from his vantage point of being nearly a foot taller than all the women in the Floyd Flock. He gave a wave in the golf pro’s direction, drawing his attention.

“What are you doing?” Juliette whispered harshly.

“You want to talk to Chipper, right?” Charlie said, giving her a shrug. “I’m getting you in to talk to Chipper.”

Juliette looked at the Floyd Flock, all of them ready to peck her eyes out. But as soon as Chipper’s gaze landed on them, he broke out in a shit-eating grin. “Doc Hawk, you son of a bitch! Get down here!”

Charlie grinned at the man as he politely excused his way through the crowd, Juliette following in his wake in stunned silence.

“You know Chipper Floyd?” Juliette whispered. She gasped. “Wait, is that your famous sports client you would never tell me about because of doctor-patient confidentiality?”

She’d tried to guess his more famous clients that first time they’d met at Kate’s book launch, when Charlie had (not so) mistakenly assumed she was flirting with him. He’d held fast to protecting his patients’ privacy, but she’d sworn she would get him to crack.

“A confidentiality which still exists,” Charlie said, giving her a look over his shoulder. His mouth quirked in a smile. “But no, not him.”

“I’ll get it out of you yet,” Juliette murmured determinedly. Still, it was awfully handy that he knew Chipper. Charlie was already proving more useful than she had expected, considering she’d been contemplating ditching him only a few minutes before. What other secrets was he hiding, and what would she have to do to get them out of him? She found herself liking the prospect of digging for those secrets very much.

“Nobody told me you were coming or I would have put extra muscle on the door to keep you out,” Chipper said as they approached, taking Charlie’s hand and pumping it vigorously.

“If I’d known I would have to come all the way down to the golf course just to get you in for your follow-up, I would have made it out here a lot sooner,” Charlie quipped back. Chipper slapped Charlie on the back a few times for good measure. Juliette assumed this was some kind of coping mechanism, to show dominance. Or Chipper just really enjoyed slapping people. “I do hope you’re sticking with the postsurgical recommendations?”

“Just iced tea, Doc, I swear it,” Chipper said, holding up his glass. “Not the Long Island variety, either. I know a second chance when I see one, and I don’t aim to waste it. And who’s this pretty little lady with you?”

“Oh, this is Juliette,” Charlie said, turning slightly pink in the cheeks. “Juliette, this is Chipper Floyd.”

“Juliette,” said Chipper, his gaze narrowing for a split second. Juliette held her breath, wondering how she was going to spin her presence there after witnessing that fight between Chipper and Warren. Of course he would recognize her—she was unforgettable.

But then his expression cleared, his teeth wide and bright. “Doc Hawk, you lucky son of a bitch.”

He didn’t even recognize her? Unbelievable. Unconscionable. It worked to her advantage in the moment, obviously, but still. A woman had her pride, and Chipper Floyd had just taken a nine iron to hers. Well, he’d certainly remember her by the time she was done with him.

“He is a lucky son of a bitch, isn’t he?” Juliette said, burying her fury in a vicious smile. “So, Chipper, are you going to show me how to swing one of these things or what?”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



“Step right up, little lady,” Chipper said, sweeping an arm out gallantly for her to take her position in front of the teed-up ball.

Little lady? Juliette knew for a fact that she was one inch taller than Chipper Floyd, because she’d done her research on him. Born in Wilmington, Virginia, Arnold “Chipper” Floyd was the son of a former amateur golfer and a schoolteacher. He was swinging putters before he was using the potty, and he’d gone to Stanford on a full ride in exchange for helping them win the NCAA championship in golf.

“Do you play professionally or something?” Juliette asked.

Chipper smirked as he selected a club from a nearby bag. “I won the Masters, and the US Open twice.”

Juliette also knew from her research that he’d had some kind of hush-hush scandal after that second US Open win, one that had forced him out of golf at the height of his career. It had been followed by a decade of run-ins with the law over a series of DWIs and a costly high-profile divorce from his supermodel wife.

“You ever played golf before, Juliette?” Chipper asked, holding out the club.

“Oh sure, plenty of times,” Juliette said with a dismissive wave. Of course, that had been minigolf at a children’s Putt-Putt course on a disappointing Hinge date, but it was basically the same thing. As Chip handed her the club and squared up her hips—getting a little too handsy with her butt in the process—Juliette lined up her questions along with her shot.

“So, Chipper, how do you know Charlie?” she asked, setting her hands on the club.

“Doc Hawk fixed up my bum ticker,” Chipper said as he repositioned her hands. “Got my game back on track, didn’t you, Doc?”

“I performed a septal myectomy,” Charlie said casually, as if he were discussing trimming Chipper’s hedges or cleaning his floors, and not open-heart surgery.

“Yep, my heart used to go a mile a minute when I was just sitting down,” Chipper said. “If it weren’t for Doc Hawk, the old muscle would like to have given out before I hit forty.”

“And how is your heart now, since I can’t get you to come in for your follow-up?” Charlie asked dryly.

“Healthy as a horse, Doc,” said Chipper, pounding one fist on his chest for emphasis. “Only had one episode since I stopped the meds you had me on.”

Charlie frowned. “When did you have this episode?”

“Ah, couple weeks ago,” Chipper said. “It wasn’t a big deal, I went and got myself worked up arguing with somebody, and off it went. I’m pretty sure that’s what got me going. But I’ve been doing my meditations, working on my mindfulness like my coach says, and it hasn’t happened since.”

“You really should come in and let us run some diagnostics,” Charlie said.

“You worry too much, Doc, and with a pretty little lady like this on your arm?” Chipper gave Juliette’s hips a squeeze before stepping back. “Okay, honey, now what you want to do is line your ball up to the hole, square your hips like this, and give it a little tap. Go on and try it.”

“So, are you looking to get back on tour?” Juliette asked, gripping the club with intention and staring down the ball. She’d never really golfed with an actual club on an actual green, and the club felt heavy and awkward, all the weight at the bottom. But she was a seasoned track runner and former ballet prodigy; how hard could it be?

“Now that Doc Hawk’s got me back in fighting shape, you bet I’m gunning to get back out there. Got a new team of sponsors lined up, working with a swing coach and everything,” said Chipper as Juliette wound up and let the club fly. It bit into the dirt, sending a chunk of grass flying instead of the ball.

“Huh,” she said, scrunching up her nose.

“That’s all right, honey, happens to the best of us sometimes,” Chipper said. “Try again. Put a little less mustard on it, we’re not teeing off here. Maybe hit the ball this time.”

Oh, she’d hit a pair of them if he didn’t watch his tone. She set her stance again, gripping the club more forcefully. Obviously, the ball didn’t understand who was in charge here.

“So, Doc, you looking to join our club here?” Chipper asked, crossing his arms and watching Juliette’s form critically. “Maybe step your feet a little wider, honey.”

“That would seem to be why we’re here,” Charlie mused.

“What’s the club like?” Juliette asked. “You know, after the whole Warren Ellingham thing. Must have been pretty hard, losing a founding member like that. Has it affected morale at the club?”

“Yeah, it was a real shame, the way the old guy went,” Chipper said, shaking his head and looking not one iota regretful about Warren’s death. “And at his birthday party, too. Hell of a way to go out, in front of all your friends and family.”

“Were you there?” Juliette asked innocently, following through with her hips this time and sending another unsuspecting piece of turf flying. This had definitely been easier with a child-size club on Astroturf. But Juliette Winters wasn’t a quitter.

“I was at the party, sure,” Chipper said. “But I had to leave early. I had a five a.m. tee time with my swing coach. They brought me back on the tender boat around nine.”

“Oh, so you weren’t actually there when he, you know.” Juliette mimed a heart attack.

“Nope, I was already home in bed like a good boy. That was the night I had my little blip with the heart, Doc, but that was over two weeks ago, and no other signs.”

That would explain why Juliette hadn’t seen him during Warren’s speech, and she could confirm his departure time with the crew on the yacht. Still, he’d threatened Warren about revealing some kind of secret he clearly didn’t want getting out. Which made sense, if he was trying to salvage his career (and probably his finances) by attempting the US Open this year.

Juliette’s third attempt at a swing finally hit the ball, but unfortunately she sent the club flying along after it.

“You sure you’ve golfed before?” Chipper asked, squinting at the trajectory of the club.

“It’s the shoes,” Juliette said, as if that explained everything.

“I hope you’re better at picking up tennis than you are at golf,” Charlie murmured.

“Why don’t I give it a go, show you some pointers,” Chipper said, grabbing another club and setting up his own shot. “It’s a lot harder than I make it look, I know.”

He couldn’t see Juliette roll her eyes as she rejoined Charlie, which was just as well. “What is a spectral smiley?” she murmured.

“A what?” Charlie asked, utterly lost.

Juliette huffed a sigh. “The surgery thing you did on Chipper.”

“You mean a septal myectomy?” Charlie said.

“Don’t act like that’s a normal thing everybody knows,” Juliette said as Chipper hunted around for a clear stretch of turf to set his ball. She’d really done a number on the green. “What’s it for?”

“It thins the walls in the heart to improve blood flow,” Charlie said. “Why?”

“He’s awfully young for heart surgery,” Juliette mused, watching Chipper’s form. He looked the same as she did, she figured. Must have been uneven ground that made her miss those shots.

“I can’t discuss a patient’s history, and certainly not with the patient standing right there,” Charlie said.

Juliette made sure he saw her roll her eyes at him. “Ugh, fine, Doctor Buzzkill. I know about his drinking history. Could it have been caused by excessive alcohol abuse?” When Charlie’s only answer was a stern glare, she tacked on, “Hypothetically.”

“Hypothetically speaking, yes,” Charlie said, though he looked disappointed in himself that he let even that slip.

“And hypothetically speaking, would one of the conditions of that surgery be that the patient was no longer allowed to drink alcohol?”

“It would be a recommendation, hypothetically, yes.”

Juliette frowned. She distinctly remembered whiskey on Chipper’s breath when he came out of Warren’s room.

“Could alcohol have caused the palpitations he’s talking about?” Juliette asked.

Charlie frowned in consideration. “It’s unlikely. Why?”

“I’m not sure why yet,” Juliette said, frowning. She wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but she’d had some of the whiskey in Warren’s room, too, and her heart had started pounding. At the time she’d thought it was the compound of anti-nausea meds and the whiskey, but what if it hadn’t been? What if the whiskey bottle was the source of the digitalis poisoning? Chipper had just had heart surgery; he certainly would have had access to a medication like digitalis. What if he’d dosed the whiskey, but had been coerced into having a drink by Warren and had to dose himself as well?

“You know,” Juliette called out casually to Chipper as he found a clear stretch of grass between his ball and the hole, “I heard that Ellingham guy’s death might not have been so natural as they thought.”

“Yeah, everybody’s talking about that dang article,” Chipper said, positioning his ball and straightening up. “It’s all a bunch of bullshit, though, pardon my language. Brad told me the police had wrapped everything up in a nice neat bow and the whole business is closed.”

Now, that was interesting. Why would Chipper Floyd have been discussing Warren’s death with Brad Ellingham? She couldn’t put the microphone directly in Chipper’s hand before Warren’s speech, but it had been in Brad’s. What if they had been working together? That could explain why Chipper was MIA during Warren’s speech—while Brad set up the microphone to create the electric shock, Chipper was discharging the defibrillator.

Juliette waited until Chipper had lined up his shot and started his backswing before she spoke again. “The police think they have a lead on who stole the missing manuscript.”

Chipper whiffed the ball, missing it entirely, and letting out a string of curses as he slammed the club head into the turf, making angry divots in the grass to rival Juliette’s own attempts.

“So much for those mindfulness exercises,” Juliette murmured, giving Charlie a wide-eyed look.

“Chipper, are you all right, mate?” Charlie asked.

“I’m fine, Doc.” He practically threw the club into the bag in disgust. “I should have made that shot in my sleep. I need a damn drink.”

Charlie frowned. “You know your postsurgical recommendations say—”

“Of lemonade, Doc! Just lemonade.” Chipper continued to rage, storming off in the direction of the drink tent, the Floyd Flock trailing along with him and leaving Charlie and Juliette alone on the green.

“What was all that about?” Charlie asked, staring in wonder after Chipper. “I mean, I knew he had a temper, but that seemed out of line even for him.”

“Really? Because it was exactly the kind of reaction I’d expect from someone with a guilty conscience,” Juliette said, shielding her eyes to watch Chipper’s retreating figure. Was he stomping? What a child. He practically ran right through a server holding a full tray of glasses that she suspected were not just lemonade. The server stumbled back, the tray tilting perilously, and in that moment of panic Juliette recognized the man’s face.

“Duffel Bag!” she gasped, grabbing Charlie’s hand and making for the tent at a dead run.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



“What’s happening?” Charlie called in alarm, running after her.

“We need to stop that server,” Juliette huffed as the man disappeared into the tent.

“If you wanted a lemonade that badly, I could have fetched you one. People are staring.” Charlie gave a nervous smile to an older gentleman watching them. “Morning, Dr. Campbell! Great event, thanks for the invite.”

“They’re just impressed with our stamina,” Juliette said as they reached the tent opening in record time. She paused in the entry, the interior surprisingly dark and cool after being out in the direct sun. She blinked a few times, waiting for her eyes to adjust, scanning the gathered crowds as best she could. She caught sight of the server just as he seemed to spot her, trapped at the bar as the bartender refilled his glasses from a shaker. Juliette narrowed her gaze on him.

“There he is,” Juliette said. “Don’t let him get away!”

The man took off through a discreet flap in the back of the tent, presumably the entrance for club employees and supplies. Juliette edged through the crowd, her excuses starting out polite and quickly ratcheting up to sharp elbows and muttered curses as it became clear the gathered guests didn’t share her sense of urgency.

“Seriously, move your old ass,” Juliette muttered to yet another white-haired man.

Charlie winced. “Dr. Prinze, good to see you. Enjoy your beverage.” He leaned in to Juliette. “Did you miss the part where I said these were all people I worked with? It would be very convenient for me if you didn’t irrevocably piss them off.”

“Then tell them to move their old asses,” Juliette said. She shoved through the tent flap, eyeing the long stretch of white between the tents where they’d stacked boxes of wine, fresh lemons, and cups and napkins. “Dammit, where did he go?”

“Why are we hunting this man down?” Charlie asked, looking both ways.

“He has the duffel bag,” Juliette said, like it should have been obvious.

“Ah, of course. The duffel bag. Explains everything.”

“Just … go that way. If you find him, tackle him and hold him down until I can get there.”

“I’m not doing that,” Charlie said, though he did head in the direction she pointed.

Juliette crept around the back of the tent toward a separate tent swarming with more servers carrying silver trays. She prowled closer, scanning each face, following the last server in the line into the empty tent.

“Derrick, what are you doing in here?” said one of the women carrying a massive urn of soup. “You’re on drink duty.”

Juliette whipped around as Duffel Bag—Derrick, apparently—was fruitlessly trying to get his coworker to shut up. He gave a sigh of annoyance before dodging out of the tent the way Juliette had just come.

“Oh no, you don’t,” Juliette said, starting after him at a sprint.

But it turned out, she didn’t need to bother, because she reached the tent flap just in time to see Charlie step out from seemingly nowhere and clothesline the guy, knocking him to the ground in one swift moment. Juliette blinked in surprise as Derrick writhed on the ground.

“Where did you learn that?” she asked, unwilling to admit how much that one simple maneuver revved her engine.

“Karate classes as a kid,” Charlie said, holding out a hand. “Come on, up you pop, mate. No more running.”

“I’m sorry,” Derrick wheezed, taking Charlie’s proffered hand and leveraging himself up. “I won’t run. I promise. I’m done.”

“He’s gonna run,” Juliette said, just as the server made a break for it. He forgot Charlie was still holding his hand, though, and Charlie used the connection to once again flip him to the ground on his back.

“That was hot,” Juliette enthused, unable to keep it in. Charlie flushed in embarrassment, which was somehow even cuter.

“It’s over,” Juliette said, leaning in. “We got you. Give it up.”

“Okay, okay!” Derrick cried, putting his hands up in defeat. “I can’t keep running. I confess. I did it. I took the money!”

“Money?” Juliette said, curling her lip in confusion. “Wait, what money?”

“Isn’t that why you guys are after me?” Derrick asked, looking equally confused. “The money I stole from the safe?”

“We don’t care about the money,” Juliette said, though she paused. “Wait, how much money are we talking?”

“Fifty thousand,” Derrick said.

Charlie whistled.

“Okay, we care a little about the money,” Juliette amended. “But mainly we care about the manuscript you stole!”

“What’s a manuscript?” Derrick asked, looking even more confused. “Wait, are you guys not the FBI or whatever?”

Charlie sighed, once more pulling the poor guy up. “I think we should start at the beginning.”

Derrick led them around the side of the club to the pool, the three of them huddling at an umbrella-covered table on the far end in the shade.

Juliette started in before he could get settled. “Listen, Duffel Bag—”

“My name’s Derrick.”

Juliette rolled her eyes. “I don’t think you want us remembering your name after this conversation, do you, Duffel Bag? Now, the night of Warren Ellingham’s birthday party, I saw you fleeing from his room. You’ve already admitted to breaking into the safe and stealing the money, so—”

“I didn’t break into anything!” Derrick said, undercutting her big accusation. “The safe was already open when I got there, I swear it!”

“How convenient for you,” Juliette said, letting her tone indicate how believable his story was. “Who paid you? Where is the manuscript? Were you involved in Warren’s murder?”

“Murder?!” Derrick’s face went a queasy sort of green, and he nearly fell out of his chair backing up. “I don’t know nothing about a murder, what is this? Some kind of setup? Hey, if you guys aren’t the FBI, I don’t have to talk to you!”

Juliette leaned in, her gaze like a laser. “Do we need to get the FBI involved?”

“What? No! What is this? Who are you?” Derrick scrambled up, eyes roving the poolside wildly like he was looking for an escape.

“He’s going to make a run for it again,” Juliette said. “Clothesline him.”

“Let’s everybody just take a deep breath, have a seat, and calm down,” Charlie said in a soothing voice. He looked at Derrick, his expression earnest. “Come on, mate, you’re not in any trouble with us. Derrick, was it? Listen, Derrick, we just need your help sorting a few details out, all right? Have a seat and relax. Nobody’s calling the FBI or anybody else. We’re just having a little chat.”

Charlie’s voice was so reassuring, even Juliette found herself sinking back into her metal chair. It was like listening to a bedtime podcast. Even Duffel Bag—she refused to acknowledge him as Derrick—looked pacified as he inched toward his chair and took a cautious seat. He maintained a safe distance from Juliette, though, his gaze occasionally flicking toward her nervously.

“That’s better, isn’t it?” Charlie said, giving him an encouraging smile. “All we want is to ask a few questions. Is that all right?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Derrick said, with a nod. “Can you ask them, though?”

Juliette rolled her eyes. “Let’s pretend I believe that you chanced upon Warren’s suite and a safe full of thousands of dollars in cash happened to be magically open. What did you do then?”

“I wasn’t planning on taking anything, honest to god I wasn’t,” Derrick said. “The steward sent me to see if he had any medication or anything on hand, baby aspirin or some shit. I don’t know. Anyway, I get to the room, the safe door is wide open, and there are just stacks and stacks of money there. It was like I was on some kind of hidden camera show or something. I figured some guy in a suit would pop out and ask ‘What would you do?’ You remember that show? My mom loved that shit.”

“Since John Quiñones didn’t jump out and accost you, I assume you got over your qualms and stole the money?” Juliette said dryly.

Derrick fidgeted with a stray stick, shredding the bark off. “Look, I’m not a bad guy, all right? I been working here at Pacific Pines for almost five years. Mr. Ellingham, he wasn’t like a lot of these country club snobs. He’d remember your name, he was a real good tipper, gave everybody the day off for their birthday. I was real sorry about what happened to the old man, but that money? It was chump change to a guy like him. Probably spent it on getting his watch cleaned or filling up the tank of his Bentley or some shit. That kind of dinero is life-changing for a guy like me, though. I figured, who needed it more? Definitely not him, and his son would just blow it on a parlay for the Seahawks game. I didn’t think I was hurting anybody, not really.”

“We understand,” Charlie said sympathetically, giving Juliette the eye when it was clear she had a less flattering opinion of his actions. “Anybody would have been tempted by that much money, of course they would have.”

“Right?” Derrick said. “I mean, it was like, fate, you know what I mean? Just sitting there, and the steward sent me! It’s like, I don’t know, God or somebody wanted me to have it. To finally change my fate or whatever.”

“So, you got your fifty thousand. Why come back?” Juliette asked.

“Ah, well.” Derrick looked down at his shredded stick sorrowfully. “Turns out, I’m not much smarter than Brad when it comes to money. I lost it all at the tables at Snoqualmie. You know the place, the Indian casino? Best crab legs in the state. I could take you sometime, if you’ve got a couple hundred bucks you could spot me. I swear I’m good for it.”

“You lost fifty thousand dollars at a casino?” Juliette said in horror.

“I started on such a high, too,” Derrick wailed. “The blackjack tables were hopping. Cards were coming my way you wouldn’t believe! I was up almost twenty grand when I—”

“Focus up, Duffel Bag,” Juliette interrupted. “You said the safe was already open. Did you see the manuscript anywhere in the room? It would have looked like a stack of printer paper.”

Derrick frowned, shaking his head. “No, I didn’t see nothing like that in the safe.”

“Did you see anyone leaving the room before you?” Charlie asked. “Another server, maybe? Or a party guest?”

Derrick shook his head again. “I mean, there were people coming and going all over the boat. I couldn’t keep ’em all straight. And then we make it back to the club and shit’s even crazier here, you feel me!”

“Duffel Bag, did you take anything else from the room?” Juliette demanded. “Like maybe a fine bottle of very expensive whiskey?”

“Oh, ahh…” Derrick’s face turned red. “I didn’t think anybody would notice that going missing, neither. There was barely anything left in it anyway, and it’s not like Mr. Ellingham was going to be polishing it off. I didn’t want it going to waste. Though I guess it did, considering I didn’t even get a chance to drink it.”

“Why not?” Juliette asked.

“I told you, when we got back the night of the party the whole place was swarming with cops. I figured I was done for if they spotted all that cash, so I stuffed the bills in my shirt and stashed the bag in the locker room. It’s probably still there, considering they haven’t let anybody in since the party. Whiskey keeps, doesn’t it?”

Juliette turned to Charlie, the gears turning once again. “The night of the party, Warren offered me a glass of that whiskey. I only had a sip, but my heart started racing and I was seeing colored halos around everything. At the time I just figured I shouldn’t mix a scop patch with Dramamine and whiskey—”

“Which you definitely should not,” Charlie said in horror. “How are you alive right now?”

“Sheer force of willpower. The point is, I thought it was drug interactions. But just now, Chipper said he had the same symptoms. The only thing he and I had in common was that we had a glass of the whiskey that the Piedmonts brought to Warren’s room. I kept thinking someone dosed Warren’s glass or switched out his pills, but what if it was the bottle itself?”

“Palpitations, dizziness, and seeing white, green, or yellow halos are all potential side effects of taking digitalis,” Charlie asked. “But how can you prove it?”

“If we can get into that locker room and find the bottle, we can have it tested,” Juliette said. “Right now, the police think Warren was on digitalis prescribed to him. But if he were, he would have taken it in pill form, right? So if the bottle was dosed, it would prove someone had dosed Warren, which proves motive. And the Piedmonts were the ones who delivered the bottle, which means they’re our most likely suspects.”

“Was I helpful?” Derrick asked. “Enough to not send me to jail?”

“That remains to be seen,” Juliette said, turning to Charlie and effectively dismissing Duffel Bag. “We need to find a way into that locker room.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN



“Juliette,” Charlie called as Juliette charged away from the pool area. Renovations be damned, she was going to find that bottle and prove that June Piedmont drugged Warren. “Juliette, wait!”

“Keep up, Doc,” she called over her shoulder. “I’m trying to catch a murderer.”

“I know that, and I’d like to help you, if you would just wait.”

“Oh.” Juliette paused on the terrace, letting him catch up. “I thought you were going to try and stop me.”

“I am, but not from catching a murderer.” Charlie came to a halt beside her, huffing slightly. “You’re surprisingly fast in those heels.”

“So you are going to try and stop me? Because I should warn you, I’m pretty unstoppable. I was voted Most Likely to Orchestrate a Dictatorial Takeover of a Small European Nation by my high school Model United Nations.”

“And I’m sure Liechtenstein has been waiting in fear ever since,” Charlie said. “Look, if you really think all of this was done to murder Warren and make it look like natural causes, I believe you. But you’re talking about someone incredibly clever, who took great pains to manage every small detail of his death. Whoever you’re dealing with is not only a dangerous murderer, but they’re smart. Extremely smart.”

“I’m smarter,” Juliette said, crossing her arms.

“I believe that as well,” Charlie said gently. “Which is why I think you’re smart enough to know that if you go in there right now and kick up a big fuss, insisting on being given access to the locker room, you’re not only going to tip off the cops, but the murderer as well. Which means while you’re fighting with security, they’re going to be patient enough to find a way into the locker room and dispose of the evidence.”

“That might be … a valid point,” Juliette said, making a face. “So what, you think we need to be more patient and clever? Because I’m only good at one of those things.”

“You think June and Robert Piedmont drugged Warren’s whiskey, right?”

“They brought the bottle to Warren and insisted he cheers with them,” Juliette reasoned. “Chipper and I both drank from the whiskey bottle and had a reaction as well. And June Piedmont had a really strong reaction at the party the night Warren had his heart attack. At the time I thought it was just a rich white woman playing at hysterics, but what if she’d dosed herself, too? I don’t know why they would have dosed the bottle instead of his individual glass, but maybe they thought they couldn’t risk him catching them. So they dosed the bottle, and dosed themselves along with him. They knew they would be fine so long as they didn’t get the electric shock.”

“They do seem to have moved on quickly with their plans for the club after Warren’s death,” Charlie said, nodding. “Derr—I mean, Duffel Bag said they started the renovations the next morning. That’s awfully fast. Like maybe they’re hiding something. Which makes sense, if you’re saying they stole this manuscript Warren had and killed him to keep it quiet.”

“If I had the freaking manuscript, I could prove whatever secret Warren knew that they were clearly afraid he would expose,” Juliette said.

“We won’t be getting into the locker rooms right now,” Charlie said, looking toward the tent where the crowds were descending for the luncheon. “Not with the security they have on staff. But it looks like they’re starting the luncheon, which is as good a place to start as any.”

“I’m not exactly hungry,” Juliette said.

Charlie shook his head. “No, I mean everyone will be in the tent, it’s the perfect opportunity to talk to people. Current members, staff, people who’ve known the Piedmonts for years. Maybe Warren wasn’t the only one who knew their secret.”

Juliette cocked her head to the side, considering the plan. “You know, we did have a really good nice cop/mean, sexually intimidating cop routine going with Duffel Bag back there. You were surprisingly good with that idiot.”

Charlie shrugged modestly. “I have to talk down anxious patients all the time, I’m used to it. I know most surgeons prefer dealing with their patients after they’re anesthetized, but I think it’s important for patients to know me and trust me. It’s what I would want, if I were in their shoes.”

“That’s a very unsurgeonly way of thinking about it,” Juliette pointed out.

“So Rajiv constantly tells me,” Charlie said, looking aggrieved.

“Rajiv is an asshole,” Juliette said. “If you’re doing the opposite of whatever he’s doing, then you’re probably doing it right.”

But Charlie shook his head. “I know the other doctors think it’s a waste of time, and I’ve had more than one attending tell me to bill the hours if I’m going to use them. I just can’t bring myself to charge people for talking to them.”

“Yeah, because you’re not a capitalist pig.”

“You’re only saying that to be nice.”

Juliette pressed a hand to her chest in genuine affront. “I never say anything to be nice, how dare you?”

Charlie gave a laugh of surprise, his expression turning wry. “You’re right, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“That’s what my tombstone is going to say,” Juliette said, giving him a smile. “You talk to the bedazzled Floyd Flock and see what they know about the Piedmonts’ money troubles, and I’ll intimidate the staff into spilling all their little secrets.”

Whatever money troubles the Piedmonts or Pacific Pines might be having, they certainly weren’t on display in the luncheon tent. If anything, the interior seemed especially designed to dispel any such pernicious rumors. Juliette had already seen the caliber of table settings and decorations they had trotted out when she chased Duffel Bag through, but even she was unprepared for the spread they’d put on. It made Warren’s party look like the buffet at Chuck E. Cheese. Many of the guests were already seated, with servers trotting out silver-domed trays and doffing the lids to reveal works of art. Fresh salmon tartare with gold leaf decoration, lobster Newburg on delicate puff pastry, tempura-battered vegetables artfully arranged as centerpieces. And of course, Troy Pham’s signature offering, bánh giò. The dumplings made Juliette’s mouth water, but she didn’t have time for sampling.

Charlie gave a low whistle. “Maybe you were right about my sport coat. I feel underdressed.”

“I was right about the coat, you should burn it immediately,” Juliette said distractedly. “But this feels like a case of the lady protesting too much. Like J.Lo and Ben Affleck doing staged date nights when rumors of divorce started swirling. Let’s grease the wheels on the rumor mill.”

Charlie headed off in the direction of the older women in visors. As Juliette scanned the servers moving about the room, she spotted Clayton Westminster by the tent flap, furiously typing away on his phone with a jawline was so tight it could cut glass. She didn’t envy whoever was on the receiving end of that text. But if anyone might know the dirt on the Piedmonts, it would be Warren’s former protégé.

“I like to sign off all my emails with ‘your prompt reply is expected,’” Juliette said as she came to stand beside him. “That way I put the visual in their minds of me waiting on the other end. I once had an author who sent me interview answers from the hospital because of it.”

Clayton looked up, blinking in surprise. “Ah, Juliette. I wasn’t expecting you here today. Wait, did you say the hospital?”

“It was fine, just his gallbladder,” Juliette said, waving it away as if everyone had their gallbladders removed. “And if you’re worried that I’m stalking you, I can assure you that if I was, you would never know.”

Clayton laughed, smoothing some of the lines around his eyes and mouth. “I apologize, I must seem frightfully rude. I’m waiting for Brad. We’ve had a meeting scheduled for weeks now to discuss potential hires, and he’s made himself terribly unavailable.”

“So you thought you’d join Pacific Pines and haunt him here instead?”

Clayton gave a laugh, but there was no mirth to it. “Ah, no. This place is not the oasis from the world for me that it was for Warren. I’m not the club sort, turns out. No, Brigitte let it slip that he’s been hiding out here lately. Apparently, he let his condo go and moved into the Ellingham estate when Warren died, but I suppose he’s feeling his papa’s ghost roaming the halls.”

Could it be Warren’s ghost haunting him, or a guilty conscience? Out of all of her suspects, Brad stood to gain the most from Warren’s death, at least financially.

“Perhaps Warren’s ghost has returned because of this,” Juliette said, indicating the tent at large. “I can’t imagine he would have been happy with opening the club like this.”

Clayton snorted. “He was a snob about the club, and he would have been the first to say it. June and Robert were always trying to get him to expand, to make upgrades to draw in fresh pocketbooks. A VR room, adding Wi-Fi to the locker rooms, et cetera. Warren was personally offended by most of them. I guess now they can finally do it, considering they have the controlling share and Brad couldn’t make a sound financial decision to save his life. I don’t even know why he’s kept up the membership, since he hates golf so much.”

Another interesting piece to the puzzle. If Brad hated golf, then how the hell did he know Chipper Floyd? Juliette asked Clayton as much.

“I think they went to college together perhaps? Another door Warren paid to have opened for his son, not that the expense was worth it. Brad apparently got kicked out of his freshman dorm for working as a bookie for all the rich kids.” Clayton straightened up, his gaze narrowing at a spot across the tent where Brad Ellingham had appeared. “There he is, trying to weasel his way in through the service entrance. You’ll have to excuse me, Juliette, I need to strike while the iron is hot.”

“Maybe we could grab dinner sometime this week?” Juliette said, surprising herself. Where had that come from? Sure, she’d thought him handsome enough the night of the party, but there had hardly been a fizzle between them at the funeral, much less the full-on sizzle she felt every time Charlie was within brushing distance. Her gaze drifted unconsciously but inexorably across the tent where Charlie was chatting up a woman half his size with more turquoise jewelry than a roadside stand in Arizona. When he caught her looking, he gave her a smile that brought that feeling back in full force.

“Dinner?” The look Clayton gave her was a mixture of surprise and calculation, and it was only then she remembered he was still a suspect according to the whiteboard taking up precious space in her living room. But then his expression morphed into a pleased smile, a victory if ever she’d seen one as he moved toward the side of the tent where he’d spotted Brad. “I’d love to. You have my number.”

“I do,” Juliette said, wondering not for the first time that week what exactly she’d gotten herself into.
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CHAPTER TWENTY



Juliette was still contemplating the ramifications of a potential dinner with Clayton when Charlie found her at the tent opening. He looked flushed and flustered, glancing over his shoulder at the Floyd Flock as they waved at him and blew him kisses.

“What did you say to them?” Juliette asked.

“Nothing really, I was just asking what they knew about the renovations on the club and Warren’s passing,” Charlie said, but his cheeks turned slightly pink. “You know, when they’re not shouting obscenities at you for skipping the line, they’re really quite charming.”

“Ah, they thought you were cute,” Juliette surmised. “Did they slap your butt?”

“They did!” Charlie said in surprise. “One of them slipped me her number and I assumed it was because she needed a consult, but that was very incorrect.”

“Oh, she wanted to consult something,” Juliette said. “Did you find out anything useful, other than that you’re prime cougar bait?”

“Warren certainly had his share of enemies and long-standing grudges among people who were supposedly his closest friends,” Charlie said. “Every woman in the Floyd Flock had a story of how Warren had taken over a business, or bought one out from under someone else, or leveraged a secret to strong-arm someone into a deal. Apparently there was even a third family that helped found Pacific Pines, and Warren effectively cut them out of the club when they hit financial straits.”

“Not just cut them out of the club, but the narrative of its history,” Juliette said, thinking back to the pictures of Warren and the Piedmonts lining the club entryway. “What about June and Robert? Did they have any stories of Warren screwing them out of a business deal?”

“Ah, well, you were certainly right about the Piedmonts needing money,” Charlie said, glancing over her shoulder at a woman wearing a Chanel suit with heavy lipstick. “Doris’s husband works at the bank where the Piedmonts get their real estate loans, and they’re heavily overextended. As in, about to default on several thirty-year loans that have balloon payments due.”

Juliette nodded. “I suspected as much based on what I saw from their financials, but they’ve been posting record profits for several years now. How is it possible for them to be overextended?”

“According to Doris, and this is very strictly off the record and I may owe her a private tennis lesson for it, they’ve been using the club as collateral. Warren signed the documents as co-owner, but he came into the bank the other day asking about some paperwork he received, demanding to speak to the bank president. Throwing the word fraud around a lot.”

Juliette tapped her lip thoughtfully. “The Piedmonts get in over their head with their real estate business, put the club up as collateral to get more loans to pay off their bad loans, and forge Warren’s signature on the paperwork so he doesn’t get wise to their scheme. They don’t anticipate the bank reaching out to Warren directly.”

“Why wouldn’t Warren just turn them in for fraud?” Charlie wondered.

Juliette shook her head. “Warren wasn’t the kind of man to let a betrayal like that go. He would have made sure they paid for their transgressions with public humiliation. I mean, he basically threatened as much to Chipper Floyd. Speaking of our mutual connection, what did the Flock have to say about their beloved idol?”

“That he was wronged ten years ago and the poor man deserved a chance to restore his legacy,” Charlie said with a shrug. “The usual cult stuff.”

“Did anyone know why he had to leave ten years ago?”

“There’s certainly enough gossip about it, ranging from an illegitimate child he had with a senator’s wife to a car crash where he allegedly killed someone.”

“And these women still worship him?” Juliette shuddered. “I need to get into that locker room and find that whiskey bottle. If I can give Detective Marks hard evidence that someone dosed Warren, I could at least convince him to reopen the investigation. I don’t suppose you can create a convincing distraction and allow yourself to get tackled by the security guards so I can slip past?”

But Charlie’s gaze was fixed just over Juliette’s shoulder, his expression falling. “You might get your wish about security guards tackling us, because June Piedmont is headed our way now looking like an avenging angel.”

Juliette whirled just in time to intercept June Piedmont, who did indeed look wrathful. Well, as wrathful as a face full of muscle relaxers could. “Juliette Winters, what an utter surprise to find you here.”

“June, you’ve put on quite the display here, haven’t you?” Juliette said smoothly. As if she were going to let a potential murderer get the upper hand on her—please. She didn’t win Most Argumentative on her high school debate team because she demurred on the cross-examination. “How could any potential new member resist foie gras and golf lessons from an infamous player? But that was the point, wasn’t it? Open the ultraexclusive doors of Pacific Pines to bring in all those fresh new members and their fat bank accounts?”

June’s eyes narrowed, which was going to give her a bad case of crow’s-feet if she wasn’t careful. “How dare you? I knew you would cause trouble from the moment Warren mentioned that little book project of his, and you’ve done nothing but stir up problems since his terrible passing. As if we aren’t all grieving enough, now I hear you’re going around interrogating and accusing our respected members. I won’t stand for it, do you hear me! I won’t stand for it! What we need right now is to heal and move on, not let common trash like you turn us against each other. I want you out of my club and off my property this instant.” June signaled the closest security guard, grabbing Juliette’s arm as if she might make a break for it like Duffel Bag. Which was fair, because she wasn’t about to leave Pacific Pines without that evidence.

But before Juliette could make a scene, someone else beat her to it. A tall, rail-thin Asian man in a black chef’s jacket with sleeve tattoos peeking out at the wrists came storming through the main tent flap. June looked startled, her expression immediately shifting to fear and then a panicked sort of enthusiasm.

“Troy, darling,” she said loudly. “Your dumplings are once again the talk of the club. Why don’t you come meet—”

“Where is he?” Troy demanded in a voice loud enough to command the attention of the entire tent. “Where is that bastard Brad Ellingham? I’m going to kill him!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



“Troy, let’s get you back to the kitchen where we can discuss this a little more privately,” June Piedmont said in a low, soothing voice.

“Discuss what?” Troy demanded, turning toward June and giving Juliette a full glimpse of his chef’s jacket with the name TROY PHAM, EXECUTIVE CHEF stitched in gold. “Discuss how that son of a bitch is breaking Warren’s word to let me out of my contract? This is the last straw for me, June, I swear. That worm is going to get what’s coming to him.”

“Give it your best try, Troy,” said the little worm in question, slinking up to the conversation with a shit-eating grin. Brad Ellingham had not improved in Juliette’s estimation since the last time she saw him. He looked like hell, actually, even as he swaggered around Troy like a squirrel baiting a dog. Clayton followed closely behind, looking aggrieved by the interruption. “Come on, I’ll give you first swing, my lawyers will love it. Anybody got a camera handy? Make sure you film the whole thing, including Troy threatening to kill me. Go on, buddy, give ’em a good show!”

“Brad, we’re not done with our discussion,” Clayton said in low, urgent tones. “You can’t go through with this Thomas Ogleby hire. He’s a salvage operator, not a real businessman. I thought we were in agreement on this.”

“Agreements change,” Brad sneered. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and go organize a schedule or something?”

“Gentlemen, this is neither the time nor the place for such vulgar discussions,” June snipped.

“I think it’s the perfect place,” Troy said, the cords in his long, lean neck standing out as he ground his teeth together. “Let all these country club wannabes see what kind of shithole rip-off this place is.”

“This shithole rip-off is the only reason you’re not in chains right now, boy,” Brad said.

“Should we call someone?” Charlie murmured to Juliette. “Like security, or a therapist?”

“Don’t you dare interrupt them,” Juliette hissed, digging her nails into his forearm. This was exactly the kind of spectacle she needed to finally get some answers.

“Troy, Brad, darlings,” June said, holding out her hands. When that didn’t get their attention, she took a step closer, dropping her voice to a vicious whisper. “Boys, we are trying to recruit new members here.”

“Oh sure, your big ‘renovation,’ huh, Junie?” Brad said, mocking her. He huffed out a noiseless laugh, bathing everyone within a twenty-foot radius in his sour whiskey breath. “Didn’t wait long after Dad’s demise to make your move, did you? Finally got what you wanted after all these years. Complete control over the Pines.”

“How dare you?” June said, looking truly affronted. “Warren may not have always seen eye to eye with Robert and myself, but we were friends first and business partners second. I mourn his loss every day, unlike others.”

“You saying I don’t miss my dad?” Brad said, his expression turning mean. What he lacked in height he made up for in menace, his eyes red and bulging as he leaned in to June. “I’m honoring his memory in a way the old man couldn’t argue with, by pretending I don’t have any personal feelings and focusing on the business. And let’s not pretend you have any feelings other than relief that he’s gone, either. We both know we’re better off.”

Juliette almost felt bad for the guy. With no daddy to play out the other half of his farce, he looked exactly as he was—a lonely, belligerent, stunted man-child with a musky personal odor. Of course, the pity withered away when she realized he was also the prime suspect in his father’s murder. He had, after all, been the one to handle the microphone first. And he’d just said that both he and June were better off without Warren—if that didn’t scream “motive,” what did?

June drew herself up to her full height, which was hardly impressive beside Juliette in espadrilles, but then she added in a dignified nose tip and Juliette had to hand it to her—the look she gave Brad was nothing less than cutting.

“I am sure I don’t know what you’re implying, and you are causing a great deal of embarrassment by showing up in such a state,” she said, voice dripping disdain. “Please remove yourself immediately or I will be forced to have you escorted off the premises under club rules.”

Brad snorted. “What club rules?”

“I’ll take care of him,” Troy said, reaching out and grabbing Brad by the front of his shirt.

“Troy, that’s enough!” Clayton barked, as Brad crowed in victory.

“Here it is, ladies and gentlemen, you all see this asshole accosting me!” Brad waved his arms around, still attached to Troy by the front of his shirt. “Got a tent full of witnesses here, Troy! Give it your best! Come on, put those chopping muscles to work!”

“You’re a hollow son of a bitch,” Troy snarled, giving Brad a shake before shoving him away in disgust. “Just honor Warren’s promise and sign the papers so I can open my restaurant.”

“With what money?” Brad said. “You think I’m funding you? You’re out of your damn mind.”

“I don’t need your funding,” Troy said hotly. “I’ve raised plenty of capital on my own. Hell, half the club wants in on my restaurant. Dr. Campbell just signed up last week.” Charlie’s boss gave a self-conscious wave to the crowd as Troy flung an arm in his direction. “You can keep your blood money, Brad. Just sign the contract.”

“Maybe we should leave,” Charlie murmured, frowning. “Or least stand out of filming distance.”

Several ladies in the Floyd Flock had indeed pulled out their phones and were discreetly filming, even though Juliette knew the club had a no-phones policy. If Warren’s ghost rose from the grave and blew through this tent right now, she wouldn’t be surprised.

“Are you kidding? This is perfect. I only regret not having my own phone on hand to record this whole thing.”

Brad looked at her blearily, his face still scrunched up in a scowl. “Don’t I know you? You’re that bitch that came poking around Dad’s funeral, aren’t you? What are you doing here? June, what’s she doing here?”

“She was not invited,” June said hotly. “A fact I was trying to remedy before you two showed up and started your inappropriate shouting.”

“I am a guest,” Juliette said haughtily. “And you can’t remove me without due cause.”

“You want due cause?” Brad said. “How about you attacked me at my father’s funeral! You’re only here to stir up shit, poking around asking questions about my dad’s death. I bet you’re the one behind those Pub Daily articles, too, aren’t you? It’s closed and done and I’ll sue anybody who says otherwise. Clay, call the lawyers, I want her served before nightfall.”

“Is that really necessary?” Clayton asked, though he took out his phone.

“I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” Charlie said, giving the tent a nervous smile.

“You can’t sue me for asking a couple of questions,” Juliette said to Brad, though she was sure that wouldn’t stop him from trying. She dropped her voice. “Clayton, you’re not really calling the lawyers, are you?”

“Of course not,” Clayton said, tapping away on his phone. “I’m looking up whatever article he’s talking about. Did you write it?”

“Of course she wrote it,” said Brad, pushing his barrel chest against her. Even when he was threatening her with legal action, he couldn’t help being a pervert. “You’ve been going around town claiming I tried to kill my dad or some bullshit?”

“I never said you tried to kill your father, though it’s interesting you think that’s what I meant,” Juliette said, giving him a meaningful look. “You’ve got real ‘Tell-Tale Heart’ vibes going on right now. Daddy haunting the halls of your newly inherited mansion?”

“June, I want this bitch thrown out with prejudice,” Brad sneered.

“For once we are in agreement,” June said, glaring at Juliette. “Now if you and Troy would please discuss this like adults—”

“There’s nothing to discuss,” Brad said, flippant. “Troy doesn’t have a leg to stand on.”

“I had an agreement with Warren and you know it!” Troy shouted. “The restaurant is launching next week. I’ve got twenty people on staff, seven food deliveries scheduled for Monday, and a front of house to finish out. You have to honor Warren’s word.”

“I don’t have to honor shit,” Brad snorted. “Dad made some questionable calls in his day, and you were the worst of them. But I’m the head honcho now. I’m the guy. I’m the one with the pocketbook, pen, and paper. You’re just a lowlife chef with a rap sheet and lame tattoos.”

“Just sign the fucking contract, Brad,” Troy said. “Or else.”

“Brad, Troy, please,” June said, almost desperate.

“Or else what?” Brad straightened suddenly, throwing off Troy’s grip. “Or else what, little man? What is a turd like you going to do, huh? Sue me? Please, you’ve got no grounds. You signed a ten-year exclusive deal with Pacific Pines, and you’ve got a year left. You were stupid enough to go and try to open a restaurant when it was a violation of your contract? Not my problem, bub. Tell him, Clay. Tell him how fucked he is. Tell him I own his ass.”

Clayton did his best to maintain his composure, but even he couldn’t help a flare of frustration at Brad’s antics. “It would be better to discuss this privately, after you and I have finished our discussion about Thomas Ogleby, Brad. You’re making a huge mistake.”

“My only mistake was trusting anybody but myself,” Brad said. “And I won’t make it again. My word goes, and your ass stays, Troy.”

“Warren amended the contract!” Troy argued. “He signed me when I was fresh out of the culinary program and didn’t know any better. He believed in the restaurant. Hell, he was the primary investor! I just needed the updated contract, and he promised to deliver it at the party. I know you have it. Hand it over. I swear to god, Brad, if you don’t—”

“Gentlemen!” came a sultry, vaguely Eastern European accent. Brigitte Ellingham, she with the face of Linda Evangelista, came breezing in through the tent flap like she’d been signaled by a film director. “We can settle this like adults, not children on the playground.”

“And how do you plan to settle it, darling?” Brad asked, looking between his wife and the chef. “Because I know how you’ve been settling, and that train is pulling out of the station.”

“Bradley, you shame yourself and your name,” his wife said, cold as the Russian winter she was probably raised in. Even Juliette felt a shiver creep up her spine.

“Oh, right, because we can’t shame the Ellingham name,” said Brad, suddenly looking morose. “Because that’s all I am, isn’t it? Daddy’s shadow puppet. Still dancing on his strings no matter how I try to cut them.”

Now, that was interesting, Juliette thought. What had he done to cut the strings so far?

Maybe Brad got tired of waiting for Daddy to kick the bucket to make his own mark on the Ellingham legacy. Or maybe Brad needed money more than June and Robert Piedmont. Warren had basically said as much at the party, claiming that his son would ruin the business worse than his own personal finances. And then there was the comment from Duffel Bag about Brad blowing the fifty thousand on the Seahawks. And just now, Clayton had said Brad got kicked out of his freshman dorm for setting up as an illegal bookie. What if Brad needed a quick infusion of cash, and Warren refused him? That would certainly be more than enough motive for murder.

“Bradley, you’re drunk,” said his wife, with a note of pity. “Go home, let James take care of you.”

“That’s not my home,” Brad snarled, a hint of fear in his voice. “The whole place stinks of Dad, I can’t get it out of the wood. I oughta burn it down.”

“He needs to sign the contract, Brigitte,” Troy said urgently. “Today.”

“I’ll sign it over my dead body,” Brad scoffed. “Both of you can go to hell. You’re not getting a single fucking thing from me.”

“That’s it,” Troy growled, barreling for Brad with his other fist raised. Juliette made to step out of the way just as Brad grabbed her by the shoulders and manhandled her like a human shield, putting her face in a direct line with Troy’s fist. She had a brief moment to worry for the perfect aquiline slope of her nose before there was an explosion of pain and everything went black.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



When Juliette came to, she was back on the ocean. It lulled her gently to and fro, but instead of inducing nausea, there was an overwhelming sense of warmth and security. As if the ocean had sprouted two deliciously strong arms and cradled her in their muscley embrace. But as the pain came rolling in, she realized it was far too warm and not nearly salty-smelling enough to be the ocean. No, what she was smelling was … cedar? Sandalwood? Something warm and delightful and soothing. She shifted closer toward it, finding her nose tucked into some kind of rough fabric.

“Juliette?” came a beautifully melodic voice, rumbling through her whole body. Did the ocean talk? And did it have an Australian accent?

Juliette cracked one eye, looking up at the admittedly fine jawline of Charlie Hawkins. “Are you An Officer and a Gentleman– ing me?”

“Is that an American reference I’m unaware of, or should I be worried about a concussion?” Charlie asked. His rumbling voice was doing very nice things to Juliette’s skin, even though her face felt like it had been split open.

“Tell me the truth. Did he break my nose? Will I need reconstructive surgery? It’s my third best feature, after my legs and my butt. Fourth best if you count my sparkling personality.”

A laugh rumbled through Charlie. She didn’t know he was capable of such sounds, or how incredible they would feel at close range. “You managed to turn your head at the last second, so he only grazed your temple. You knocked the back of your head when you fell, which is why you passed out. June Piedmont wanted to kick you out, but I convinced her that leaving an unconscious woman outside the gates probably wasn’t the best look for new members. The club has a medical center, we can get you an ice pack and I can check you over.”

Juliette would love for him to check her over, especially if they got to play dirty doctor and promiscuous patient. The blow must have knocked something loose in her brain if all she could think about was doing naughty things to Charlie because he was carrying her. Although to be fair, there weren’t many men tall enough or strong enough to pull it off. The fact that Charlie was not only both—but was doing it without getting winded—was very appealing.

Juliette groaned. “Tell me the Floyd Flock didn’t get video of that chef knocking me out.”

“You’re in a delicate state right now, it’s best that we not upset you.” The temperature dropped a good ten degrees as he stepped into the shaded interior of the club.

“They can’t have that much of a following, right?” Juliette reasoned. “I mean, the internet loves tiny young girls cooking giant pans of food and acting like they’ll eat any of it.”

“One of them referred to herself as a ‘grandfluencer,’ but I’m not sure if that’s a real thing or not.”

Juliette cracked an eye open, peering up at Charlie suspiciously. “Turquoise jewelry?”

Charlie nodded. “That’s the one.”

Juliette let her head drop dramatically before remembering she’d recently suffered a blow there. Pain sparked out through her eyeballs, but that hardly mattered. “Coastal grandma vibes! I should have known that was too much white linen for one person. If she tags me, it’s over.”

“You just got knocked out and you’re worried about social media?” Charlie said wryly.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Juliette muttered.

Although if anybody would understand, she figured it would be Charlie. She was supposed to be posting updates about how successfully her life was going so she could rub it in Juniper’s smug, Instagram-filtered face. Now if Coastal Grandma had anything to say about it, she’d be the meme of the reunion. They’d probably print pictures of her mid-fall and put them on koozies and T-shirts. This was an unmitigated disaster.

While Juliette contemplated the imminent demise of her online social standing, Charlie had a tense conversation with one of the security guards standing watch in the club. He was trying to deny them entry to the roped-off portions of the club where the medical center was, and Charlie was just as firm in insisting that Juliette needed medical attention right away, and did this man want to be personally responsible if she had a seizure and collapsed on Pacific Pines property? They went back and forth until finally the man surrendered. Charlie shouldered past, murmuring a quiet thanks as they went.

“You should talk to people like that more often,” Juliette said. “You get this tone, very authoritative. Very sexy.”

“I take my patient care very seriously,” Charlie said, sounding flustered.

“Ah, so I’m your patient now?” Juliette said, wiggling a bit in his arms as the dirty doctor fantasy came surging back.

“Only until I can confirm you won’t actually drop into a seizure,” Charlie said, clearing his throat. “Strictly medical, obviously.”

But his arms involuntarily flexed beneath her knees, hugging her closer into his chest, and Juliette found that she quite liked making Charlie Hawkins flustered. It wasn’t the awkward, stilted exchanges she’d had with him before, but a genuine, adorable befuddlement. She’d actually been enjoying sleuthing around with him, playing nice cop/sexy mean cop. And best of all, they’d been getting somewhere. At least until Troy clocked her. Was he far too rule-abiding and thoughtful to be her usual type of hookup? Definitely. But maybe that was what she needed right now, a change of pace. It obviously didn’t mean anything. Just physical.

She squirmed in his embrace to get a better look at him, her vision bursting with light as she moved her head. “Charlie, I think we should have sex.”

Charlie tripped over some invisible impediment, the skin of his neck flushing deep red. He glanced down at her, his eyes quickly darting back up.

“Now I really am worried about a concussion,” he said, the color reaching his ears.

“No, come on, I’m serious,” Juliette said, realizing as she said it that she was. “Look, I’m hot, you’re hot, let’s be hot together. A casual thing, no strings attached. It’ll be fun.”

“I don’t have sex for fun,” Charlie said with a frown.

Juliette snorted. “Then you’re doing it wrong.”

“No, I mean, I don’t do casual things. That’s not … I don’t … that’s not how I work.”

Juliette figured as much, considering how often he’d insisted on ignoring her obvious hotness by holding up his super-committed-girlfriend routine like a talisman. But after meeting Sporty Ex, and seeing how much she still affected Charlie, Juliette figured he could use a casual fling in his life. Their relationship must have been intense, and she was beginning to see why Charlie had been so closed off before. His ex was obviously domineering. Maybe Juliette could help him discover that authoritative guy who talked his way past the security guard.

“How about this,” Juliette said, enjoying the view as she gazed up at Charlie. He really was a good-looking guy, even if he had awful taste in sport coats. “We solve this whole murder business today, you come over to my place tonight, let’s say around nine. You burn that sports coat, I’ll put on something tear-away, and we’ll just see how the night goes.”

“Ah, here we are, the med center,” Charlie said, his voice pinched. “You can walk, right?”

He didn’t wait for her answer, setting her down swiftly enough that her vision briefly went celestial as the blood reoriented itself throughout her body. She swooned into him and he caught her on instinct, bringing their mouths within inches of each other.

“Are you all right?” Charlie asked, all awkwardness gone. His hands slid up her back, hugging her in close for support, the long lines and angles of his body fitting hers all the way up. All either one of them had to do in that moment was lean forward another six inches. Her heart thrummed in anticipation; his gaze flicked down to her mouth as her teeth bit into the soft flesh of her lower lip. He wanted to kiss her, she knew it. His hands flexed against her back, no longer there for support, tugging her closer.

“Juliette,” he said, and there it was, that authoritative tone. Rough and gravelly, bringing every nerve ending in her body to attention. She pressed closer, tilting her head up, parting her lips on a sigh. This was what she had been missing all those interminable late nights at the office trying to make that season’s marketing budget work. All those lunches and phone calls and emails with Warren, spitballing book titles and thematic structure. What she needed right then was Charlie’s mouth on hers, his fingers digging in deeper, finding all her soft spots. This needed to happen.

“Charlie, there you are,” came a bright feminine voice, cracking the spell in two.

“Katarina?” Charlie said, nearly shoving Juliette as he stepped back, flushing once again. “What are you doing here?”

Sporty Ex looked Juliette up and down, her gaze lingering on the spot where Troy had clocked her. Great, she probably had a goose egg the size of a golf ball. And on her good side, too. “Mrs. Piedmont sent me, said one of the guests fainted or hit their head or something. I was supposed to bring ice?”

“We’re good, thanks,” Juliette said. “We were just going in the med center, I’m sure they have plenty of ice in there.”

“Actually, they had to disconnect the refrigerators for the renovations,” said Sporty Ex, tilting her head to the side and making a face of mock concern. “A lot of the supplies were moved to the kitchens. Charlie, come with me, I’ll show you where they are.”

“Charlie and I can both go,” Juliette said, linking her arm through Charlie’s like they were forming a Greenpeace chain in front of a bulldozer.

“Oh, but you’re hurt, we wouldn’t want you accidentally falling and getting injured again,” said Sporty Ex, still making the concerned face. But Juliette was clearly receiving the sense of triumph layered underneath. “Guess we won’t be having that doubles match after all. You lie down, Charlie will be back as soon as he can.”

“We really should get ice on that,” Charlie said, gently tapping her temple where Troy had hit her. She sucked in a breath through her teeth, the light contact making the spot throb. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise.”

“Really, I’ll be fine,” Juliette said, gritting her teeth. But the world was looking awfully dim, and not just because they had all the lights off back here.

“I’ll be back soon,” Charlie said, giving her a friendly pat as he moved off with Sporty Ex.

“You’re looking fit,” Sporty Ex said as they retreated down the hall, running a hand down the sleeve of his jacket. “Did you join a new gym?”

Dammit. She’d been so close to something there with Charlie; her body was still vibrating from the energy that had built up between them before Katarina so rudely interrupted. Her head buzzed, eyes pulsing in time with the faint light in the hall. She leaned against the wall to maintain a sense of equilibrium, wrestling with the straps on her espadrilles and kicking them off. She sighed as her bare feet touched the cool tile floors, reorienting her to the earth. She had half a mind to charge after the two of them and give Sporty Ex a dressing-down for cockblocking her—until she realized exactly where she was.

Charlie had inadvertently gotten her past security, into the closed-off section of the club. Which meant she could finally access the locker room where Duffel Bag had stashed his contraband and retrieve her first piece of hard evidence that someone really did kill Warren Ellingham.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Juliette had to hand it to June Piedmont, she had really committed to the renovation bit. There were massive opaque plastic sheets hanging all throughout the club, held up with unsightly blue tape, blocking the halls beyond the medical center. Juliette lifted the corner of one such sheet, wincing at the crinkling and ripping sound the tape made as she slipped through.

Maybe Charlie had a point about the place needing an upgrade. The whole club screamed 1970s: dark wood paneling, overlapping rectangular windows lining the halls, and faded yellow and red tiling along the floors. If she’d run into a man with muttonchop sideburns and a woman who was more spray than hair, they wouldn’t have been out of place. At least the gold and wood signs posted everywhere were helpful enough to guide her in the direction of the locker rooms.

Charlie had wanted to kiss her; she would have staked the missing manuscript on it. Whatever his hang-ups about her had been before—and after meeting Sporty Ex, she could guess where his irrational fear of unintentionally flirting with her had come from—he was clearly getting over them. They’d had a moment—well, almost—and Katarina had ruined it. This was worse than the time Juniper snagged a date with Tommy Childers to the homecoming dance by spreading the rumor that Juliette had mono. It had only been a sinus infection, but try getting a guy to kiss you with electric green snot crusting up your nose.

She was so caught up in memories of being ostracized at the dance that she blew right past a sign pointing her in the direction of the men’s locker room. See, this was what came of getting tangled up in “feelings” and “vibes.” They distracted her from her real goal, which was to locate the missing duffel bag with the stolen whiskey bottle and deliver it to Detective Marks to have it tested for digitalis. Only then could she start to make some headway on finding Warren’s killer and recovering his stolen manuscript. This business with Charlie Hawkins was nothing more than a distraction, and Juliette Winters did not get distracted. She simply pivoted and regrouped and obviously prevailed.

She certainly had plenty of suspects to choose from after her enlightening day on the greens of Pacific Pines Country Club. June Piedmont was doing the most to derail Juliette’s investigation, and she had plenty of motive if the gossip about the Piedmonts’ financial straits was true. Plus, they delivered the whiskey bottle to Warren, June personally handed off the microphone to Warren, and they both had unlimited access to the yacht and its emergency medical supplies.

Then there was Chipper Floyd, who had nearly taken her head off with that backswing of his when she suggested the police might have a suspect in the manuscript theft. He had been in the room with Warren and drank the whiskey, too. But he never touched the microphone as far as she knew, and she didn’t figure even a former golf star would be allowed to roam the yacht the night of the party without someone noticing. Of course, he could have had a partner in crime.

Which brought her to Bradley Ellingham, the most likely suspect of them all. He stood to gain the most from Warren’s death, and there were those comments he’d made in the luncheon tent about trying to cut his daddy’s puppet strings. Juliette couldn’t place him in the room with the whiskey bottle yet, but there had been five glasses. Had he visited his dear old dad before Chipper? Dosed the bottle then? He’d had the microphone and insisted on making an introduction speech, and he’d been the one to order the helipad be converted to a dance floor, which prevented them from bringing in emergency services. Could he also have been discharging the defibrillator during Warren’s speech? He’d been conspicuously absent, as had Chipper.

Juliette continued to prowl the halls, passing something called the rumpus room and a frosted glass door leading to a defunct sauna. She figured the men’s locker room had to be close by, but before she could continue her search there was another sound in the hall. She froze as the distinct sound of ripping and crinkling reached her. She knew that sound, considering she’d only recently made it herself. Someone had pulled open the taped plastic tarp to let themself into the sealed-off section of the club.

She pivoted left and right, looking for somewhere to tuck herself away. Footsteps approached her location rapidly, clinking like dog claws on a tile floor. She’d be caught if she didn’t find a hiding place ASAP. Nasty old sauna it was, she thought, as she wrenched the door open and ducked inside.

Oh, it was so much worse than she had imagined. She had figured it would at least be a normal temperature, being inactive and all, but the air was swampy and thick, clogging her lungs as she stepped to the side and pressed herself against the wooden wall that was still somehow wet and warm. A shadow passed the frosted glass, pausing just outside the door, and Juliette held her breath, as much against the stink of several decades of sweaty old man smell that pervaded the room as against the threat of making a sound. Eventually the shadow shifted, the clinking sound quickly receding as the person left. She waited a few beats more, her head swimming from the wound and the lack of clean air, and finally tumbled out of the sauna when she couldn’t stand the humidity any longer.

“Disgusting,” she breathed, gulping down the exterior air with only a faint tinge of plastic sheeting. The hallway was empty, no distant clinking sound to alert her to which direction they had gone. Whoever it was, she didn’t figure they belonged back there any more than she did. Juliette tiptoed her way down the hall in the direction the shadow had disappeared, contemplating the clinking sound. What kind of shoes made that sound? Something spiky, maybe, like a heel. But she was very familiar with the sound of a pair of heels, and that wasn’t quite what she had heard. What other shoes had spikes like that?

Someone was talking, and she pressed against a nearby wall as the voices filtered through the empty space toward her. They sounded sharp and angry; they weren’t just talking, they were arguing. And from the vibrations, it sounded bad. Someone’s voice raised into a shout, followed by a crunch, and then a thud. A door swung open and slammed shut, and footsteps carried down the hall away from her. She pressed against the wall, holding her breath, waiting to be discovered. No one came, though, and she had continued down the hall a few dozen feet when a door swung wide and Chipper Floyd barreled toward her, his golf shoes sounding like a Chihuahua having a panic attack as he ran. That’s what she’d heard: golf shoes. He barely glanced at her before he ripped through the plastic sheeting, leaving it hanging by a few strips of tape.

“What the hell was that?” Juliette wondered aloud. It was only as she crept closer to the door where he’d come out that she realized she’d found what she’d been looking for all along—the men’s locker room.

Juliette tried the handle and it opened freely. The lights were off, making it almost impossible to see. She didn’t have her phone, either, which was annoying. She’d have to find the whiskey bottle by feel alone, apparently.

Except she didn’t know the layout of the locker room and Duffel Bag hadn’t actually told her where he’d stashed it. She took a hesitant step forward, feeling along the tiles with her bare feet, hoping the cleaning staff did a decent job of scrubbing the place down. The last thing she needed was a nasty case of athlete’s foot.

She swung her hands out as she moved forward, trying to prevent herself from receiving a second blow to the head today. Her hands met the edge of a locker as she stepped on something long and narrow that rolled under her foot as she scrambled for balance, splaying her hand against the locker. She hopped to the side away from whatever she’d stepped on, reaching down and feeling blindly until she picked it up.

It was cold, and much heavier on one end, possibly made of metal. It swung into her, hitting her in the shin and leaving something wet behind. She moved her hands up along the narrow metal shaft until she found a handle. She flipped it around, feeling the other end.

“A golf club?” she wondered aloud. But there was something on the head of the club, something wet and sticky that left a tacky sensation on her fingertips. “What in the hell—”

“Stop!” someone shouted from the door, blasting her with a flashlight beam. “Put the weapon down!”

“Weapon?” Juliette said in confusion. “What weapon?”

“Put the club down and step away from the body,” the voice commanded.

“Body?” she said, and now she knew she was really screwed. Because there on the dated tile floor of the Pacific Pines locker room was Brad Ellingham, a nasty gash in his forehead and a pool of blood spreading beneath him. And in her hands she held a golf club, the wedge sticky with blood. “Well, shit.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Juliette sighed. “I already told like five different officers what happened.”

Detective Marks matched her sigh. “And I just got here, so now you’re gonna tell me.”

“Why are you here?” Juliette said, instead of answering his question. “Isn’t that like a conflict of interest, since you also investigated Warren’s murder?”

“Warren Ellingham’s death was ruled natural causes,” Detective Marks said, his gaze steady. “And I was actually put on this case because it’s Warren’s son. Awfully suspicious—you go poking around his funeral stirring up questions, his son pitches you out and threatens to sue, and you happen to be here when he’s killed. Standing over the body. Holding the murder weapon.”

“Please,” Juliette said, rolling her eyes. “If I were going to murder somebody, I wouldn’t be dumb enough to get caught. And definitely not like this. If you had done your homework, you would know I saw Chipper Floyd running out of here like a bat out of hell just a few moments before I discovered Brad’s body.”

“I did do my homework, Ms. Winters, and Chipper Floyd has an alibi for the time of the murder. Several alibis, in fact,” said the detective, peering around the crowd gathered outside the main desk of the club. Police officers dotted the crowd of potential members, taking statements and corroborating alibis, as blue and red lights bathed everything in a hypnotic pattern. It was like a rave, except it was more like the tail end when you’re sweaty and dehydrated and don’t remember your name or what year it is.

“Those alibis wouldn’t happen to be the middle-aged ladies in visors with too much turquoise jewelry and Elizabeth Taylor’s White Diamonds perfume, would they?” Juliette asked. “Because I would say their testimony is as trustworthy as the age on their dating profiles.”

“I can’t divulge details of an ongoing investigation,” Detective Marks said, though he looked askance at the ladies. “Regardless, we’ll be checking on Mr. Floyd as well.”

June Piedmont stood to the side, glaring daggers at Juliette as she argued with a police officer about making such a scene. She’d already invoked her close personal friendship with the mayor, several prominent lawyers on the Pacific Pines membership rolls, and inexplicably a connection to former California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger that Juliette couldn’t quite parse the meaning of. Maybe he was going to terminate the poor officer? June was in high dudgeon, though not swooning into hysterics like last time. Probably because she hadn’t been dosed with digitalis this time around.

“What about the whiskey bottle?” Juliette demanded, as if she were the detective conducting the investigation. “Have they turned up anything yet?”

“The whiskey bottle?” Detective Marks said, caught off guard. He flipped back a couple of pages in his notebook, nodding. “Ah, right, the reason you said you were in the locker room.”

“Because that was the reason I was in the locker room,” Juliette said flatly. “I told the other guys, Duffel Bag—”

“Duffel Bag?” the detective interrupted with a frown.

Juliette sighed. “I don’t remember the guy’s name, ask Charlie. Anyway, he works here, and he was the one who stole the stacks of cash from Warren’s safe the night of the party. The same safe where the manuscript was stored.”

“So, you recovered the stolen manuscript?” said Detective Marks, surprised.

“Not yet,” Juliette groused. It was a sore point. “But I’m pretty sure the whiskey bottle will test positive for digitalis, which at this point is how I think Warren ended up with the drug in his system. It will prove that Warren was dosed on purpose, and someone also engineered that electrical shock to cause a heart attack and discharged the AED to make sure he couldn’t be revived. I’ve already lined up several suspects if you want to cross-reference notes. Of course, Brad Ellingham’s death throws a total wrench in the works and his lifeless eyes will haunt me to my deathbed, but I had already started to suspect that he might have been working with someone to stage his father’s death. Are you getting this? You’re going to want a bigger notebook than that little thing.”

Detective Marks’s only reply was a long, slow blink. “You know, when I was a kid, I wanted to be an astronaut. Parents sent me to space camp and everything. I decided to switch to criminal justice in college because I thought the math classes would be too hard. You think they let forty-five-year-olds with high blood pressure go to space?”

“I’m not sure you’d pass the psych eval,” Juliette said honestly.

Detective Marks sighed. “I suppose not, after twenty years of doing this job. Now, before we get into your suspects list, which I’m sure is extra-thorough and cross-referenced, explain to me again what you were doing in a restricted section of the club at the time of the murder?”

“Uh, because I needed medical care after the chef guy sucker-punched me in the jaw in the lunch tent,” Juliette said.

“The lunch tent, right,” said Detective Marks, making a note in his woefully undersize notebook. “Where several witnesses claim that you and the victim were arguing less than an hour before he was killed.”

Juliette snorted. “He had like four different public altercations going at the same time. I don’t know how anyone could keep track. And this is a waste of time and police resources. You should be talking to those suspects about their motives and connections to Brad. You have to know his death is connected to Warren’s, come on. Troy Pham had a bad business deal with Warren, then he literally threatens to kill Brad in front of a whole crowd? June and Robert Piedmont were definitely hiding something, and she also argued with Brad about plans for the club. Clayton Westminster was upset with him about this new hire at the Ellingham Group, and need I remind you I saw Chipper Floyd fleeing the scene of the crime? Why aren’t you talking to them?”

“Because none of them were found with the victim’s body while holding the murder weapon,” said Detective Marks, exasperated.

“And I already told you, if I were going to murder someone, I wouldn’t be so obvious about it,” Juliette said, just as exasperated. “What evidence have you gathered from the crime scene? Do you know who the golf club belonged to? Any video surveillance?”

“Ms. Winters, I am the investigating officer here, not you,” Detective Marks said.

“Well then, do your job!” Juliette crossed her arms defiantly. “Stop bothering me and go do some actual investigating. Find that bottle, talk to the suspects I’ve given you, follow the evidence trail. Are you even allowed to be talking to me right now? I was basically concussed at the time of the murder, and I might still be now. You can’t interrogate me when I’m incapacitated.”

“If this is you incapacitated, I’d hate to see fully capacitated,” said the detective. “We’re looking into all angles, but I have to warn you, Ms. Winters, it doesn’t look good for you. You were stirring up trouble at Warren Ellingham’s funeral where you were ejected by Bradley Ellingham. You then show up here, accusing several high-profile members of being involved in Warren’s death. Then you’re caught by security—and again, I can’t believe I have to keep reiterating this—standing over the murder victim while actively holding the murder weapon. You were so keen on a murder investigation? Well, congratulations, you got yourself one. And you’re the prime suspect.”

“Are you arresting me?” Juliette demanded, mostly to hide the fact that she was afraid she might actually be in some very serious trouble this time. Her mouth had always been quicker than her personal judgment in school, but she’d learned early on how to walk the line between sassy and insubordinate, and despite her flagrant disregard for rules she’d always had a knack for avoiding real punishment. Even when her parents had toyed with an oppositional defiance diagnosis at eleven because she’d staged a hunger protest when they wouldn’t sign her up for horseback riding lessons, she’d learned to couch her arguments in cold logic to avoid being labeled hysterical. But this was something she couldn’t logically find her way out of, not yet, and the idea that she might actually be on the hook for a murder that she didn’t commit was sitting heavy in her gut.

“Not yet,” Detective Marks said. “But you’ll have to stay in town. And please, Ms. Winters, for the sake of my blood pressure, try not to get caught up in any more deaths while I’m on the clock.”



 


PUB DAILY

BELEAGUERED PUBLISHER EMBROILED IN SECOND SCANDAL

Blind Item



Things have gone from bad to worse for Pacific Northwest–based publisher Simon Says as they find themselves the center of yet another sensational news story. Amid rumors of poor management, lagging sales, delayed author contracts, and imminent bankruptcy, the publisher was allegedly set to make a splashy announcement of a highly anticipated acquisition in the form of a tell-all memoir by local business magnate Warren Ellingham of the Ellingham Group. The untimely death of Ellingham and the supposed theft of said manuscript, however, derailed their plans. There were those among the staff at Simon Says who claimed evidence of foul play. The police, however, have ruled natural causes and written off those claims as nothing more than conspiracy theory.

Now it seems those conspiracy theorists have had their day in the sun, because only a few weeks after the elder Ellingham’s death, his son, Bradley Ellingham, has met his own untimely demise. And there can be no doubt that foul play was involved, as the junior Ellingham was found murdered at his father’s country club, the ultraexclusive Pacific Pines. Police are still investigating the circumstances, but our sources say their primary suspect is none other than Simon Says marketing director Juliette Winters. Winters, who was rumored to have helmed the memoir deal with Warren Ellingham, made waves last year when she was involved in a different murder investigation at the wedding of society darling Kennedy Hempstead (also an employee at Simon Says).

A quick look at BookScan, the industry resource for tracking book sales, shows that sales have ticked up slightly on notable Simon Says titles. Will it be enough to save the publisher from ruin? We’ll keep our eyes on the news.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



It was well after the dinner hour by the time Juliette was finally allowed to go home. They’d taken her clothes—which was just as well, considering they’d been smeared with Brad Ellingham’s blood—and a tissue and saliva sample. Brad had a substance under his fingernails that they thought might be skin from his attacker. It didn’t go any better in her favor when she explained that if her skin did happen to end up under his fingernails, it was only because he’d used her as a human shield earlier that day. Apparently, they considered “revenge” a compelling motive.

Juliette had been accused of a lot of things in her thirty-two years of living—stealing boyfriends and the occasional girlfriend, dosing a rival runner with Benadryl before a big meet, and even peeing in an office mate’s coffee mug to establish her mug territory (only one of those accusations was actually true, but not the one anyone would think). But murder was a first, and she was surprised to find it didn’t sit well with her. Was it because she saw Brad’s slack, rubbery face every time she closed her eyes? Or because she’d been stripped, searched, poked, and prodded by the police until she felt like a lab rat? Or maybe—and this one felt the most painful, which of course meant it was the most truthful—she was pissed someone had killed Brad and pinned it on her.

Detective Marks had insisted on having a black-and-white drive her home, allegedly for her protection, but she suspected it was actually because he wanted to subject her to the humiliation of a perp walk out of the country club. She hadn’t even been able to say goodbye to Charlie, or determine if he’d made it back from the kitchen with Sporty Ex still pestering him about his workout routine. Had she scared him off, suggesting they become casual acquaintances with benefits? Would he take her up on her offer of stopping by that evening to find out? She found herself anticipating the idea of it with more enthusiasm than she’d felt about anything personal in a long time, and the force of it unsettled her. Charlie had been a surprisingly good investigative partner, and far more interesting than their previous encounters had ever suggested. The man knew his way around a karate move, he had an unusually kind and thoughtful bedside manner, and he could carry her like a proper lead in a rom-com movie. Doctor Dud was turning out to be a very interesting man after all, and Juliette wasn’t sure how she felt about it. He was the kind of catch a girl might be tempted to keep, and Juliette didn’t do long-term. Maybe it was for the best that she’d scared him off, even if she couldn’t quite lie to herself and pretend that was what she wanted.

Juliette’s stomach rumbled, reminding her that she hadn’t actually partaken of the lavish luncheon. She couldn’t contemplate figuring out what food she had, much less scrolling the menus of every restaurant within her delivery area. She might have some raw pasta left from her brief stint with culinary foreplay. Was it even safe to eat raw pasta? She was about to find out.

She had just hauled herself off the love seat when someone knocked on her door. She froze, her nervous system still geared for discovering a dead body, calf muscles tensed and heart drumming away. She might be half-starved, wearing borrowed Pacific Pines sweats, and fighting a raging headache, but whoever was on the other side of the door would still regret messing with Juliette Winters. Even if it was Detective Marks here to arrest her. Actually, especially if it was Detective Marks.

She swung the door open, prepared to give him a piece of her mind for thinking she was dumb enough to get caught holding the murder weapon, when instead she was assaulted with a far worse attack. Kate launched herself through the door, dragging Juliette into a bear hug.

“What is happening?” Juliette asked in alarm.

“Hey, hey, you’re okay, it’s okay,” Kate said, making soothing circles on her back. “Your first dead body is always the biggest shock. You’ll get used to it.”

“How did you know—”

“Charlie called,” Kate said. “He told me everything and said you shouldn’t be alone tonight. And we agreed.”

“Charlie called you?” Juliette said in surprise. Charlie had been worried about her? But then she processed the second half of Kate’s statement. “Wait, who is we?”

Kennedy appeared at the top of the stairs, holding several shopping bags that emanated the most heavenly smell imaginable. “Fresh from Thai Me Up! We got all your favorites. Well, Kate was in charge of ordering, so I think we just got one of everything.”

“I call it the Valentine Sampler,” Kate said, refusing to release Juliette as she did some kind of rocking motion.

“Kate, I’m not a baby,” Juliette said flatly. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t have to be brave for us,” Kate said, finally standing back. “If anybody knows the shock of being accused of murder, it’s me.”

“It’s true,” Kennedy said, nodding along. “Kate’s told me all about how horrible it was when she tripped over a dead body at my wedding.”

“Kennedy, you were the dead body,” Juliette said.

“True, but I was dead at the time, so it was way less traumatic for me.”

Juliette had to doubt that was true, but she could hardly argue, because Veeta appeared at the top of the stairs, lugging what appeared to be a rolling speaker system. “What is that for?”

“Karaoke,” Veeta said with a huff, as if it were obvious.

Juliette found her cozy, one-person apartment once again playing host to three people who didn’t even have the potential to turn into an orgy situation. At least Kate had been in charge of the food ordering, which meant they had more than enough to go around. Juliette gorged herself on spicy curry, perfectly crispy chicken wings dusted in chili powder, and pad thai noodles with just the right hint of sweetness.

“That’s better than anything Troy Pham could put up,” Juliette said, leaning back and patting her belly with a contented sigh.

“Who is Troy Pham?” Kate asked.

Juliette sighed, eyeing the whiteboard still filled with their notes on Warren’s murder. Her conversation with Detective Marks had left her rattled and on uneven ground. He couldn’t really suspect her, could he? Sure, the evidence looked awfully grim on the face of it. Juliette knew the truth, but she’d worked in marketing long enough to know that truth didn’t matter nearly as much as perception. Was it enough to convict her and send her to prison? Probably not. But was it enough to upend her life, ruin her reputation, and destroy her finances before it was all said and done? Absolutely.

“What really happened, Juliette?” Veeta asked in their soft voice. “We want to help.”

“Let us help,” Kate added.

They didn’t understand. Nobody could help her. She’d made this mistake, letting the manuscript slip through her hands, which meant she had to fix this on her own. It was her fault, and she couldn’t burden anyone else with solving it. She would do it all: find Warren’s killer, figure out who killed Brad and exonerate herself, get the missing memoir, and get everything that had gone so terribly off course back on track. She could still salvage this crap show and go to that stupid reunion with her head held high; she just had to keep her eye on the prize. No more distractingly delicious surgeons or spicy wings. She didn’t deserve them yet.

So instead of telling them about Troy Pham and Chipper Floyd and the haunting memory of actually feeling sorry for Bradley Ellingham for a hot second, Juliette pointed a foot at the karaoke machine. “Does this thing come preloaded with Simon and Garfunkel? Because I could absolutely murder a rendition of ‘Cecilia’ right now.”

She’d disappointed them; she could tell in the way their faces fell, the way their bodies sagged back into the couch. Or maybe that was too much pad thai. Either way, it was a feeling they should get used to. She’d learned her lesson about female friendships the hard way, thanks to Juniper. Now, Juliette Winters was a one-woman show, even when performing a song meant for a two-part harmony.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



It was close to midnight by the time Juliette shepherded the others out of her apartment, all of them hoarse and slightly drunk off an old bottle of cotton candy vodka Juliette found in her freezer. Kate insisted on hugging her one last time, Kennedy couldn’t stop giggling about Veeta’s stone-cold version of “Drop It Like It’s Hot,” and Veeta was quieter than usual as they stopped on the threshold. Kate’s and Kennedy’s voices drifted up from the stairwell, singing very wrong words to the Spice Girls’ classic “Wannabe.”

“I’ve already emailed Simon and told him you’re out sick on Monday,” Veeta said, staring her down like she might argue. Which was fair, because her body rolled its eyes without her even instructing it to.

“I’m fine, Veeta, seriously. I’ve been through worse.”

Veeta gave her a frank look. “Worse than finding a dead body and being accused of murder?”

“It’s up there, sure,” Juliette said, breezing right over the way Veeta’s statement made all that delicious Thai food churn in her stomach. “But I changed a flat tire in an Arizona desert in the dead of August one time. I literally got third-degree burns from the road. This is way more manageable.”

Veeta heaved a sigh, glancing toward the stairs but still not stepping out of the doorway. It would be sweet, the way they worried about her, if it weren’t so inconvenient at the moment. She really needed to pee.

“You don’t have to do this on your own,” Veeta said. “I know you think you do. I know you think you’re best on your own.”

Juliette crossed her arms. “You don’t know that at all.”

“Juliette, I’ve worked for you for two years now. I know you think Frappuccinos are for preteens and cowards and you judge Clementine in accounting every time she orders one. And I know you think forming attachments to other people is right up there with donating your organs to a stranger or oversharing on Facebook.”

Juliette shuddered. “The greatest crime against humanity was creating the relationship status ‘It’s complicated.’”

“You aren’t alone, Juliette,” Veeta said, their golden gaze so steady and serious. “We are here, and we want to help. But you have to let us in.”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” Juliette said, rolling her eyes again to stop them feeling so watery. Must be something in the air. “If I need something, I’ll call.”

“You promise?”

“Yes, yes, I promise. Now get out and never question me again.”

That got the ghost of a smile out of Veeta. “See you Tuesday.”

Juliette had barely managed the world’s most satisfying pee and a quick round of trash collection from the Thai feast when someone knocked on her door again.

“No more impulse hugs,” Juliette said as she wrenched the door open. “Oh. Charlie?”

Charlie Hawkins stood outside her door, looking stiff and awkward and not entirely sure what he was doing there. Juliette checked the time on her smartwatch—definitely after nine—and gave him a smirk. She might be wearing borrowed sweats with a shapeless silhouette and be more pad thai than woman, but she knew a booty call when one showed up on her doorstep. She leaned against the frame, letting the sweater ride up and expose one hip.

“Well, well,” she said.

“I’m not here for sex,” he blurted out.

Juliette snorted, turning away and sauntering into her apartment. “And I’m not wearing crotchless panties.”

“I just wanted to—wait, did you say you were wearing crotchless panties?”

“Only one way to find out.”

Charlie seemed lost in space for a long moment before shaking his head. “I didn’t actually get a chance to check you out.”

“So, you’re here to check me out?” Juliette said, dropping on the couch and throwing her arms wide. She put one leg up on the coffee table, making it clear exactly what he could examine.

Charlie went pink to the tips of his ears, but to his credit he didn’t flee in abject terror. Instead, he stepped into her apartment and closed the door firmly behind him. She noticed he left it unlocked, though. Quick exit.

“I assumed, obviously correctly, that you wouldn’t get yourself checked out on your own,” Charlie said, setting a leather bag on her tabletop and flipping it open to pull out a stethoscope and an otoscope. “And while I’m not your doctor, I am a doctor, and I felt an obligation.”

“Oh, did you?” Juliette said, full of amusement. She looked over the leather bag, an old-school satchel with CLH embossed in gold. “That’s adorable, very country doctor chic.”

“My mum got it for me, when I graduated medical school,” Charlie said, flushing pink again. “Well, she said it was from her and my dad, but I don’t think my father’s bought a gift in his life. He didn’t even propose to my mum with a ring, just drove her to a chapel and said, ‘Don’t you think we oughta?’”

“Your dad sounds like a real treat,” Juliette said dryly as Charlie sat on the opposite end of her love seat. There wasn’t much room for more than two people, but Charlie managed to perch as far away from her as possible.

“My dad is from farming stock, they’re not exactly known for their eloquence and charm,” Charlie said, his expression concentrated as he lifted the otoscope, the light startling her. “A détente would have been lost on him. Follow my finger, if you would.”

“Mm, did you read that in a Kissinger biography?” Juliette said sardonically, oddly mesmerized by the movement of his index finger as he went to the left and right. He really did have perfect surgeon’s hands—long, graceful fingers, precise fine motor control. He could have had a future as an orchestra conductor, the way his finger commanded her attention.

Charlie made a face. “I have a confession to make. I don’t actually read presidential biographies.”

“What? Kate says you have them stacked all around your apartment.”

“I buy them, and I strategically place them around the house so my dad has something to read when my parents are visiting.” Charlie switched to checking her other eye. “I actually just look up basic Wikipedia facts so I can pretend to know what he’s talking about when he discusses them with me.”

“That is devious,” Juliette said, pleased to find such deceptive behavior in the rule-abiding man. “But why lie about something so mundane?”

“My dad is always on us about educating ourselves, reading about great men who did what he thinks are incredible things so we can rise above,” Charlie said. “My brother obviously went in a wildly different direction, but I never was headstrong like Jake. Every year for my birthday my dad gives me a new biography. And I tried reading them, really I did. But they’re full of dates, and names of battles, and every other person is named Johnson for some reason. They’re so dead boring, I always fall asleep within two pages. But I don’t have the heart to tell my dad, so we play this little game of pretend.”

“Wait, does this mean the bread baking is a ruse, too?” Juliette asked. “Are you secretly buying loaves from a local bakery and passing them off as your own?”

“No, I genuinely like bread baking,” Charlie said.

Juliette shook her head. “That’s so weird.”

“Why?” Charlie asked, looking confused. “What’s wrong with bread making?”

“Nothing, it’s just so … homey. I mean, you’re a surgeon, you work with your hands all day. You literally hold life and death in them. And then you go home and, what? Knead? Shape? Rise? I don’t really know bread lingo, my only carbs are noodle-shaped. It just seems kind of anticlimactic.”

“That’s why I like it, actually,” Charlie said. “Every day, every decision I make is truly life or death. One false move, one errant twitch, and I could kill someone. And don’t get me wrong, saving someone’s life is incredible. Intoxicating. I understand why so many surgeons have a god complex. But it’s also hell on my nervous system. So, when I get home, I want to do something kind and caring for my hands. I want to create something nourishing, and joyful, and fulfilling. Something that if I screw it up, the worst that goes wrong is a dense crumb or a bad chew. Nobody has to die. Well, except for my first starter. Rest in peace, Sally.”

He clicked the otoscope light off, setting it down. “Your vision looks fine, but you’ve worked up a nasty bruise where Troy caught you. Let me check it, make sure the bone beneath didn’t sustain any fractures or breaks.”

And now he was putting those lovely, long fingers to work on her temple, brushing her cheek, gently sweeping back a stray lock of hair and running his fingers along the edge of her ear. Charlie wasn’t the only one turning pink, though she knew that her reaction had nothing to do with embarrassment. Still, the heat flushed across her face. She could hardly feel the pressure or the slight sensation of pain as his fingers did their work. Actually, the pain was sort of adding to the whole experience.

Juliette tried to distract herself. “You named your first starter Sally? Sally Starter?”

“She was a good girl, until my roommate moved out and she died of loneliness,” Charlie said with a smile. But his expression sank, turning chagrined. “I know, yet another unsurgeonly thing to learn about me.”

“More surgeons should be like you,” Juliette said.

Charlie looked up, meeting her gaze. “I’d accuse you of being nice again, but I know what that would get me.”

“I mean it,” Juliette said, feeling fierce. Suddenly it felt like the most important thing in the world to make Charlie understand what she meant. More important than solving a murder, or finding a manuscript, or rubbing her success in stupid Juniper’s face. “Guys like Rajiv, they think they’re immune to being human just because they’ve studied and can do this one very specific thing. And yeah, it’s hard, and it’s amazing, and modern medicine makes our lives so much more bearable. But acting like every road should be paved for you, every door should be opened for you, everybody should bow down to you because of it? That’s bullshit. The fact that you don’t let it go to your head, you don’t let it make you act like a jerk, you still care for your patients as people instead of just chest cavities you pry open, that’s incredible. I sure as hell couldn’t do it. I certainly couldn’t go home and make bread because of it. Don’t let anybody tell you that you’re not good enough, Charlie Hawkins.”

If only she could take her own advice. But she wasn’t Charlie; she didn’t hold life and death in her hands all day. She sent emails and made phone calls and weighed in on cover designs. She wasn’t incredible like him, and it was only a matter of time before he realized it. If she had that manuscript, if she could save Simon Says, save the jobs of everyone she worked with. She could finally prove she was good enough. To those idiots in the high school reunion Facebook group, to stupid Juniper Kensington and her mealymouthed “everyone’s fighting a secret battle” nonsense, and most importantly to herself and all her internalized trauma from her gaslighting parents and their prodigy bullshit.

Charlie’s gaze was so intense, the weight of his attention almost unbearable. How had she ever considered this man boring? “Has anyone ever told you that you’re very convincing? You must have been a terrifying opponent for your parents as a child.”

Juliette snorted. “How do you think I got this way?”

“What do your parents do? I assumed, based on your flagrant disregard for rules and your loose conception of the truth, that they were lawyers.”

“Close. They’re psychologists, actually.”

“Ahhh, that actually makes a lot more sense than lawyers.”

“Why does that make more sense?” she asked.

“You’re very … how do I say this?”

“Carefully,” Juliette warned.

Charlie nodded. “You’re very guarded. Always looking at everyone else’s motives. Psychologists makes perfect sense.”

“My entire childhood was about self-actualizing and regulating my emotions and constantly having my behaviors and personality picked apart in the name of science,” Juliette said. “When I was four, they told me my crying fit was an emotional projection of inadequacy because I’d left my favorite stuffed animal in a restaurant in Des Moines. Olly the Octopus, may his body someday be recovered and sent home for proper burial.”

“How often do you see them?” Charlie asked, folding up his instruments. “Do they live close?”

“God no,” Juliette said in a rush. “I fly home once every few years for Thanksgiving to appease them, but it’s mostly thinly veiled comments about my increasing age and lack of children to carry on the good family name.”

It wasn’t so much that her parents wanted grandchildren, and Juliette would certainly never subject a child to the Winters family dynamic. But they wanted a reason to brag about what successful parents they were, and they couldn’t do that if their own child obstinately refused to contribute to the family brand.

“My mother has reached the not-so-quiet stage of sending baby pictures to Jake and me and cooing over how she’d love to pinch cheeks like that again,” Charlie said, though his voice was filled with affection. “She’s even gone so far as to send me screenshots of Facebook posts from mates I had in high school, showing their baby announcements.”

Juliette gave a mirthless laugh. “Funny, my mother sent me a journal article about the link between childless women and dementia.”

Charlie’s brows went up. “Your parents really don’t pull their punches, do they?”

He had no idea; but she’d already said too much. She wasn’t even sure why she had brought her parents up; she never talked about them. But talking to Charlie was so easy—too easy. If she wasn’t careful, she might let things slip that no one else needed to know. She didn’t want to talk about her parents; she wanted to explore what else those deft fingers of his could do. But Charlie had already snapped his bag closed and looked ready to leave.

“Where are you going?” Juliette asked, putting her legs across the table and blocking his exit. “You just got here. Stay. Have a drink.”

“I think you’re all out,” Charlie said, looking at the empty vodka bottle on her counter pointedly. “And I feel medically obligated to warn you not to mix a head wound and alcohol, though I think that ship has already sailed, considering you smell like a preschooler’s birthday party.”

“First of all, there are worse things to smell like. And second of all, you can’t really tell me you came over here to poke me in the head a bit, confess your elaborate biographies scheme, and just leave. So, are we doing this?” She shifted her legs until they were in his lap, keeping him in his seat.

“Doing … what?” Charlie asked.

“Don’t play coy,” Juliette said, giving him a nudge with her toes.

“I told you I don’t really do casual sex,” Charlie said, though he didn’t move her legs. He seemed to be silently debating with himself, his body so rigid, his hand coming to rest on her ankle bone and his thumb unconsciously sweeping the soft, thin skin there.

“How about this,” Juliette said, resisting the urge to purr from the friction. “Just one kiss. That’s it. You like it, we keep going. You don’t, we stop and I’ll drop it forever. Deal?”

Charlie’s gaze dragged up the long length of her legs, and even though she still wore those shapeless sweats it was like he was reconstructing the image of her bare legs, every dip and curve, every sensitive area. She wanted him to taste them all, test her limits. More than anything, she didn’t want him to say no.

“One kiss, and you’ll let it drop forever?” he asked, looking up at her like she’d handed him a death sentence.

“Just one,” she said, holding up a finger for emphasis.

Charlie closed his eyes and sighed. “Why do I think I’ll end up regretting this? All right. One kiss.”

Juliette leaned forward, sliding her legs out of his lap to afford her better access to his mouth as she pressed her lips against his. She was surprised at how excited the prospect of kissing Charlie made her, and even as he seemed hesitant to return the gesture, she felt his mouth curving into a complementary shape against hers. There was a spark, something simmering and expectant like they were always going to kiss. Juliette let him take a breath, let him relax and drop his guard, slowly luring him into her trap. When he leaned back, he seemed almost relieved.

“Well, there you—” Charlie started, but Juliette wasn’t anywhere near done.

She leaned in, pressing against him as their mouths came together again, and this time she didn’t hold back. She raked her fingers into his hair, her legs sliding over his until she was straddling him, her mouth hungry and insistent. She ran her tongue across his lip, making him shudder as his hands flexed against her back, like he was commanding them not to grab her ass, a command they joyfully ignored as those gorgeous, long fingers of his lifted her up against him.

When her hand brushed the front of his pants, Charlie jumped to attention at the same time as his cock. He shifted her, plopping her back on the couch and staggering to his feet. His hair was pulled in five different directions, mouth shining with her saliva, breath ragged as he sucked in air.

“That,” Charlie said, hoarse and panting, looking at her like she was a feral creature he had found in his kitchen, “was more than just one kiss.”

“Technically two,” Juliette said with a grin, “but that was your fault for ending the first one too soon.”

Charlie shook his head. “People don’t … they don’t kiss like that.”

Juliette smirked. “I do.”

But that wasn’t really true. Juliette had never kissed anyone like that, and she had kissed a lot of people.

“I have … I have to go,” Charlie said, looking at the door in confusion like he didn’t know how to escape.

“Or you could stay, and we could finish what we started,” Juliette said.

“Juliette, please,” Charlie said, his voice battered. She wasn’t sure what he was asking, but her phone buzzed on the coffee table. She was going to put it in the microwave and nuke it until she saw the caller ID. Her stomach lurched, her lungs constricted, and any thoughts of continuing what they’d started shriveled into a hard little lump in her chest.

“What is it?” Charlie asked, sensing the drastic shift in her mood.

“Detective Marks,” Juliette said, her hand shaking as she reached to answer it. It was nearly two in the morning. Why would the detective be calling her now? No good news ever came at two in the morning. “Hello?”

“Ms. Winters, we’ve found something of great interest to our investigation,” said Detective Marks. Based on his tone, she couldn’t imagine if it was good or bad. “You’ll want to come down to the station immediately.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Charlie insisted on driving her to the station because of the cotton candy vodka, even though the only thing she was drunk on was the feel of his fingers gripping her bare skin. The whole interior of his car smelled of him, and it was like she could taste him in the air—or maybe that was the lingering flavor of his mouth on hers. She felt hyper-attuned to his every movement—the flex of his fingers against the shifter, the way his eyes constantly scanned the road, the slight lean of his body as he curved to make a turn. By the time he sighed and she felt her own chest deflating in response, she felt like she was going crazy. She snapped her attention out the window, refusing to acknowledge his existence.

They didn’t talk on the drive, and Juliette supposed that was just as well. Her insides were a confusing mix of fear, sexual desire, and pad thai. What could the detective have found that would concern her? Did Charlie regret the kiss? Had they tested the substance under Brad’s fingernails that quickly and somehow linked it to her? Was Charlie looking at her? Had Brad’s blood formed an incriminating splatter pattern on her clothes? Could Charlie at least give her some indication of what he thought of the kiss, and if they would ever kiss again? Preferably soon, possibly right now?

“This is it,” Charlie said, startling her with the close proximity of his voice. He sounded calm and steady, thoroughly unfazed by the twisty, turning events of the evening so far. She couldn’t decide if she was impressed or irritated as he pulled into a parking spot at a building that looked halfway to a prison already. The sight of so many black-and-whites made Juliette’s neck itch.

“You don’t have to stay,” Juliette said, admirably casual when all she really wanted to do was hop the first plane to somewhere warm and tropical with lax extradition policies.

“I’m not leaving you like this,” Charlie said, sounding almost offended that she would suggest him to be anything less than the shiniest of white knights.

“I’m a big girl, Charlie, I can take care of myself,” Juliette said dryly, even though a knot loosened in her chest at the thought of facing whatever was about to come her way with Charlie at her side. Not at her side, not like that. It was one kiss. They weren’t, like, a thing. Juliette didn’t do things. Emotionally she’d been on her own since her parents sold their first Parenting a Prodigy book when she was six and started acting less like parents and more like scientists testing their research in the lab. What would they think of their little prodigy now, sitting outside a police station wanted for murder in a pair of borrowed sweats reeking of gimmick-flavored vodka? She could practically hear the pitch for their next book: Raising Your Emotionally Incompetent Adult Child: Coping with the Disappointment of Your Failed Prodigy. She could write the marketing copy for them.

“I’d like to be here for you,” Charlie said gently. “If that’s all right?”

It was more than all right, which wasn’t all right at all. And so she forced herself to adopt a breezy tone as she hopped out of the car, mostly to hide the relief on her face. “Fine, whatever. You can come.”

The station was practically dead in the wee hours, the fluorescent lighting lending a ghoulish glare to the man working the front desk. He looked like an extra in a zombie movie, mid-transformation.

“Can I help you?” he asked, looking like they’d inconvenienced him in his own home.

“I’m here to see Detective Marks,” Juliette said.

The man looked her up and down. “This about the MLM leggings murder? Or the country club murder?”

“Obviously the country club murder,” Juliette said, offended by the implication that she’d be lured into a multi-level marketing scheme. Especially one built around leggings.

The man shrugged and called back for the detective. Juliette was glad for the distraction of putting this desk jockey in his place, because the moment Detective Marks appeared, her nerves jangled once again.

“Ms. Winters, thanks for coming down at this hour.”

Juliette crossed her arms, ready to do battle. “What did you find, and am I under arrest now?”

“You keep asking if you’re under arrest,” Detective Marks said. “You got some guilt you’re looking to get off your chest?”

“Detective,” Charlie said in a conciliatory voice, inserting himself between the two of them. “It’s been an upsetting, traumatizing day. You’ll forgive us for being a little on edge. I’m sure everyone here just wants to make sure we find who actually killed Brad Ellingham. Isn’t that right, Juliette?”

She was more interested in what the specific penalties for assaulting a police officer in his own precinct were, but Charlie had a point. She loosened her arms and put on her best attempt at a cooperative expression. “Happy to help. What do you need?”

Detective Marks gave Charlie an appraising look. “You ever considered police work? That was some impressive redirection.”

That’s what playing nicely got Juliette. She gave the detective a glare. “He’s already gainfully employed, and it’s late, Detective Marks.”

“Fair enough. We recovered your missing duffel bag.”

Juliette blinked in shock. “Really? What about the whiskey bottle?”

Detective Marks gave a brief hint of a nod. “That too. Already bagged and tagged for the lab, won’t have results for a few days. But we got the next best thing—the Derrick fellow you said found the duffel bag. He confessed to stealing the money shockingly fast.”

“Sounds like Duffel Bag,” Juliette muttered. “What are we—”

“This is an absolute outrage!” came June Piedmont’s voice at full let me speak to your manager levels. She stood at the front desk, glaring down the zombie extra. “Dragging us from our beds in the middle of the night, insisting we speak with your detective. The commissioner is a close personal friend of ours, and he would be appalled to hear of the treatment we’ve received.”

“Junie, let’s just get this over with,” said Robert Piedmont, far more subdued. He looked every inch the beleaguered husband of a hardcore social climber.

“And let them treat us this way?” June said, shocked. “You’ve lost your mind, Robert. My husband is in no position to suffer your cruel interrogations at this hour, the detective will have to reschedule—”

“Mrs. Piedmont,” said Detective Marks, waving her over and unfortunately putting Juliette right in her crosshairs.

“You,” hissed June Piedmont. “I should have known you would be at the center of whatever this … this … tomfoolery is. What did she tell you, Detective? Because I can assure you, this woman is nothing but a liar and a fraud.”

“You’d know how to spot one, wouldn’t you?” Juliette challenged.

“How dare you—”

“Mrs. Piedmont, please,” said Detective Marks, looking uncomfortable. “Mr. Piedmont. If the two of you could come with me, it would be better if we could discuss this somewhere more private. Ms. Winters, I know you were here first—”

“We’re happy to wait,” Juliette said sympathetically.

“I assume you plan on doing something ill-advised and potentially illegal?” Charlie asked as Detective Marks led the Piedmonts down the hall.

“Of course,” Juliette said, checking for witnesses before following after them. “We’re going to listen in on their conversation.”

“Is it worth pointing out that this is the kind of thing people actually do get arrested for?” Charlie whispered as Juliette tugged open the door adjacent to the room where Detective Marks had disappeared. Just as she thought—there was a window into the adjoining room where Detective Marks had sat the Piedmonts.

“You can wait outside and stand guard if you’re not comfortable bending the rules,” Juliette said, slipping inside the darkened interior.

“Breaking the law, Juliette, this is breaking the law,” Charlie muttered, though he followed her into the room. “You’re a terrible influence, do you know that?”

“You’re not the first man in dad jeans to tell me that,” Juliette said, pressing buttons and flipping switches until an old-school speaker overhead buzzed to life. “There we go.”

“… again, we really do,” came Detective Marks’s voice. His back was to them, which gave Juliette an unfettered view of June’s sour expression and Robert’s blank stare.

“We’ll help apprehend Brad’s murderer any way we can, of course,” said June primly. “A ghastly affair, quite traumatizing to everyone at the club. We’re only too happy to put this whole sordid business behind us and continue on with our renovations.”

“Do you recognize this, Mr. and Mrs. Piedmont?” asked the detective, sliding a photo across the table. Robert shifted sharply in his chair, but June’s expression went stone-cold as she put a hand on his arm, digging her fingers in.

“It looks to be whiskey,” she said, admirably casual. “Though I can’t fathom why you would drag us down here in the middle of the night to identify a bottle of liquor. What has that got to do with poor Brad’s death?”

“We found this bottle stashed in a duffel bag in the locker room where Bradley Ellingham was murdered,” said Detective Marks, “and we have several witnesses who have confirmed Warren Ellingham was drinking this same whiskey the night of his heart attack. Apparently, a gift from the two of you, wasn’t it?”

“How should I know?” June scoffed. “We had our personal sommelier pick something out for him. I don’t know what he bought! It could be one of any thousands of bottles.”

“It’s a very rare bottle of whiskey, actually,” Detective Marks mused. “Only one of a hundred of this kind produced. And wouldn’t you know it, each bottle was hand-labeled with the lot number written on the bottom. See here?” The detective pulled out another photo, tapping the number 073 inscribed with silver marker on the bottom of the bottle. “We’re checking sales records on where each bottle was shipped. What do you suppose we’ll find, Mrs. Piedmont?”

“Junie,” Robert said, clearing his throat and shifting once again, “maybe we ought to call—”

“Even if that is the bottle we gifted Warren, what’s it got to do with anything?” June demanded. “Why are we here, Detective? For making a gift to a dear friend? This is targeting, plain and simple, and we won’t stand for it. Whatever you think you’ve got—”

“Funny thing about this bottle, ma’am,” said the detective, tapping the edge of the photo. “The autopsy on Mr. Ellingham—the elder Mr. Ellingham, that is—concluded natural causes, with a caveat. You see, Mr. Ellingham had a drug in his system called digitalis. Are you familiar with digitalis?”

“We’re over the age of sixty, everyone we know is familiar with common heart medications,” June said, but there was a distinct edge of panic to her tone.

“Junie,” Robert said gravely, “we really ought to call Martin. I think we need a lawyer.”

Detective Marks nodded slowly. “Sure, we can get the lawyers involved. I probably would, too, if I were facing what you’re facing.”

“What is that?” June asked despite herself, her face turning gray.

Detective Marks leaned back in his chair, slow-playing the whole thing so well that Juliette had to reassess her opinion of the man. He was far more clever than his rumpled appearance would suggest. “Well, the problem is, we checked with Warren’s doctor. And turns out, he wasn’t on any kind of heart medication. So, we’re thinking to ourselves, how could a drug like that end up in his system? And why? So here we are with this whiskey bottle, which you just admitted you hand-delivered to Warren before his heart attack. And my guys, well. They know a coincidence when they see one. So we sent it to the lab for processing. What do you suppose we’ll find, Mrs. Piedmont?”

Juliette wasn’t so sure she would have survived such an intense interrogation. Just watching this one was giving her heartburn. Though it was fun to watch June Piedmont squirm.

And squirm she did. “If you are implying that I—that we—had something to do with Warren’s death … That we … what? Poisoned him? Why would we do such a thing? Warren was our friend! We’ve known him for decades, ages. We would never … we could never! Honestly, Detective, on what grounds?”

“You know, I was wondering that myself,” said Detective Marks, scratching at his cheek. “Until I started asking around among those close personal friends of yours at the club. Turns out, you two are in debt up to your eyeballs and about to default on a number of bad business loans. Apparently, you used the club as collateral against your last loan, but there was a discrepancy with Warren’s signature. And when the bank reached out, well—”

“I want our lawyer, right this instant!” June cried. “You can’t treat us like this! We are American citizens. We know the governor! We pay your salary, young man, and if you think—”

“Junie!” Robert Piedmont heaved the world’s weariest sigh, but his voice was clear and resigned. “Junie, get off your high horse. Can’t you see the man already had everything he needed before we ever set foot in this station?”

“They have nothing, Robert, this is all circumstantial—”

“Junie, I’m tired as hell.” Robert sighed. And while Juliette had considered him the unfortunate spouse of an enterprising wife, in that moment she saw him for what he really was—a man with zero fucks left to give. “The membership drives, the lying, the phone calls, the investigation. I’m sick of all that shit, Junie Bee. I can’t do this anymore. You can’t do this anymore. You’ve got bald patches on your head that you’re filling in with possum fur, honey.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” June said, touching her scalp in horror.

“Possum fur?” Charlie murmured in bemusement.

“It’s surprisingly soft,” said Juliette, before shushing him. They were finally getting to the good part.

“Mr. Piedmont, if you have a statement you wish to make, I’m all ears,” said Detective Marks, shockingly calm in the midst of the storm brewing across from him.

“Don’t you dare, Robert,” June hissed. “Don’t you dare say a thing.”

“We did it, Detective,” Robert said, not looking at his wife. “We killed Warren Ellingham.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



“Holy shit,” Juliette breathed, the glass separating her from the interrogation room fogging up as she leaned in so close her nose pressed against the cold surface. “Did I just hallucinate that? Did the cotton candy vodka finally claim my sanity? Did they really just say they killed Warren?”

“You’re missing the rest of the confession,” Charlie said, though he sounded just as thunderstruck as she felt.

“… a deal go south a few years ago,” Robert was saying, resigned and monotone like he’d been practicing this speech in the mirror. “We’d gotten overinvested in a waterfront development that went belly-up in the ’08 recession. Lost our lunch, dinner, and breakfast on it. We’d pulled a lot of friends in on the deal. If they knew what we’d lost, how much we’d lost—”

“We would have been more than outcasts,” June said, as if that excused everything she’d done. As if it excused murder. “We would have been absolute pariahs. We would have lost everything. Do you understand that, Detective? Do you know what it means to lose everything? Not just a business, a house, a few cars.”

“I’m afraid I’ve never owned more than the one car, ma’am,” said Detective Marks.

“We would have lost friends, family, our very livelihood,” June said acidly. “Everything we’d spent our entire lives building, gone in one bad deal. It wasn’t fair. We deserved another chance to make things right.”

“We were leveraged to the hilt everywhere, but there was money in the club,” said Robert, rubbing at his eyes. “Warren made sure of that. The old bastard always was a tightfisted miser. The club was his brainchild—well, his and Phillip’s.”

“Did you even know there was a third founding family at Pacific Pines?” June said, her tone strident. “No, of course you didn’t. No one does. They convinced Warren to invest in a bad business deal in the late nineties. Warren lost a few million, nothing he couldn’t easily recover over time, but Phillip and Charlotte lost their entire fortune. All of it, everything. And what did Warren do? Did he help them out in their time of need, loan them the capital to get back on their feet? No, he erased them from existence. Kicked them out of the club, replaced their names on the plaques in the entryway, removed their photos from the history wall. Over a couple million dollars that barely made a dent in his portfolio. One bad business decision, and they were absolutely ruined.”

June sniffed, pulling a tissue from her purse and dabbing at her cheeks. Was she trying to cry? Juliette truly couldn’t imagine it. “We’d already seen what it was like when one founding family fell from grace. I couldn’t let that happen to us. I knew Robert could make the money back that we borrowed. We just needed time.”

“Only, the market was slow to recover, and our finances were even slower,” Robert said. “We had to keep shelling out to noisy investors to keep them quiet. It felt like we were never going to catch up, but things finally started turning. Until spring 2020.”

Everyone groaned at the mention, even Juliette and Charlie.

“We were going to pay it all back, we swear we were,” June said. “We raised the membership dues on the premise of renovating the club, but Warren kept dragging his feet on executing the contracts! We could have gotten the work done and replaced the money we took without anyone the wiser. People started complaining, and no matter how hard we pushed Warren to begin the work, he pushed right back. And then Warren decided—out of the blue!—to run an audit on the club. He gave us some excuse about rumors of gambling on the greens, which is ridiculous. Our members would never. But if he went through with the audit, he would find everything before we had the chance to put it all back to rights.”

“That must be why they started renovations so quickly after his death,” Juliette said, crossing her arms. “To hide the missing money like they wanted all along.”

“We tried a more discreet approach, but Warren wasn’t exactly a man of discretion,” Robert was saying ruefully. “More like a junkyard dog with a juicy ham. He had a knack for collecting nasty secrets and using them to manipulate people into doing what he wanted. He had June and every other member of the club scared half to death about that memoir of his.”

“We thought he was going to expose us,” June added. “We just wanted to rattle his cage. Make him question his mortality, give him something else to focus his attention on. We certainly didn’t think we’d given him enough to kill him! We thought maybe he’d have chest pains, or palpitations. A little scare, to distract him. We were going to put some in his glass when we delivered the whiskey, but then Brad and his wife showed up and interrupted us and someone panicked and dosed the whole bottle.”

“I told you, my hand slipped,” Robert said, sounding aggrieved.

“Bradley and Brigitte Ellingham were in Warren’s suite the night of the party?” Detective Marks asked, no longer playing the slow game as he tipped forward hard in his chair.

“Yes, some business about signing final paperwork on Troy Pham’s new restaurant deal,” said June. “Brad was in a real tear about it, insisted on pouring a glass of our whiskey for himself. I tried to warn him off it, but the man was like a belligerent moose.”

“The fifth glass,” Juliette said suddenly. “Brad was the fifth glass. But what about Brigitte? Why didn’t she drink?”

“And Brigitte, was she dosed as well?” asked Detective Marks, as if he could hear her through the glass. Which she sincerely hoped he couldn’t.

June shook her head. “We had to offer it after Brad insisted, of course, but she declined. Claims to only drink champagne, though I’ve seen her put away her fair share of Long Island iced teas at the pool. Such a snob for a girl who made her living posing for pictures.”

“That’s a boss move, actually,” Juliette mused. “I might have to use that myself. But what if Brigitte saw them dose the bottle, and that’s why she didn’t drink it?”

“Why stay quiet?” Charlie asked. “Why not tell Brad and Warren?”

“Why not indeed,” Juliette murmured, but Detective Marks had moved on.

“What about the sound system at the party?” he asked. “Who was in charge of the wireless microphone setup?”

“The microphone?” June asked, looking truly confused. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Were you in charge of hiring the band?” Detective Marks pressed on. “Setting up the audio equipment?”

“Good heavens, no,” June said, turning to Robert in horror. “As if we would have hired those cocaine addicts.”

“I told you, Junie, just because they play top forty hits doesn’t make them drug addicts,” Robert said. He turned to the detective. “Brad insisted on hiring the band. We had a quartet all lined up, but Brad said the party needed some juice, or some absurd thing. I don’t know, but I couldn’t tell Warren’s son to buzz off. Only Warren was allowed to do that. As far as we know, they managed all the equipment. I didn’t even know there would be a sound system until Brad started in on that god-awful speech of his.”

“It really was a travesty,” June agreed. “Ruined our pristinely planned party.”

“The party where you dosed one of your oldest friends with your heart medication to give him a good scare?” the detective said dryly.

“Don’t pander to me, Detective,” June said. “If we’d known the consequences of our actions, we never would have set out to give him the digitalis in the first place. It was an accident, pure and simple. How were we supposed to know he had an underlying heart condition? He was always bragging about how he had the resting heart rate of a triathlete. We couldn’t have imagined it would kill him!”

“They haven’t seen the autopsy,” Juliette said suddenly, turning to Charlie. “They think they killed Warren because of the digitalis, but they don’t know about the electric shock. June did handle the microphone before Warren, but she had nothing to do with hiring the band or bringing in the sound equipment. Brad did. Which means only Brad could have known that that model of microphone has a reputation for shorting out. It still points to Brad being responsible for his father’s death.”

“But how could he have known about the digitalis?” Charlie asked. “If the Piedmonts were the ones who dosed the whiskey, how would Brad have known to create the short?”

“Maybe he saw them do it,” Juliette said. “When he interrupted them in Warren’s suite. Or maybe once he felt the effects, he realized what they’d done and decided to take advantage. And then he slunk off during his dad’s speech to discharge the defibrillator.”

“There’s still another looming question here,” Charlie pointed out. “Even if Brad killed Warren, who killed Brad? And why?”

“I mean, the fact that he was an awful human being comes to mind,” Juliette reasoned. “But I see your point. There’s no way the two deaths aren’t related, but what I don’t know yet is how. Who stood to gain from both Warren’s and Brad’s demises?”

Detective Marks seemed to once again be on the same wavelength, because he’d changed tack with the Piedmonts. “With Warren gone, his son inherited everything, including his stake in the club, is that correct?”

“Brad never cared about the club,” June scoffed. “Except as his personal playground with the female tennis pros. We may not have always seen eye to eye with Warren on how to manage Pacific Pines, but he at least had clarity of vision for the place. Brad was a drunk and a lecher, and he brought down our reputation with his presence. God rest his soul.”

“Sounds like it would have been a lot more convenient for the both of you if Brad were out of the picture, too,” said Marks.

“We were nowhere near that locker room when Brad was killed,” Robert said, looking taller now that he’d unburdened himself of their secret. “June was hosting the luncheon in the tent and trying to run damage control after the scene Brad made arguing with our chef, and I was meeting with our lawyers across town.”

“That scene you mentioned Brad making, who was he arguing with?” Detective Marks asked.

“Uh-oh,” Charlie murmured, as Juliette tensed up. Was this why the detective had called her down? To make her witness her own implication in a murder?

“It started with our chef, Troy Pham, over this restaurant deal that Warren was supposedly going to let through,” June said. “Though that hardly sounds like something Warren would do. Far too magnanimous. And then it was that vile woman out there, Juliette Winters, who’s been stirring up all kinds of trouble regarding Warren and his missing manuscript.”

“Legitimate trouble,” Juliette hissed.

“And Clayton, the poor boy,” Robert said. “Didn’t you say he was fighting with Brad about something at the Group?”

“Oh, yes, Clayton Westminster, a good boy if a tad above his station,” June sniffed. “After all those years with Warren, I can’t imagine how he was coping with a boss like Brad. What a nightmare. I’m sure he’ll be more relieved than anyone that Brad is gone.”

Clayton. He’d certainly been unhappy with Brad at the funeral, and fuming about his hiring choices for Ellingham Group at the luncheon. Mad enough to kill? Juliette wasn’t sure. But she knew one thing—it was time to call in that dinner offer. Whatever Marks wanted from her could wait; she needed a proper suspect to serve up to him before he went around making accusations about her again.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



Juliette stood in front of her closet, contemplating her options. She had plenty of date-night outfits and an entire wardrobe of appropriate boss-bitch armor. But this was a special circumstance. What kind of outfit said I’m just here because you’re cute and I’m available and not because you’re a potential murder suspect that I’m grilling for information. Sequins? Miniskirt? Jacket with a built-in hidden camera?

Juliette settled on a bright red micro dress with spaghetti straps and a deep cut in the front that showed off her modest cleavage. Maybe the hint of boob would distract him enough to let the truth slip, whatever truth that might be. She’d updated Kate’s evidence chart with what she’d learned from the Piedmonts’ confession: They’d been the ones to dose the whiskey bottle with digitalis, which was how it ended up in Warren’s system. Brad and Brigitte Ellingham had possibly seen them dose the bottle, and Brigitte had refused to drink it. She wasn’t sure how or if Clayton could have known about the bottle, unless he’d been working with Brad or Brigitte.

But Clayton had been the last person to touch the microphone before it shorted out, and he’d disappeared to check on new batteries when the AED was discharged. He’d also been fighting with Brad the day that Brad was killed. What Juliette couldn’t figure out was motive—what did Clayton stand to gain from Warren’s death? And why kill Brad?

That’s what she and her cleavage planned to figure out.

Clayton had texted her the location of a new restaurant she’d never heard of but had apparently been getting some real buzz online based on the brief internet search she did on her way out the door. It was centrally located on a well-lit street, at least, so she didn’t have to worry about Clayton luring her into a trap. Although with how much work it had taken to nail down a time and date for dinner, Juliette had felt like she’d done more of the trapping than anyone. She wasn’t used to having to work so hard to get a man’s attention. Honestly, he was lucky she suspected him of murder, because at this point she wouldn’t have given him the time of day.

Speaking of people who wouldn’t give her the time of day, her phone had been suspiciously quiet on the Charlie Hawkins front. None of his earnest concern for her health and safety, none of his ill-fitting suit jackets for her to make fun of, none of his obsessive rule abiding. Just … nothing. Meanwhile, she couldn’t brush her freaking teeth without the vibration of her electric toothbrush setting her lips tingling in memory of their incredible kiss. She found herself daydreaming about it at work, on the train home, while eating spicy wontons at Thai Me Up. It was all she could think about, and it infuriated her that Charlie didn’t seem to share the obsession. He’d probably gone home and forgotten all about it, sliced into a heart the next day that was as cold and emotionless as his own. She’d been out–Ice Queen’d by the unlikeliest of sources, and she spent half of those daydream fantasies turning him down instead.

Juliette took a rideshare to the restaurant, the line to get in greeting her a good block and a half before the driver actually dropped her off. The sign was in a cool lavender, a discreet glow that announced the place as Chiêu. Downbeat techno-pop played on speakers around the small front patio with stone tables and personal firepits, and the inside was an intriguing mixture of nature and modernity. They even had a green wall of living plants complete with a tiny waterfall. It was the kind of place that looked like you would drop a month’s paycheck on the tab only to swing by Burger King for a large fries on your way home. She hoped Clayton understood he was paying.

“Welcome to Chiêu,” said a woman in a formfitting black dress and dramatic eye makeup. “Do you have a reservation? We have a walk-in list but I’m afraid the wait is four hours.”

“I sure as hell hope so,” Juliette muttered. “I’m meeting Clayton Westminster?”

“Ah, Mr. Westminster,” the woman said without even consulting her tablet. “Of course, wonderful, Ms. Winters. He hasn’t arrived yet, but you’re welcome to wait for him at the bar. I recommend our gin fizz. We steep the orange flower simple syrup in-house.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Juliette said, giving the long line of standby patrons a wry salute before entering.

The bar was situated in the middle of the restaurant, a blown-glass installation hanging overhead that twirled and spun slowly in time to the drowsy music. It looked impressively expensive, and needlessly precarious. Her spine stiffened as Clayton appeared at the door, giving her a wave. He looked as dapper as always in a fine dove gray suit with a soft lavender shirt and a muted silver tie, his hair perfectly combed into place. But for some reason as Juliette wove through the tables spaced like islands in an archipelago, she found herself longing for a boxy, ill-fitting suit jacket.

No, Juliette. Get it together, you stupid bitch. You’ve got a murder to solve.

“Clayton, hi,” Juliette said in her sultriest voice. Might as well start the psychosexual interrogation tactics early.

“Juliette, you’re a vision, as always,” Clayton said, looking her dress up and down appreciatively. “I’m sorry for all the runaround on scheduling, things have been terribly busy.”

“I can only imagine,” Juliette said as the hostess led them to a table on the tail end of the archipelago, tucked away behind a glass screen with water running through it like a waterfall. “I’m glad we could find the time to do this.”

“As am I,” Clayton said, giving her a warm smile as he ordered a bottle of red wine for the two of them. Juliette knew the label, a French number that was classy enough to fool a sophisticated palate while being on the more affordable end of merlots. Clayton knew his wine as well as his art.

“Tell me more about yourself,” Clayton said as the waiter departed, as if this were an ordinary date. Which, she supposed, he thought it was. “Are you from Seattle?”

“Ah, no,” Juliette said. “I’m from New Hampshire. My parents still live there, but I moved out here for college and fell in love with the West Coast.”

She didn’t, actually. She hated how much it rained, and how when the weather was finally nice enough in the summer the whole city seemed overstuffed with tourists, and how she’d spotted what she was positive had been a mountain lion one time on a nature hike and swore off trail walks and hiking dates forevermore. But every time she answered her mother’s call, her parents asked when she planned to move back home. So, she stayed. But Clayton didn’t need to know all of that.

“What do your parents do?” Clayton asked.

“My parents are psychologists,” Juliette said.

“That’s … interesting,” Clayton said in surprise. “Both of them? That must have been quite the dissection at home.”

“Oh, not really,” Juliette said breezily, lying through her absolute teeth. “My parents were good about not bringing their work home.”

Which was more than a lie, but again, Clayton didn’t need to know that. Nobody needed to know that, except apparently Charlie. She had blamed her honesty and vulnerability on the head wound and possible concussion at the time, but after obsessing over that night for the past few days, she knew it was more than that. Charlie had made her feel like talking in a way no one had in a long time. Possibly ever. He was so interested, and calm, and empathetic in a way that didn’t feel performative like it did with her parents. She’d long suspected both her parents were narcissists operating at a highly manipulative level. But then again, maybe that was the result of living with two psychologists. Everyone starts to look a little pathological.

“What about you?” she asked, eager to turn the topic away from her. “Where are your parents? Still in England?”

Clayton gave a look of mock surprise. “How did you know I was English?”

“The English accent was a big clue,” Juliette said dryly.

Clayton gave her a wry smile. “Do you know, I’ve been in America longer than I ever was in England, except for school. I tried so hard for so long to assimilate my accent. The blokes at school used to tease me mercilessly for being a fussy priss.”

“Probably because you used words like blokes to describe them,” Juliette teased as their waiter brought out the first course. Something about the plating of the single scallop with a paper-thin slice of preserved lemon on top tugged at Juliette’s memory, but it was possible she’d just spent too much time on Instagram hate-scrolling Juniper’s feed after she got some kind of stupid humanitarian award.

“In hindsight, not the best vocabulary choice,” Clayton admitted. “My father was a landless aristocrat, rich in titles and not much else. My mother was a debauched daughter of a wealthy New Englander who made his money in franchising mattress stores. They were a match made in hell. He needed her money, she needed his reputability, and neither of them ever needed to be parents. Yet here I am.”

Juliette winced. “Are they still together, your parents?”

“Ah, yes,” Clayton said, his gaze growing distant. “Side by side in the family mausoleum back in Staffordshire.”

Juliette blinked in surprise. “Your parents are dead? I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Clayton said, in exactly the same dismissive, breezy tone Juliette used when she talked about her parents. The kind of blanket statement that hid a wealth of dirty secrets. “They ran into some money troubles when I was in school, and it really took a toll on their health. I left school and came back, tried to help as much as I could. But in the end, I think neither one of them had the will to keep going. My mother succumbed to her drinking, and my father died of a heart attack shortly after.”

“Jesus,” Juliette whispered softly. “Clayton, really. I’m so sorry. Do you have any family left?”

“I had Warren,” Clayton said, still lost in that middle distance. “After everything that happened with my parents, he took me in. Gave me a home when mine was crumbling down. I suppose in a way, I’ll always be grateful to him for that. He rescued me, when I think my parents would have been just as happy to see me drown right alongside them. And now the empire he worked so hard to build is crumbling.”

“How are things?” Juliette asked, trying not to sound overeager at the shift in topic. “At the Ellingham Group, I mean.”

“A complete disaster,” Clayton said wryly. “Warren never was one much for keeping detailed records of his plans for the future, as evidenced by the shoddy state of his will. I really do think the old chap thought he would live forever. With Brad gone now, we’re in damage control trying to undo all the unfortunate changes he made in his short stint as CEO. Not to mention the hassle of the investigation. Sorry, is all this triggering for you? We can talk about something else.”

“No, no!” Juliette said. Was she envisioning Brad’s lifeless face and the half-moons of blood under her fingernails that took two days to properly clean out? Yes. But she finally had Clayton talking about Brad and Warren; she could dissociate later. “Actually, it’s kind of nice to talk about it. Cathartic, you know? It was so awful, with the police and the questioning that went on for hours. Did they grill you like they grilled me?”

“I haven’t spoken with the police yet, though not for lack of trying on their part,” Clayton said. “I left the club straight after my unfortunate encounter with Brad in the luncheon tent, which security has relayed to the police, but they’re very insistent on being thorough this time, I guess. I simply don’t have the time to discuss Brad’s death when things are so delicate at the Group.”

Detective Marks was looking at Clayton as a suspect as well—interesting. But Clayton just said he’d already left the club and security could prove it, so he couldn’t have been the one to kill Brad. But there was still the matter of Warren’s death, which he didn’t have an alibi for.

“So, the Ellingham Group is really struggling without a captain?”

“Actually, we’ve been able to right a few ships in the last couple of days,” Clayton said, polishing off his scallop as they brought out the second plate in perfect timing. Something soup-ish, buttery with a hint of sweetness and a spicy twist on the back end. A lobster bisque, perhaps. Why did that feel so familiar? “Luckily for the company, as much as Warren didn’t like to commit his ideas to paper, he did like to brainstorm them out loud. And I took meticulous notes, obviously, so we’re not as sunk as we were when Brad took over. Rest in peace, of course.”

“Of course,” Juliette acknowledged, fully aware that neither of them meant it. “And how lucky that you have Warren’s notes! For the company, I mean.”

She didn’t mean that, but Clayton preened nonetheless. “They’ve actually named me acting chief operating officer as we sort things out. It’s only temporary, of course; they’ll want to hold a formal interview process once we keep the stock price from tumbling. But it’s good to know Warren’s dreams for his company won’t go unrealized.”

Juliette wondered if Warren wasn’t the only one going unrecognized. It was one hell of a promotion to go from Warren’s gal Friday to COO of the whole ship. It was also one hell of a motive for Clayton to get rid of Warren and Brad. But how to prove it?

“On top of that, I’ve been packing up Warren’s entire art collection for donation to the Seattle Art Museum,” Clayton added. “You can see why scheduling was such a bear.”

“Brad donated Warren’s art collection?” Juliette said in surprise. “I saw him more as the ‘burn them on the front lawn to piss off his father’s ghost’ kind of guy.”

“Oh, he would have, given half the chance,” Clayton chuckled darkly. “Luckily Warren had more foresight for his art than he did for his company. His art was the one piece of his estate he made a separate provision for in his will. He donated all of it to the museum, which of course means all the paintings need to be photographed and cataloged, restoration work needs to be notated, and paperwork needs to be drawn up. I’ve done a bit of the touch-up work myself. Nothing too extreme, I leave those to the restorers. Just some glue and resin repair. Sticks to your skin like crazy, though, so don’t mind the appalling state my hands are in.”

Juliette thought his hands looked as well-groomed as ever, though she supposed artists were particular about their hands. Though she couldn’t help but note that Clayton’s fingers were on the stubbier end, not nearly as long and graceful and strong as—

NO, Juliette.

“That’s quite a busy timetable for you,” she said, giving him a sympathetic smile and pointedly avoiding looking at his hands again or thinking about any other recent hands in comparison. He certainly had a killer motive, but she still couldn’t connect him to all the evidence. He’d handled the microphone just before it shorted out on Warren, and he’d disappeared during Warren’s speech to supposedly look for batteries, which was the same time the defibrillator had been discharged. But how could he have possibly known about the digitalis in the whiskey, and how could she get him to admit it?

“I suppose managing busy timetables is second nature to you,” she said. “I mean, you planned Warren’s birthday party down to the fold in the napkins. Which couldn’t have been easy, dealing with a personality like June Piedmont.”

“Ah, June isn’t so bad,” Clayton said, shaking his head. “Same type of headstrong as Warren, but she’s had to fashion it into a nicer demeanor. She and Warren never really saw eye to eye about the club, so I’m not surprised she started renovations as soon as he was out of the picture.”

“What will happen to those renovations, do you think, now that June and Robert are in police custody?” Juliette asked, watching him carefully for any sign of surprise at the news. She knew from Kennedy’s side sleuthing that the official rumor around the club was that June and Robert were involved in some kind of fraud, but no one knew the details for certain. And nobody knew about their confession to their part in Warren’s death.

“Ah, that,” Clayton said, shaking his head sadly. “I can’t say I’m surprised. I always did find their finances a bit suspicious. Warren suspected they were embezzling before he died, ordered an audit of the club and everything. It’s better for them he never found out the results.”

“Why do you say that?” Juliette asked.

“Because Warren would have eviscerated them,” Clayton said, his tone low and firm. “Eradicated their existence. They would have been worse than ghosts in their own lives.”

June had said as much in her confession. Though Juliette wondered what made Clayton so sure of Warren’s vindictiveness. He had no doubt seen the extent Warren was willing to go to after working with him for so many years.

“I heard the police found something else,” Juliette said, still watching Clayton carefully. “Related to Warren, and his death. Involving the Piedmonts.”

Clayton frowned, his gaze turning sharp. “What do you mean? What have they found?”

“Warren’s death wasn’t an accident,” Juliette said, dropping her voice to a whisper.

“Of course it was,” Clayton said. “The matter is already closed. What are the Piedmonts saying they’ve done?”

Juliette was considering the best way to deliver her newest bit of evidence when the waiter brought out their next course, a mouthwatering rice dumpling that Juliette recognized instantly.

“This is Troy Pham’s signature dish,” Juliette blurted.

“Yes, of course,” said the waiter, looking confused. “Chef Troy personally crafted every dish on our menu.”

“This is Troy’s restaurant?” Juliette said, looking to Clayton. “How? I thought Brad wasn’t going to sign the contract.”

“Oh, he didn’t,” Clayton said. “Or rather, he wasn’t going to. But then he—well, you know. Troy declared his contract with Pacific Pines null and void and quit, effective immediately. And who’s to stop him? Warren and Brad are gone, and the Piedmonts have their own legal troubles. Troy was free and clear to finally get what he wants.”

“But … who’s funding him?”

“Oh, that’s why I’m here tonight, actually, to deliver paperwork on the art collection. Brigitte Ellingham is now the primary investor in Troy’s restaurant. With Brad gone, Brigitte inherits everything.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY



Juliette was the last one in the office, trying to work magic with the dismal marketing budget for the upcoming season, when the text came in. She was out the door three minutes later, requesting a rideshare and growling at the surcharge fee. Juliette imagined all manner of things as the rideshare traversed the city toward her destination. A new clue in the investigation? Even more dire circumstances for Simon Says? A hostage situation? For all she knew, she was driving straight into a trap.

But when she arrived, Kate swung the door open in a frilly apron decorated with cherries, a smear of what Juliette sincerely hoped was chocolate frosting across her cheek, and an almost manic smile. “Juliette! You made it.”

“Of course I made it,” Juliette said, holding up her phone. “You texted, in all caps, ‘EMERGENCY, COME OVER ASAP.’ I thought you found something on Troy Pham after my dinner with Clayton two nights ago. Or, at the very least, that you’d been kidnapped.”

“Did I say ‘emergency’?” Kate mused, frowning. “That doesn’t sound like me. We might have different definitions of emergency.”

“Everyone has the same definition of emergency. That’s why dictionaries exist,” Juliette said flatly. “What the hell, Kate? I paid surcharge prices for this! I was expecting to punch someone in the face, and the night is still very young.”

Kate put her hands up in conciliation—or possibly in defense. “Why don’t you come in?”

Juliette looked past her shoulder into Kate’s apartment, which looked suspiciously clean. Especially for Kate. “Did you finally hire a maid?”

“Jake made a twenty-four-hour policy,” Kate said. “All take-out containers get thrown away after twenty-four hours. He also makes me put my laundry up the same day I wash it. It’s really tested our relationship, I don’t mind telling you. You want to see the bedroom? Come in!”

“Why are you trying to get me inside your apartment?” Juliette asked. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Is this a hostage situation? I’ve got some pepper spray that’s about to expire, I can put it to good use.”

“What?” Kate asked, far too loud. “No, of course not. Everything is fine! You should just come in, it’s rude to keep people waiting on the doorstep.”

But Juliette wasn’t convinced. Kate was acting weird … er than usual. “Is Jake here? I need proof of life.”

“He’s in the kitchen,” Kate said, glancing at her phone tucked in one frilly apron pocket. She raised her voice. “Jake, tell Juliette you’re in the kitchen!”

“I’m in the kitchen!” came a voice from inside. It did sound Australian, but maybe too much? Like somebody was trying too hard. Then again, Jake always sounded like he should have a koala on his shoulder.

“See? Everything’s fine. Come in!” Kate said it almost like a command, a desperate gleam in her eye. “Right now, before the neighbors start asking questions.”

“Kate, you’re being so weird, even for you. Which is really saying something.”

The elevator dinged and Kate went into full panic mode. She grabbed Juliette’s arm, tugging her forward. “You want a drink? We’ve got chips and dip! We can—”

“Juliette?”

Juliette spun in surprise, dragging Kate halfway out the door with her. Charlie stood just outside the elevator, hovering at the opposite end of the hall indecisively. He wore that shapeless, boxy white coat, which somehow managed to look both frumpy and adorable on his tall frame. Was he going to make her actually start appreciating the sexual appeal of a lab coat? That might be the greatest insult of all. After the fact that he hadn’t called or texted or even asked about her since the night they kissed.

“Hey, Charlie,” she said, like she couldn’t care less that he was there. If he wasn’t going to text, she wasn’t going to care. Even if she did suddenly wish she’d brushed her hair and worn different heels and didn’t reek of a twelve-hour day. “What are you doing here?”

“Kate texted,” Charlie said, coming down the hall. He even made walking look good; how was that possible? “She said it was—”

“Let me guess,” Juliette said, giving Kate a dead stare. “‘EMERGENCY, COME OVER ASAP’? All caps?”

“That’s literally what it says,” Charlie said, holding up his phone. “But Kate, you look—”

“Charlie!” Kate said brightly, like she’d just spotted him. “What luck that you’re here. Juliette just got here, and wouldn’t you know, Jake and I made dinner and we made way too much food. Why don’t you guys eat with us?”

“Kate, I was in the middle of planning the next season’s budget,” Juliette groaned.

“I’ve got three follow-up calls to make with patients before I can clock out,” Charlie said.

“It’s all work and no play with you guys. I bet neither one of you bothered to eat lunch today, so you must be starving.”

Had Juliette eaten lunch? Of course she had, she went down to the café on the corner and had a salad. Or was that last week? The days were starting to blur together, honestly. At least the ones without a murder in them. The way her body wanted to physically knock Kate down to get to whatever delicious smell was coming from her kitchen made Juliette think she had not, in fact, eaten lunch that day. Not that she was willing to admit as much to Kate.

Jake appeared, arms full of a tray piled high with glistening meat. “Ribs are ready. Oh good, Juliette and Charlie are here. Perfect timing.”

“Come in,” Kate said, and this time she did physically drag Juliette across the threshold, leaving the door open for Charlie to follow.

“So, it was a hostage situation,” Juliette hissed. “Only I am the hostage.”

“Drinks!” Kate announced, ignoring Juliette’s ire. “Jake, could you help me make some drinks in the kitchen?”

“What do you need me for?” Jake asked, setting the ribs down.

“You’re better at the shaker thing than I am,” Kate said, and now she was dragging him away instead. “You two make yourselves comfortable, we’ll be right back!”

Juliette looked around the table, which had four obvious place settings complete with silverware, wineglasses, and plate chargers. Juliette knew for a fact that Kate didn’t own nonplastic silverware, which meant she’d gone out and gotten all of this just for them.

“So,” Juliette started, looking at Charlie. “This is obviously a double date situation.”

“It does appear that way, yeah,” Charlie said.

“You can leave,” Juliette offered. “I’ll tell Kate the president had a heart attack or something and they needed their top surgeon immediately. I mean, she obviously doesn’t understand the word emergency. But in this context, I think it’s actually appropriate.”

Charlie chuckled. “I should have learned my lesson the last time she texted Jake that there was an emergency because she’d lost the remote and the TV was stuck on Real Housewives. It has been a while since I’ve seen my brother, actually. And I don’t know how Kate knew, but I haven’t eaten lunch today. Unless two bags of crisps and a donut of indeterminate age counts.”

“It does not, and it should not,” Juliette said, grabbing a sticky, glistening rib. “Do you think they’ll notice that I ate a rib if I hide the bone in the bottom of the pile?”

“I was going to stuff mine in the plant, only I forgot that Kate once killed a plastic plant by setting it too close to the stovetop and melting the leaves,” Charlie said, grinning. “She’s not allowed to keep plants, alive or otherwise, anymore.”

Juliette grimaced. “That doesn’t inspire confidence for these ribs. On the other hand, I’m too starved to care.”

“Jake is great on the barbie, and also great at keeping Kate far away from the kitchen while he’s working,” Charlie murmured, biting into a rib with relish. “It’s the only reason I’d ever agree to dinner with them in the first place.”

“So, you’re available for dinner with them,” Juliette said, trying and failing miserably to sound as if she couldn’t care less what he did with his time. “I mean, you’re so busy with all your surgeries. Hardly have time to check your phone, I imagine.”

Oh god, she sounded exactly like one of those women who sat around all day thinking about a guy, hoping he would text, building the excitement of their day around a single thumbs-up emoji. She hated it. She hated herself. She should go for a ten-mile run and take an ice bath and get her fucking priorities straight. She had way more important things to do than stress out over a man’s attention after one single kiss. Even if it was possibly the hottest kiss she’d ever had. Or, whatever. She’d had hotter. Probably.

“Juliette,” Charlie said, looking uncomfortable. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, as if working up to the right words to say. “I should have called you. I was thinking—”

“Drinks!” Kate announced, arriving with a tray of delicate pink cocktails in shallow-stemmed glasses with a perfect curl of lemon peel tucked on the edge of each one. “I made them myself.”

“Oh, great,” Charlie said weakly, reaching for a glass.

“No thanks,” Juliette said flatly. “The last time you made me a gin and tonic I almost ended up in the ER with alcohol poisoning.”

“I told you, I thought a jigger was a cup!” Kate protested.

“You wrote an entire series about a bartender! How could you not know what a jigger was?”

“Because Loretta solved murders, not nomenclature!” Kate sniffed. “But Jake mixed the drinks, if that makes you feel better.”

“Kate lined up the glasses,” Jake said with a grin, giving Kate an affectionate squeeze.

“My talents lie elsewhere,” Kate sniffed. Her gaze darted back and forth between Charlie and Juliette. “So … dinner?”

“Dinner?” Juliette said, looking to Charlie expectantly. This was his chance to take an out, to claim some emergency surgery or patient freak-out or whatever and bail. She couldn’t even blame him if he did. Sure, he hadn’t bothered to call, but neither had she. Maybe it was better that they went their separate ways, went back to being Doctor Dud and the Ice Queen. Whatever was brewing between them felt like it might have the power to derail her life entirely.

“I’d love to,” Charlie said, quiet but sure. “What about you, Juliette?”

What about her? What did she want? She knew what she needed—she needed to get back to work, get back to finding the missing manuscript, get back to putting everything to right that had gone so wrong lately. But whenever she looked at Charlie, she couldn’t focus on things like revenge, or success, or old grudges and new problems. Weirdly enough, when she looked at Charlie, she couldn’t focus on much of anything except Charlie. And while she knew she should leave, her rule-breaking rebellious self wanted nothing more than to stay and find out where things could go with Charlie Hawkins, given the chance.

“Dinner smells amazing,” Juliette said, holding the bone behind her back.

And for the first time in so long Juliette couldn’t remember the last time, she spent the evening having fun. Not worrying about the state of business affairs at Simon Says; not hate-scrolling Instagram and obsessively deep-diving Juniper’s stories from a burner account; not obsessively googling ten-year-old golf tournaments, European supermodels, and society-page blind items related to undeserving heirs of local business scions. They talked books, of course—Kate’s newest series was developing at a promising rate, though not fast enough to save the publisher if Juliette didn’t get her hands on Warren’s missing memoir. But Juliette couldn’t say so, and for one night alone she didn’t let herself worry about it. The investigation would still be there tomorrow, and even Juliette Winters deserved a night off.

“I end up upside down, all my delicate bits hanging in the breeze, while this arsehole makes the jump and leaves me hanging!” Jake said, pointing at his brother with a mock scowl. “Took me twenty minutes to get untangled from that vine, and it left a nasty rash I don’t need to mention where.”

“You did already mention your delicate bits,” Kate reminded him with a gentle pat on his hand. “Though I’m glad they made a full recovery. But when you told me this story for the third Wandering Australian book, you conveniently left out the part where you were naked, which begs the question where you were keeping the pocketknife you used to cut yourself down.”

“We all have our secrets,” Jake said.

“In my defense,” Charlie said, holding up a hand, “I told you that plant was poisonous before you insisted on swinging out on it.”

“A good older brother would risk poisonous moth vine to save his little brother,” Jake charged.

“A good little brother would listen when his older brother told him not to touch the stuff in the first place,” Charlie said primly, looking every inch the know-it-all. But there was a touch of playful humor to his expression, something Juliette hadn’t noticed before. Was he … teasing? Was Charlie Hawkins capable of such an action? She found it oddly adorable and compelling.

Juliette leaned closer to Kate. “Is this a weird sibling rivalry thing between them? Because I’m an only child and I don’t understand sibling dynamics.”

“I actually think this is their love language,” Kate murmured back as the brothers continued arguing the true mark of a good brother.

Juliette eyed them. “If this ends in a friendly bout of wrestling, I’m not helping you clean up.”

“Charlie would never,” Kate said, though Juliette noted she left Jake out. “I’m just so glad they’re talking. Everything Jake has ever told me about their dad has been an absolute nightmare. He not only encouraged the sibling rivalry, he engineered it. Charlie was always his favorite, always doing what their dad wanted. Never pushing back. Jake hasn’t met an authority figure he hasn’t wanted to thumb his nose at. It really drove a wedge between them for years, until they moved here and got away from him.”

“That explains the obsessive rule following,” Juliette murmured, watching Charlie animatedly recount a cave diving experience the brothers had back in Australia. He was always so serious and self-controlled, which Juliette normally found hot in a guy. But this version of Charlie—more relaxed, smiling and even daring to laugh, one arm trailing along the back of his chair and his fingers absently drumming against the table as he talked—this Charlie was a far more dangerous creature. This Charlie, she had the capacity to actually like.

“Good thing I had that emergency, huh?” Kate said, as if she could read the trending nature of Juliette’s increasingly intimate thoughts. She really had to stop staring at his hands.

“I will be blocking your number on my phone,” Juliette said, still watching the mesmerizing tattoo Charlie’s fingers made against the wooden tabletop.

“Oh, I agree, Juliette,” Kate said, raising her voice. “It is getting late. Look at the time!”

“Babe, it’s nine thirty,” Jake said.

Kate faked a yawn, stretching her arms out wide for extra emphasis in case anyone missed it. “And I am totally beat. All that tray carrying took it right out of me. But this was fun! We should definitely do it again. Charlie, you can give Juliette a ride home, right?”

“I’m good, thanks,” Juliette said quickly.

“Nonsense,” Kate said, moving at a rapid pace to clear plates and drinks after having just claimed to be totally beat. “Juliette’s apartment is on your way home anyway, Charlie.”

“It is not,” Juliette protested, even though she wasn’t entirely sure where Charlie lived. She narrowed her gaze at Kate. “I see what you’re doing, and it’s not necessary.”

“What? Keeping you safe?” Kate made big eyes at her.

“No, trying to make us—”

“I’ll take you,” Charlie said, cutting their conversation short. The look he gave Juliette was steady and unfathomable. “Really, I don’t mind.”

“Saves you being murdered by a psychotic driver,” Kate said sagely, as if that happened every time a single woman took a rideshare.

“You need professional counseling,” Juliette said to her, matter-of-fact. “Which is saying a lot, coming from me. Really, Charlie, it’s okay. You don’t—”

“I’d like to,” he said, quiet but firm.

“Okay,” she found herself saying. It was that damn tone of his, the one that sounded like a command even when he spoke so softly. She found herself wondering what else he could make her do, if he used that tone. “Thanks.”

Kate bundled them up and sent them off in record time, making very suggestive eyes as she wished them sweet dreams. They rode to Juliette’s apartment in relative silence, not uncomfortable, but still charged. As if they were each waiting for the other one to break. The languid effects of the cocktails and the pleasant evening made Juliette’s head feel fuzzy and bright. Or maybe that was being in such a small space with Charlie Hawkins.

“How does a man over six feet tall drive a compact?” she asked finally, when it felt like something would explode out of her if one of them didn’t say speak.

Charlie quirked a half smile at her. “It makes getting around the city easier.”

“So does a moped, but you don’t see me Roman Holiday–ing it around town,” Juliette said.

“I like it,” Charlie said simply. “It’s convenient.”

“Is it?” Juliette challenged, thinking of Kate’s comments about their homelife. “Or were you just taught to fit yourself into small spaces?”

Charlie gave her a long-side eye. “Really? We’re psychoanalyzing me now?”

“No,” she said, miffed because she’d been doing exactly that. Old habits died hard, no matter how many times she tried to kill them. “I just think we don’t have to make ourselves small so other people can feel big. We’re allowed to take up the space we need.”

“Are we still talking about me?” Charlie asked.

“I’m talking about anyone who’s ever been made to feel small,” Juliette said with a wave that could have encompassed the entire world. “You seem like a decent guy who had an enormous amount of pressure put on you since birth. You let that asshole Rajiv shit-talk you to your face, and your ex is a controlling, manipulative nightmare. You don’t have to be so nice to everyone all the time. Be a little mean. It’s hot.”

Charlie sighed. “My relationship with Katarina was complicated.”

“You mean because she triggered your people-pleasing tendencies created by an overly demanding father who constantly projected his own insecurities onto you?”

Charlie blinked. “I more meant that it was difficult to divide our things after we broke up, but I suppose you might have a point. A very specific, sharp-edged point.”

Juliette pursed her lips. “You know what? Your dad and your ex aren’t worth talking about. What we should talk about is you walking me up to my apartment. In case there are any unscrupulous rideshare drivers lurking in my stairwell. You should probably check out the interior of my apartment as well, in case they’ve snuck inside. Wouldn’t you feel bad if you drove me all this way only to see my beautiful mug on the ten o’clock news? Although I would make a great missing person.”

Charlie gave her a long, searching look, his emotions too tightly controlled to reveal anything on his face. But there was something in his eyes, the way they lingered, the tension in his hand against the gearshift. She hadn’t realized he’d stopped drumming. Somehow, somewhere along the way, she’d become attuned to his frequencies, and now he was radiating tension.

No. Not tension. Anticipation.

“I should go,” he said, with a strong undercurrent of convince me not to. Juliette shifted sideways in her seat, crossing the center line of the center console.

“Wouldn’t you rather … come?”

“Jesus, Juliette,” Charlie muttered on a sharp exhale. “I’m trying to do the right thing.”

“Yes, I know. I thought you were obsessed with rules, but I was wrong. You’re obsessed with being a good little boy. Doing everything right, all the time, by everyone. But I don’t care about doing the right thing, Charlie. Being good all the time makes you a side character in someone else’s story. Or worse, it makes you the hero, which is boring as shit. I am giving you my explicit permission to do very, very bad things to me, Charlie Hawkins. And I’m very, very good at them. It doesn’t have to be anything more than that.”

Charlie didn’t answer—or couldn’t, perhaps, considering how tight every muscle in his body must have been right then—but he didn’t break her gaze, either. She’d strip naked and have her way with him right there on the street if he so much as touched her with his pinkie finger, but he didn’t answer.

“You’ve been so good for so long,” Juliette said, caressing the air between them with the low vibrations of her voice. “Don’t you want to be bad?”

“I’ll come,” Charlie said, his voice a croak. “Up, I mean. I’ll come up.”

Juliette smirked. “Yes, you will.”





[image: Chapter Thirty-One]









CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Juliette surprised herself by showing restraint up all three floors of her building to her apartment door, practically shoving the key in the dead bolt. She’d expected Charlie to fall behind like most people did, unused to the surprise intensity of the climb, but he was right behind her as she stepped into the darkness of her living room. And hottest of all? He wasn’t even winded.

“How did you—” she started, turning toward him as he closed the door. But Charlie had made up his mind, and he cut her off mid-sentence by pulling her roughly against him, those incredible fingers of his digging into her scalp and tilting her mouth toward his in a deep kiss. Gone was the tentative man who’d broken off their first kiss halfway through, and in his place was a feral beast, his teeth nipping at her lower lip, his tongue sliding against hers.

She pressed up on her tiptoes to match his enthusiasm, her arms sliding around his neck and shoving at the lapels of his shapeless lab coat, eager to discover the details of the man hidden underneath. He tossed it onto the floor, his hands sweeping down to her thighs and hiking up the pencil skirt she’d worn to work that day. If she’d known what her evening would lead to, she would have ditched the thong underneath. But as Charlie’s hands swept up the bare skin of her thighs, cupping her ass (at least she’d gone for a run that morning and knew her butt was perfection), he let out a groan against her mouth.

“These are so fucking hot,” he moaned, running his finger up under the frilly string. Juliette unzipped her skirt and shoved it to the floor to afford him better access. “I never understand them practically, but it’s like you’re naked.”

“They’re not practical, that’s all you have to understand,” Juliette panted, tugging at the edges of his polo shirt. “Oh my god, is your shirt tucked in? All you need is a phone holster and some white sneakers to complete the look.”

“I have those white sneakers,” Charlie murmured, one thumb tracing the arc of her hip up and around, his fingernail barely scraping the delicate skin inside her thigh. Juliette had the insane urge to lick him, so she did. “They were part of our Christmas bonus last year. They’re really quite comfortable when you’re doing rounds.”

“You’re lucky you’re so hot, because that is very unfuckable logic,” Juliette said, using the edge of his untucked shirt to drag him toward her bedroom. She’d left her curtains open and the streetlight outside cast a deep orange glow across the floor where she tossed his shirt after ripping it off him. She glanced down, her hands freezing at his belt as she did a double take, fully stepping back with her mouth dropping open.

Charlie was absolutely gorgeous. Broad in the shoulders, trim through the waist, with a set of abs most fuckbois worked their entire day to achieve. But on Charlie, it didn’t look like the product of excessive hours at the gym. It looked natural. Tall and lean like a swimmer, a natural athletic build absolutely wasted under those hideous sport coats and lame golf polos.

“What’s wrong?” Charlie asked, looking down. “Did you want to stop? We can stop.”

“Shut up,” Juliette said absently. “Holy shit, is this what you look like under that horrible lab coat you’re always wearing?”

“All the doctors in the practice wear them,” Charlie said with a frown.

“If I looked like that, I would go naked everywhere. To the grocery store, in surgery, at my own funeral. You wouldn’t catch me with a stitch on. I couldn’t keep my hands off of me.”

Charlie had the nerve to look sheepish, as if no one had ever complimented his physique before. She didn’t know what Sporty Ex had done with her life to make this man feel bashful or ashamed, but she would work every second of every day to make him appreciate that he looked like a Greek god.

“Charlie, you stupid adorable son of a bastard, you are phenomenal. Gorgeous. If I were a cannibal, I would starve rather than desecrate such a holy temple. I’m not even sure I can properly fuck you now. I feel like I should have trained for this.”

“I never really thought about it,” Charlie muttered. “I’m not the athlete in the family.”

“Not the athlete?” Juliette scoffed, reaching for his belt once again. She pulled it loose, holding it up with one hand for emphasis. “Charlie, if you ever even considered sullying such a beautiful physique by letting other idiots pummel it for sport, I would report you to the authorities.”

She unbuttoned his pants and dropped to her knees, dragging the fabric down with her. Charlie might have terrible taste in his wardrobe, but he looked exquisite naked. He rested his hands on her shoulders as she took him in her mouth, a groan coming from somewhere around his pelvis and vibrating through her as she took him deep, scraping her teeth lightly against him as she pulled back.

“Oh my god, Juliette,” Charlie said, his voice barely controlled. “That’s … I can’t…”

Juliette would have smiled if she hadn’t been otherwise occupied, feeling him grow and stretch with each move of her head. She could have easily finished him off there and then, but Charlie’s grip on her shoulders tightened, pulling her back.

“Get on the bed,” he said, his voice hoarse but no less commanding.

“Yes, sir,” Juliette said, holding his gaze as she stood and climbed onto the mattress on her knees.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, his hands sliding up her hips as he lifted the edge of the silk shirt she still wore, knuckles dragging across her rib cage as he removed it. Juliette shivered, goose bumps forming in their wake. “I don’t want to disappoint you.”

Well, that was certainly new. Most men Juliette had slept with were only too happy to disappoint, all while claiming to be the best she’d ever had.

“Then don’t disappoint me,” she whispered, unhooking her bra and letting it drop. She took his hands and cupped them under her breasts, a sigh slipping out of her as he ran his thumbs across her nipples. “That’s a good start. Do that again.”

He did, bending his head to run his tongue around them before drawing them into his mouth. Juliette moaned, raking her fingers across his shoulders, pulling him closer until the weight of him dragged her back onto the bed. She opened her legs to accommodate him, his cock brushing against the whisper-thin mesh of her thong and setting off sparks. She ran her hands down that perfect abdomen as he kissed her again, their hips rocking against each other and creating more friction that would start a fire if it got any hotter. She had a host of toys, tools, and stimulators in her bedside table, but Charlie was going to make her come without a single battery.

“I’ve thought about this every day since you kissed me,” Charlie said, running his tongue down her throat. He nipped at her collarbone. “I think Kate tricked us to her apartment just to put me out of my misery.”

“You didn’t call, you didn’t text, I figured you weren’t interested,” Juliette said, gasping as he sucked one nipple into his mouth. “I’ve been getting myself off to the memory of that kiss for like a week straight. I was absolutely furious with you for not feeling the same.”

“I had to shower twice a day just to take care of myself,” Charlie said, pulling down the edges of her thong and running his fingers through the wetness between her legs. “God, I want to fuck you so badly right now. I don’t have any protection, though.”

“I’m insulted that you think I’m not fully stocked,” Juliette said, rolling him over and straddling him between her legs as she reached for her bedside table. “I also have my latest STI test from last month if you want to see it. I believe in full transparency with my sexual partners.”

“I trust you,” Charlie said, so simply that it pulled at something buried and vulnerable within Juliette. Something that had been so repressed for so long it physically hurt to feel it. Trust was not only a foreign concept to her, it was a hostile enemy. Juliette and trust had been in a cold war with each other since her parents published their last book in the Parenting a Prodigy series fifteen years ago and upended her entire life. There wasn’t a single person on earth Juliette trusted, and she made damn sure nobody made the mistake of trusting her. And yet here was this gentle giant of a man looking at her so earnestly, so simply, that it threatened to break her heart. He trusted her, the idiot. Didn’t he know she was only going to break him?

She covered her reaction by tearing the condom open and rolling it on. She spread her hands over his stomach, up his chest, so wide and solid and sure. She positioned herself above him, avoiding looking him in the eye as she slowly and luxuriously lowered herself down on him. She’d always judged people for calling sex an intimate act, making something that animals did for reproduction too soft and squishy and taking all the fun out of it. But as she took Charlie fully inside her, his hips nestled between her thighs, those beautiful surgeon’s hands of his tugging her hips closer as he whispered her name, she felt overwhelmed by him. Even when she pulled back and lowered herself again, not needing the tube of lubrication in her bedside table because he’d already turned her on so much, he felt impossibly close.

“This could be the last several months without sex talking,” Charlie said, lifting his hips to meet her as she sank down again, “but you feel fucking amazing.”

“I haven’t gone the last several months without sex, and you’re right,” Juliette said. “I’ve never been so turned on in my life.”

“You’re so warm and wet, I don’t know how long I can last,” Charlie said, even as both of them started moving their hips in sync, their pace increasing. “Fuck, Juliette, that’s so good. Fuck.”

Juliette moved one hand toward her clit, her muscles tightening instinctively as she applied more pressure to the spot. Charlie wasn’t the only one having trouble keeping his orgasm at bay. “Charlie, I’m going to come.”

Charlie’s fingers dug into her hips, keeping the rhythm smooth and controlled even as he tilted her slightly and thrust into her, the pressure change sending warning tingles down her thighs. “Come as loud as you want. I want to hear you.”

And come she did, loud and hard, her muscles clenching around him convulsively as her orgasm slammed into her like the ocean waves on a high wind day. They rose and crashed over her, stealing her breath as Charlie’s own guttural climax joined hers. She bent over, pressing her forehead to his shoulder as he thrust hard and deep one more time, wrenching every last glorious sensation out of her.

“That was…” Charlie panted, huffing out a sigh. “Holy shit was what that was.”

“I should … clean up,” Juliette said, not entirely trusting her legs to work just then.

But she had the most bizarre sensation, that rather than bolt for the bathroom and plan round two or politely kick him out like she normally would, she wanted to sink down into his arms and—horror of all horrors—cuddle him. Juliette Winters did not cuddle, because she was not a stuffed animal or a baby sloth. And just because they’d had mind-blowing sex—better sex than she could remember in a long while, possibly ever—did not mean anything more than that. Her heart and her mind didn’t need to go and start getting any ideas about Charlie Hawkins other than what this clearly was—a casual hookup with a hot guy. She couldn’t afford for it to be anything else. Juliette was like a praying mantis. Eventually she’d bite his head off and feast on his exquisite remains.

“I’m going to shower,” she said, pulling herself away from the temptation of his long arms and easy smile. “And then I’m going to introduce you to some light, fun BDSM play. What’s your opinion on silk restraints?”

“I don’t think I have one?” Charlie said, blinking in surprise.

“You will by the time I’m done with you.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



“Are you napping?”

“I’m not!” Juliette said, bolting upright and surreptitiously wiping at her mouth for any telltale drool trails. Although apparently it wasn’t surreptitious enough, because Veeta’s eyes shone with glee from Juliette’s office doorway.

“You were napping, weren’t you? Oh, you must be furious with yourself for getting caught. Remember that time you caught Jeremy passed out in the break room? You made the entire intern cohort call him Nappytime Boy for the rest of the semester. He stopped showing up after fall break. He really hated you.”

“He should have hated himself for showing up hungover and being unprofessional,” Juliette muttered.

The truth was, she might have dozed off a little after a very upbeat marketing department session from Kennedy insisting that they could in fact promote their fall line on half the budget from the previous year. Spending two thirds of the night introducing Charlie to her bedside table of tricks had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now in the unforgiving light of day she realized there wasn’t enough coffee in the building to keep her sentient. Not that she could bring herself to regret it.

“What do you want?” Juliette said, rubbing the grit from her eyes. She could swear her skin still smelled like him, like the warm contours of his lips where he put them all over—

“Simon called another all-hands meeting this afternoon,” Veeta said with a grimace, dousing the little tendrils of heat with icy cold reality.

“Again?” Juliette groaned, too tired to keep up her professional decorum.

“I think he thinks his pep talks bolster our spirits,” Veeta said, chewing on one thumb thoughtfully. “Though the well is running pretty dry. I’m ninety-six percent positive that last one was from an episode of Friday Night Lights.”

This was the slow, ignominious death of a once-thriving enterprise. Juliette had never watched a business fail from the inside, but she had assumed it was a lot more Wolf of Wall Street and a lot less dwindling snack options and denial. She could have prevented all of this if she’d only insisted that Warren let her take a peek at the manuscript that night. At least then she could construct something from memory. She wasn’t Kate, but she bet she could write a decent salacious tell-all when the occasion called for it.

“Oh, and Detective Marks called,” Veeta said. “Again. He’s still insisting he needs to ‘talk’ to you down at the station.”

As if Juliette’s day could get any worse. He’d left a few messages for her on her personal phone before upgrading to hunting her down on the main office line, but she’d gleaned enough from what he hadn’t said in those messages to understand what he wanted to “talk” to her about. The Piedmonts had both alibied out for the time of Brad’s death, and while they admitted to drugging Warren’s whiskey bottle, there wasn’t enough evidence linking them to the electrical short in the microphone, and they were both present during Warren’s speech at the time the AED was discharged. The police were still looking into all avenues—like Troy Pham—but it was obvious that she was still suspect numero uno in Brad’s death. And Detective Marks was being awfully tight-lipped about the developments in Warren’s case. This is what happened when Juliette let herself have a night off. Chaos ensued.

“Call the detective and tell him I’ve fled the country,” Juliette said. “Tell him I booked a one-way ticket for Tahiti. At least if he’s going to insist on hounding me to the ends of the earth, he can fit in a vacation while he’s at it. The man needs it.”

“And we could use more time for our investigation,” Veeta added.

“We are not investigating anything,” Juliette said severely. “I told you and Kate to stay out of it.”

Which was when Kate poked her head into Juliette’s office like a genie without a lamp, giving Juliette a shit-eating grin. “Goooood afternoon! Someone looks like they had a late night. Do tell. But not too much, because Charlie’s basically my brother now.”

“Don’t start,” Juliette said severely. “I was just kicking Veeta out.”

“No, she wasn’t,” Veeta said chipperly, taking a seat instead. “We were just about to talk about the investigation.”

“Ooh, I’ll grab Kennedy!”

“We’re not talking about the investigation!” Juliette said, throwing up her hands. But her screen was filled with about a thousand tabs on Troy Pham’s culinary career, Brigitte’s surprisingly lean modeling portfolio, and Brad Ellingham, as well as the autopsy results from Warren and the booking page for the band that played at the party.

“Oh, so you don’t want us to share what we dug up on Troy Pham?” Kate asked innocently, looking at Veeta. “Because while some of us were playing doctor, the rest of us were doing the real PI work.”

“Turns out we’re very good at snooping,” Veeta said.

“So good!” Kate enthused. “Should we just quit these jobs and open a PI business?”

“Yes, do that,” Juliette said. “Now. Preferably somewhere else.”

But Kate only helped herself to the other open chair across from Veeta, leaning in with shining eyes. “I’m also happy to have a good old-fashioned girl chat if you’d prefer. I won’t say I told you so, but I will think it loudly at you with my eyes. When are you seeing him again? Should we be planning a double date getaway? Because I’ve been trying to convince Jake to do a weekend drive to Vancouver for months now.”

“Fine,” Juliette said loudly. “I will talk murder. Or literally anything else to move off of this topic.”

“Hey, no murder talk without me,” Kennedy said as she popped into the office, completing the three-headed sleuthing dog at Juliette’s desk. “Have we gotten to Brigitte Ellingham yet? Because I’ve got some really juicy intel on her from my Rotary Club.”

“Just close the door,” Juliette griped. If she couldn’t get them to shut up about the investigation, she could at least make use of whatever information they’d dug up. She could add it to the murder board later, when she was alone. Juliette pointed to Kate and Veeta. “What have you got on Troy?”

“Well,” Kate started, having the nerve to prop her feet up on the glass edge of Juliette’s desk, “I’ve got a friend who actually is a PI—well, he’s less of a friend and more of a contact I made while researching the second Loretta book—”

“Sometime today, Kate?” Juliette said.

“Right, yes. Just saying, if you need to track down a cheating husband or an accountant who skipped town with your tax payment, I’ve got your guy. Turns out, our boy Troy had quite the rap sheet in his youth.”

“Really?” Juliette said, leaning forward and fully alert now. “That’s great. I mean, not for society, but for me, specifically. What kind of crimes are we talking here?”

Veeta pulled a manila folder from under their arm, flipping it open and spreading out some pages. “Vandalizing, underage drinking, a couple of possession pops before Washington legalized weed. One assault charge that got reduced down to a misdemeanor for disturbing the peace, since apparently the other party was his friend and they got into it over a girl.”

“Boring and cliché,” Juliette said. “Though the assault angle is helpful. When was that?”

“That’s the less exciting part,” Kate said, flipping through a couple more pages. “It was almost ten years ago, when he was twenty. Apparently, part of the plea deal was that he go into this court-appointed experimental rehabilitation program.”

“It was called Culinary Crooks,” Veeta said. “It was like Le Cordon Bleu for criminals.”

“I guess that’s where he learned to be a chef,” Juliette mused, sifting through the admittedly impressive dossier they’d compiled on Troy. “How did he end up in Warren Ellingham’s orbit?”

“Warren ‘discovered’ him at a fundraiser for Culinary Crooks, who also did the catering for the event,” Kate said, pulling an old news article from the Seattle Times. “He was impressed with Troy’s modern take on classic Vietnamese street dishes.”

“So, Warren locks a dumb kid with limited employment options into a long-term contract that ultimately pays Warren far more than Troy.”

“Like Taylor Swift and her first record company,” Kennedy said seriously.

“But Warren was planning on letting Troy out of his contract early,” Juliette said. “He was even the primary investor in Troy’s new restaurant. Brad was planning to renege on the agreement, which is what they were arguing about at the luncheon.”

“When Troy sucker punched you,” Veeta added.

“Unnecessary detail, but yes, thank you, Veeta. Now with Brad dead, Brigitte becomes the primary investor. Clayton said she’s basically set up camp at the restaurant and is doing most of her business out of their kitchen. The question is—why?”

“That’s where I come in,” Kennedy said, brightening up. “This is fun. Should we start a business to do this?”

“We said the same thing!” Kate said. “We could call ourselves the Perky PIs. Or does that sound too much like a Hooters knockoff?”

“Brigitte Ellingham,” Juliette said. “If we could all just spend five minutes staying on track. Ken?”

“Right,” Kennedy said, recomposing herself. “Brad and Brigitte got married seven years ago, and most everyone agrees the marriage was mostly to piss Warren off. According to the Rotary Club president, Warren wanted Brad to marry a nice girl from a local family to keep his business ties strong. But Brad is the rebellious sort, so he runs away to Europe and comes back married to this gorgeous, mysterious woman who was supposedly a French model or something. Except no one can actually find any photos of Brigitte’s modeling career. Not a fashion magazine spread, not a perfume ad, not even a Sears bra campaign. No one even knew Brigitte’s last name. It’s like she didn’t exist before Brad married her.”

“Now, that is interesting,” Juliette mused. “People don’t hide pasts they’re proud of. So what is Brigitte hiding?”

“That’s not all,” Kennedy continued. “Their marriage has apparently been pretty contentious, even from the beginning. Brad was a serial cheater, hitting on every cart girl and female tennis pro at the club.”

“That certainly tracks with my private interaction with him,” Juliette said dryly. “Though I thought it was pretty commonplace for country club husbands to sleep around.”

“Oh, it is,” Kennedy said sadly. “That’s why I never joined. But I guess Brigitte didn’t know that, because they used to have very public fights about it whenever Brigitte discovered the latest poor girl dragged into Brad’s orbit. It got so bad that they hired a security guard whose sole job was running interference between Brad and the female employees.”

“Jesus,” Juliette muttered. “So that explains their unhappy marriage, but it doesn’t connect Troy and Brigitte.”

“If you were that beautiful and you were married to a worm like Brad Ellingham,” Kate said, “who constantly had the gall to publicly cheat on you, what would you do?”

“I’d fuck the guy he hated the most in retaliation,” Juliette said simply.

Kate put up her hands. “There you go.”

“Okay, so Brigitte gets tired of being on the receiving end of Brad’s public humiliation and decides to indulge in some cuckolding of her own. I can get behind that. Brad finds out, gets furious, confronts the two of them. They fight, Troy takes a nine iron to Brad’s skull. It’s a great theory, but I need proof.”

“How do we get proof?” Kennedy asked.

“Break into Troy’s place and plant secret cameras to record them?” Veeta offered.

“Okay, you offered that way too fast,” Juliette said. “We’re going to have to talk about legal means, but I like that direction. We need something to prove motive. Something that shows Brad knew about the affair and planned to do something about it. And it still doesn’t give us a means for how Troy and Brigitte killed Warren.”

Juliette’s gaze drifted to her computer, where the photo of the autopsy was zoomed in on her screen. She’d spent so long looking at it that she figured she knew every distinct pixel of the document, but there was something in the photo she’d never noticed until now. She tilted her head to the side, squinting to make out the edge of a document tucked underneath the autopsy report.

“What is it?” Kate asked, coming around the desk. Veeta and Kennedy trailed after her, all of them leaning in. “What does that say? Is that a D? Or an O? Why do people use ornamental fonts, they’re complete garbage.”

“I think it’s a D,” said Veeta. “Div, maybe.”

“Dividends?” Juliette guessed.

“Oh, I’ve got it!” Kennedy said. “It’s a divorce decree! I recognize the font.”

The other three looked to her slowly, waiting for more explanation. But Kennedy only gave them a blank smile.

“Okay, we’re going to talk about that later,” Juliette finally said. “But if Brad was going to divorce Brigitte, that’s more than enough motive for her and Troy to kill him. Brad would have made sure she lost everything in the divorce. Now she’s inherited everything instead, including Warren’s estate.”

“Maybe that’s why they killed Warren,” Kate reasoned. “Because Brigitte knew Brad didn’t have any money. Not if all those gambling rumors about him are true. But if Warren is dead, Brad inherits his fortune. Maybe she figures after seven years she’s owed a lot more than half his lousy debts.”

“June Piedmont said that Brad and Brigitte interrupted their toast with Warren in his room before the party,” Juliette mused. “And Robert had to pivot from dosing his glass to dosing the whole whiskey bottle. Then they had to dose themselves to not give it away. Brad drank a glass, but Brigitte didn’t. She said it was because she only drank champagne—”

“Boss move,” Veeta said appreciatively.

“I know, right? But what if Brigitte saw them dose the whiskey bottle? She might not have known it was digitalis, but she most likely would have assumed it was poison. Maybe she hoped it would take out Warren and Brad in one go. After all, she took the microphone from Brad. And if she was working with Troy, he could have discharged the defibrillator during Warren’s speech.”

“What about the manuscript?” Kennedy asked. “Why would they go to the trouble of stealing it?”

“Between the two of them, I’d be willing to bet they have more than enough secrets to hide,” Juliette said. “Just think about the things we do know about them. If Warren had dirt on them—and believe me, Warren had dirt on everybody—it would have been bad enough to send the both of them away. They couldn’t risk it.”

“What if Brad figured it out, though?” Veeta said. “After you went poking around, maybe he got suspicious. Figured out what they did, and threatened to reveal them. Or leave her with nothing. And they took him out. Now she gets everything and doesn’t have to bother with the divorce. Nobody’s the wiser.”

“Except that divorce decree exists somewhere,” Juliette said, tapping the screen. “If I can find it, it goes a long way toward proving motive to Detective Marks and getting him off my back for Brad’s murder.”

“So how do we get it?” Veeta asked. “We’re back to my breaking and entering idea.”

“I don’t think we need to break in,” Juliette said. “All we need is a reservation.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



Turned out, if you weren’t the acting CEO of the Ellingham Group, getting a last-minute reservation for Chiêu was a lot harder than Juliette had anticipated. The restaurant had built up a reputation since it opened, and given its small footprint and extensive chef’s tasting menu, it had also built up quite a wait list of hopeful diners.

“What do you mean you can pencil me in for December?” Juliette demanded into her phone, her breath coming in short puffs as she made her morning run through Olympic Sculpture Park. “It’s July!”

“We’ve got one spot left for December twenty-third at ten forty-five PM, would you like to book it?” the girl asked in a tone that implied she was doing Juliette a favor.

“Sure, I’ll just starve until then,” Juliette griped, ending the call without giving the girl her name. Could she call Clayton and ask him to work his magic again? That might be awkward, considering she didn’t plan on bringing him along. But who else did she know who might be influential enough to wrangle a table? Ah, someone who worked with a doctor who just invested in the restaurant, according to Troy’s own admission at the Pacific Pines luncheon.

“Hello?” Just that one word in his warm, honeyed Australian accent was enough to make Juliette’s legs quake like she’d run a marathon. “Juliette?”

“Charlie,” Juliette said, so breezy. Like, impossibly breezy. “Hey.”

“Hi,” he said, the smile radiating through the short syllable. God, she really could just lap him up. “I’ve been wanting to call you all day but I had back-to-back stints. I’ve been up to my elbows in chest cavities.” He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Sorry, that’s the least sexy thing I could have said, wasn’t it?”

“Not for a serial killer or a cannibal,” Juliette said, smiling despite herself. Why had she called? Right. Murder investigation. “Hey, this is super awkward, but I kind of have a favor to ask.”

“Of course, anything you need,” Charlie said promptly.

“You haven’t heard it yet. What if I’m a cannibalistic serial killer and I need you to help me dispose of the evidence?”

“As long as you let me take you for dessert after,” Charlie said.

Why was he so stupid cute?? “Actually, my favor is about dinner. It’s probably a total long shot, but I need to get reservations to Troy Pham’s new restaurant and he mentioned that your boss was a stakeholder—”

“Dr. Campbell, yeah,” Charlie said. “I can get you a reservation, no problem. How many?”

They were both lucky he wasn’t standing there because she could have kissed his face right off, reservation be damned. As it was, she silently pumped her fist in the air in victory. And it must have been because she was so grateful to him—and not because any part of her was desperate to see him and smell him and maybe lick him just the littlest bit again—she said, “How about two? Why don’t you join me?”

“You want to have dinner with me?” Charlie asked. “Are you sure? I really don’t mind asking about the reservation. You don’t have to invite me to be polite.”

“What did I tell you about accusing me of doing things to be nice?” Juliette teased. “Of course I want you to come. I mean, not if you’re busy, or don’t want to, or would rather scrub your toilet or shove your hands in someone’s chest cavity again—”

“I’d love to,” Charlie said before she could think up any more gruesome examples. “What time? I’ll pick you up.”

This was all starting to sound very datey, and Juliette was already regretting her reckless enthusiasm. She had a job to do, after all. “I’ve got some things to take care of this afternoon. Why don’t I meet you there? Seven? You’re absolutely saving my life. I owe you one. Or three or four, depending on your stamina.”

“I think I’ve proven my stamina to be prodigious,” Charlie said, his tone low and vibrating.

Juliette bit her hand to keep from moaning. “Great, perfect, see you at seven!”



The line for Chiêu had grown threefold on her return trip. Troy Pham’s food was good, but Juliette didn’t believe in waiting in line for dinner. Charlie had texted her that he’d successfully made the reservation, but there was a caveat and he’d explain it when he saw her. As long as she got in the restaurant, she didn’t care if they had to eat in the bathroom.

Veeta and Kate were waiting in the back alley where the kitchen let out for the handoff, and Kennedy was on watch duty from the café across the street in case Brigitte showed up. All Juliette had to do was get access to Brigitte’s office in the restaurant, locate the divorce decree, hand it off to Veeta and Kate in the alley without being spotted, and finish her dinner date with Charlie, leaving Troy and Brigitte none the wiser. Easy.

“Juliette,” came Charlie’s voice, stealing her attention and then her breath as she looked up.

Someone had been suit shopping, and the results were nothing short of devastating. Charlie wore a slate gray suit, fitted to within an inch of its life on his athletic frame, a soft heather green button-down with a slight sheen to it bringing out the highlights in his eyes. He’d styled his hair, too, though he’d traded the rigidly slicked back look for a looser one, letting the natural wave of his auburn hair lend him a slightly rakish air. When he smiled, one hand tucked in his pocket, he looked straight out of a Hugo Boss ad.

“Charlie Hawkins, you distracting son of a bitch,” Juliette said, too stunned to catch the words before they tumbled out of her mouth. She was going to need a forklift to get her jaw off the ground. “You look incredible. Where have you been hiding this wardrobe?”

“Someone mentioned my old sport coat wasn’t up to the task,” Charlie said sheepishly. “So I got fitted for a proper suit. Cost me a month’s student loan payment.”

“More than worth it,” Juliette said, growing awfully warm and fuzzy at the idea that Charlie had gotten dressed up for her. She put her hands on her hips. “How dare you upstage me?”

“I couldn’t if I tried,” Charlie said, his eyes drinking in her ensemble. Sure, she’d plucked and shaved and waxed and done a hundred squats and push-ups before she got dressed so her butt and arms were in their finest form. And she’d traded out her usual sequined micro dress for a more fitted affair, a black-and-white bodycon dress with a pencil skirt, a dramatic art deco neckline, and a slit up the thigh. “You look perfect. Actually, you look like a life-size Barbie.”

He stepped forward, his hand sliding around her waist as he leaned in, his scent enveloping her as he grazed her cheek with his lips. But he might as well have stripped her naked for the response her body had, going soft in all the right places, practically collapsing into him.

“That’s literally the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me,” Juliette said as he stepped back, her voice breathy and light.

Keep it casual, Juliette. Keep. It. Casual. But Juliette never did anything casually, not even her flings. She did everything with ruthless intention, like a proper former child prodigy, pouring all her focus and attention into the task in front of her. It was why she’d been put on the fast track to prima ballerina by the age of eleven, why she’d excelled in school from an early age, and why she’d been so dedicated to saving Simon Says. For all they had damaged her, her parents had instilled the idea from her earliest years that Juliette could literally do anything she set her mind to. And her mind, whether she wanted it to or not, had set itself on Charlie Hawkins. What would happen if she stopped fighting it? If she let him in—really let him in—and saw where this thing might go?

“Shall we?” she asked, her body buzzing with delight at the prospect of a new challenge.

“Right, about that,” Charlie said, suddenly looking uncomfortable. “I was at the hospital when I called to make the reservation and—”

“Hawkins, your table for four is ready,” the hostess said, waving them through the door.

Juliette frowned. “Four?”

“I was at the hospital,” Charlie reiterated, fidgeting, “and I was only going to book for two, but then—”

“Hawkins, always unfashionably early!” said Rajiv as he sauntered up on the sidewalk, slapping Charlie on the back. “I swear, this guy used to sleep in lecture hall just to have the front row seat. We eating or what?”

“Is ‘or what’ an option?” Juliette asked, looking to Charlie with a blank stare.

“I should have called you,” Charlie said, looking like he wished an earthquake would strike right then and open up the sidewalk to swallow him whole. “Rajiv said we owed them dinner for bailing on the tennis demonstration the other day.”

“We owed them?” Juliette said.

“Charlie,” said Sporty Ex from behind Juliette, bypassing her entirely to give him what Juliette thought was an inappropriately lingering hug. She held Charlie out, looking his outfit up and down critically. “Where did you get this? Is this new? Who picked it out for you?”

She’s not Juniper, she’s not Juniper. Fight the patriarchy. Although the patriarchy wasn’t the only thing Juliette wanted to fight when Katarina touched Charlie like that. Like she had a right to, after the things Juliette had done to him in her bedroom only days ago. Not that Juliette had a claim to him, but neither did Katarina. And the fact that Charlie didn’t immediately disengage from her embrace, instead demurring to her barrage of questions, only made Juliette feel more like punting her into the sun.

“Hey, babe,” Rajiv said, making a show of putting his arm around her. “Let’s do this thing, huh?”

“I’m sorry, I really am,” Charlie whispered to Juliette as the hostess led them to their table. “We can leave if you want. Or request another table? I know you wanted to have dinner just the two of us, but Rajiv can be very insistent when he wants something.”

“Why would I want to leave?” Juliette asked. “Rajiv is right, we didn’t get the chance to humiliate them at the tennis demo.”

Troy had added some kind of fake raindrop installation since last week, suspended from the ceiling on fishing wire. As if Seattle needed more rain. Juliette shot off a text to the group about the slight change in her dinner arrangements, assuring them that she was still fully committed to the plan.

Kate’s reply text was fast and furious. By sporty ex do you mean katarina???

Juliette frowned as she replied, pausing beside the chair Charlie pulled out for her. I didn’t realize he had that many sporty exes.

I need you to understand how dead serious I am when I say this: You need to go full Juliette Winters on her. Crush her. Eviscerate her. Make her regret ever being born.

At least Juliette wasn’t the only one feeling less than positive about the woman.

But Kate wasn’t done. The things that woman did to Charlie. Destroyed his self-confidence. Messed up his relationship with Jake. She’s worse than their dad, the way she tries to control him.

I can handle her, Juliette texted.

But Kate was on a tear now. I’m going to put eyedrops in her drink, just tell me what she orders.

I bet it’s an old-fashioned but she demands they only use ecologically sustainable whiskey and she wants to know the farm where the orange garnish came from and she wants to know if the bitters are house-made or packaged.

And then she’ll just scrap that and order a red wine from some vineyard with a zero-carbon footprint and brag about how environmentally conscious she is.

“Juliette?” Charlie asked, seeming anxious. Was he worried that he’d upset her? Or worried that she might make a scene in front of his rival and his ex? It could go either way at this point, honestly. “Did you need to … take care of something?”

“Nope, I’m good,” Juliette said, taking her seat. Eviscerate Sporty Ex, find Brad’s divorce papers in Brigitte’s office, hand them off to Veeta and Kate waiting in the alleyway, clear her name, recover the stolen manuscript, and save everyone’s day. All before the dessert course.





[image: Chapter Thirty-Four]









CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



“Look at us, double-dating, huh?” Rajiv said as they took their seats. “This place is really something. I’m surprised you could get in, Hawkins. Hope this isn’t awkward for anyone.”

He looked between Katarina and Charlie expectantly, dropping his arm across the back of her chair as if to say, I’m fucking her now.

“Why would it be awkward?” Juliette deadpanned. “You mean because Charlie got the job you both applied for?”

Charlie choked on a poorly timed sip of water, turning his head to cough it out.

“What?” Rajiv gave a slightly panicked laugh. “That’s not … no. Is that what you’re telling people, Hawkins? No. I … no. They wanted me for that gig, yeah, but I had to turn them down. Got a better offer from a different outfit. Didn’t I, babe?”

“Mm,” Katarina said noncommittally. “It really was a shame you couldn’t play us, Charlie. Though I doubt you would have given us much competition. I heard they had to resod the green after your lesson with Chipper, Juliette.”

“I have a powerful fore swing, not every green can handle it,” Juliette said expansively.

“Welcome to Chiêu,” said their waiter. “What can we craft to slake your thirst this evening? I highly recommend the Purple Smoke or the Whispering Valley. Both have a great floral palate that pairs well with tonight’s offerings.”

“Where do you source your lavender?” Katarina demanded. “And is the vodka imported or based in the States? I’m surprised you don’t indicate the carbon footprint on your menu.”

Kate had not been wrong about Katarina’s fussy drink order, and as she volleyed questions at the poor server, Juliette took the chance to get her bearings. The restaurant was a rather clever layout, the snaking greens and sparkling waterfalls hiding the more mundane operations like the kitchen pass and the bathrooms. It meant she would be shielded from most diners’ view when she slipped into the office, but it also meant she’d have to get past the waitstaff flowing in and out to do it.

“You know what, I’ll just have a glass of the house red,” Katarina said, holding up the drink menu pinched between her fingers. “I assume it’s kept at seventy degrees and decanted?”

“I’ll check with the bar and confirm,” the waiter said, looking to Juliette as if she could provide the sweet release of death from this situation. “And for you?”

“Whiskey sour, and I don’t care if the sour is house made or the whiskey is peat-based,” Juliette said, handing off her own menu. “Do you have a bathroom?”

“Of course, I can guide you—”

“No need, I’ve got an excellent sense of direction,” Juliette said, standing and heading toward the waterfall where all the servers seemed to be emerging.

“It’s the other direction, actually!” called the waiter, stopping her in her tracks. “Behind the bar, there’s an ivy arch. The hallway is fully mirrored, so do be sure you’re touching an actual door handle before attempting to walk in. There have been … incidents.”

She headed for the bathroom as Rajiv started some loud, obnoxious story about Charlie in medical school, an anecdote that was no doubt handpicked just to humiliate him. She crept behind the bar, peeking out of the ivy arch to make sure their server was otherwise occupied before making a beeline for the kitchen. She knocked into a few of those suspended raindrops—resin, thankfully, and not cut glass—as she waited for a break in the serving line to sneak in.

Her phone buzzed insistently from her clutch, and she pulled it out in irritation.

“Why are you calling?” she whispered harshly as she spotted her opportunity, ducking into the hall lit by long tubes of neon.

“What’s the status?” Kate said.

“I’m looking for the office now,” Juliette said.

“Not that, with Katarina! Have you emotionally reduced her to a blubbering child? What did she order? Has she brought up her still water allergy yet? Did she criticize Charlie’s outfit?”

“Like right away!” Juliette said, pulling on a door and peeking inside, disappointed to find mostly janitorial supplies and an industrial tub of resin she assumed was for the raindrops. She couldn’t imagine the minimum-wage hours some poor sap had put in to make them.

“She was always like that, nitpicking everything about him until you wanted to put a fork in her eye. She even criticized the way he held his fork! She said it would cause a routine stress injury and as a surgeon he should know better. She’s the worst.”

“She is the fucking worst,” Juliette agreed, pressing against the wall as another burst of servers exited the kitchen. The neon lights illuminated the white bust of her dress, making her stand out like a snaggletooth, and she reached for the next door. It was locked, which was a good sign. “Although somehow not worse than this Rajiv guy. I don’t understand how Charlie got mixed up with either one.”

“Because he’s too nice, I tell him all the time,” Kate said.

“He is very nice,” Juliette murmured absently, squatting down and surveying the lock. It was a basic keyed knob lock, probably too hard to pick, but maybe she could wedge something in and force the door open.

“You agree he’s nice?” Kate said, her tone sly on the opposite end.

“What?” Juliette said, distracted. “No, I didn’t mean it like—”

“What are you doing?” An older Vietnamese woman in a trim black outfit stood over Juliette.

“I’m going to have to call you back,” Juliette murmured, hanging up and regarding the woman from her awkward squatting position. “I was looking for the bathroom.”

“This is not that hallway,” the woman said, clearly not believing Juliette. “The sign says employees only.”

“There was a sign?” Juliette said, not even convincing herself. She straightened up, clearing her throat. “I must have missed it.”

“I don’t think you did,” the woman said. “You’re one of those reporters, poking around about Troy, aren’t you?”

“I—what? What reporters?”

“Don’t pretend, I know someone fishing for a story when I see one,” the woman said. “Troy is a good boy, and he’s worked hard for this restaurant. I’m not letting you people mess that up. What’s your reservation name? I’m having you banned.”

“What? That’s ridiculous! I just needed to pee.”

The woman took her by the arm, dragging Juliette forward despite being half her height. “No, no, you’re out. You’re banned!”

“That’s not necessary, I swear I’m not a reporter,” Juliette said. “Look, I’ll go back to my seat and play along. I’ll even hold my pee, no bathroom break needed.”

“I don’t trust you,” the woman said, looking at her suspiciously. “All that blond hair, it’s not good for you.”

“I … don’t have a great response for that,” Juliette said, at a loss. “But really, I’m not a reporter. I swear on a stack of menus. Just let me go back to my seat. Please.”

“Fine,” the woman said, marching her back to the waterfall and releasing with a little push. “But I’m watching you. We have eyes everywhere.”

She pointed to the ceiling, as if all those raindrops were tiny cameras, before pointing to her own eyes and thrusting a finger at Juliette. She stood there glaring at Juliette as she made her way back toward Charlie. She pulled her phone out and quickly texted the group chat.

Got caught but I think I know where the office is

Need a distraction

Veeta’s response was swift. I’ve got you.

“This guy, he looks like he’s about to upchuck a frog, right?” said Rajiv as she returned to her seat. Charlie’s strained expression and tight smile set her teeth on edge. “I mean, there he is, holding this scalpel over the body, hand shaking like a nervous teenager, and he can’t even break the skin! Professor had to push his hand down, and then he goes and loses his lunch in the offal bucket!”

“It was my first surgical certification course,” Charlie said, smiling weakly. “I didn’t realize they removed the heads and used them separately for plastic surgeon certifications. I wasn’t expecting it.”

“You should have seen him, babe,” Rajiv said with a shit-eating grin, giving Katarina’s shoulder a squeeze and shake. He picked up his knife, pretending to be Charlie as he wielded it over their starter course. “‘Uh, is this it, Professor? Is this it? Did I cut it now?’”

“Have we ordered yet?” Juliette asked as Charlie’s expression grew more and more pained. “I’m thinking lobster.”

“Did you ever talk to your boss about getting a raise?” Katarina asked instead of answering Juliette. “I told you, they’re undervaluing you. If Rajiv had gotten that job, he would have made partner by now. You’re letting them walk all over you.”

“I’ve got a great gig, I told you, babe,” Rajiv said with an unconvincing smile.

“Nobody makes partner in under five years,” Charlie said, frowning at his food. “And I like Dr. Henderson. He’ll promote me when the time is right. I trust him.”

“You trust him like you trusted that other guy who took your big surgery?” Katarina demanded, rolling her eyes. “Rajiv is right, you’re too nice. Too soft.”

“Even now, his incisions are so tiny and delicate,” Rajiv said, grinning again. “He cuts like an arthritic little grandma.”

Juliette had absolutely hit the limit of what she could take from these insufferable morons. She slammed her hands flat on the table, making the silverware jump. “Well, he fucks like a goddamn Clydesdale!”

Katarina sprayed her ecologically conscious wine all over the table, speckling their food with flecks of red as Juliette’s phone buzzed.

Veeta: get ready

“Excuse me, that’s work,” Juliette said as the door to the restaurant flew open with a bang.

“Hurry!” Veeta shouted from the door. “Bill Gates is outside and he’s throwing hundred-dollar bills out of his Porsche!”

Bill Gates? She mouthed at Veeta. Really?

Juliette had never seen people knock each other over so fast in their efforts to break for the door. She took full advantage of the chaos to slip toward the waterfall, keeping an eye out for the militant woman as she dodged servers and patrons alike to head down the neon hallway. This time she didn’t bother with half measures, setting her back against the opposite hallway and landing a solid kick that splintered the frame and swung the door open with a bang. The motion-sensor lights clicked on inside.

“Got you,” Juliette said, looking at Brigitte Ellingham’s hidden office.





[image: Chapter Thirty-Five]









CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



Juliette made a beeline for the paperwork stacked on the desk as she kept one ear out for the restaurant staff. Veeta’s distraction seemed to be going strong, the clamor of the restaurant echoing down the hall as more cooks and servers came rushing out of the kitchen to witness the display. Juliette scanned each document for that distinctive font.

Brigitte was a far better record keeper than her late husband, all of the paperwork clipped or stapled together, several of the stacks with color-coded tabs to indicate where they needed to be signed and several more with Post-it notes with phone numbers or follow-up questions about tax laws or contract disputes. Brigitte had certainly stepped into her role as heir to the Ellingham fortune—there were stock trade requests from board members, the paperwork to grant Warren’s art collection to the museum that Clayton had dropped off, and even a charity proposal to donate a sizable chunk of money to a children’s hospital in exchange for naming a wing after Brigitte.

Yep, it looked like Brigitte had moved on from her husband’s untimely demise. But still no divorce decree.

Juliette worked her way through the drawers, admiring Brigitte’s handsome fountain pen collection and her entire drawer dedicated to skincare products, until she’d cleared the last drawer with no sign of the divorce decree. Brigitte was too organized to simply shred such a thing; she’d want to clear everything with the lawyers before getting rid of evidence like that. So where would she hide a divorce?

The only decoration in the room was a small, simply framed painting of a young girl holding a stuffed bunny. It was so unlike what Juliette assumed Brigitte’s style to be that she naturally gravitated toward it, lifting up the edge of the frame. The wall behind was hollow, like someone had sawed through the drywall, and inside the cavity were stacks of money, a handgun, and a manila envelope. Careful not to disturb the money or the gun, Juliette pulled the file and flipped it open.

“Bingo,” she whispered.

She folded up the secreted divorce decree and stuck the folder back in place, tucking the paper down the front of her dress before slipping into the hallway. Their original plan had been for Juliette to meet the others at the back alley and hand off the paperwork, but that was obviously off the table with Veeta’s big stunt. Juliette would just have to make her own way out and figure out how to explain everything to Charlie later.

“That’s her!” came a strident voice at the far end of the hall as Juliette froze, caught in the neon light. The militant woman blocked her way back to the restaurant, and right behind her stood Troy Pham himself, wielding a knife. “I knew she had to be behind this. Reporters!”

“That’s not a reporter, auntie,” Troy said, narrowing his gaze.

“I was just leaving, actually,” Juliette said, striding down the hall as if she had every right to be there and the office door behind her wasn’t wide open.

“I don’t think so,” Troy said, pointing the knife at her. “I recognize you. You were there for Warren’s big speech, and at the luncheon tent fighting with Brad. The one that got in the way when I punched that asshole. What are you here for? Revenge? Blackmail?”

“So distrusting of your fellow man,” Juliette said, eyeing the doors behind her. No emergency exits that she could see.

“Nah, you’re coming with me,” Troy said. “I’ll get the truth out of you.”

Juliette didn’t like her odds against a butcher knife, and she wasn’t sure she could make it to the gun hidden in the wall, so she reluctantly followed Troy and his aunt into the cleared-out kitchen.

Well, almost cleared out.

“Kate?” Juliette said in shock. “Veeta? What are you doing back here?”

“Apparently our distraction was a little too distracting,” Kate said sheepishly.

“One of you is going to tell me what the hell is going on!” Troy exploded, still waving that damn knife around.

“Let’s take it down a notch,” Juliette said, putting her arms up defensively. Unfortunately, that shifted the divorce decree in her bra, and the edge popped up out of her cleavage.

“What is that?” Troy demanded.

“Part of my dress,” Juliette said, looking him square in the eye.

Troy said something to his aunt in Vietnamese, and she stomped over to Juliette to snatch the paperwork loose. She unfolded it, scowling, and held it up for Troy.

“See? I told you, she’s a reporter,” said the aunt, waving the paperwork around. “Sniffing for a story about your girlfriend and her dead husband.”

“Why do you want Bridget’s divorce paperwork?” Troy asked.

“We know all about your little scheme,” Veeta said, going for bravado. “Brad was planning to ditch Brigitte and leave her with nothing, so you took a nine iron to his head and now the two of you get all the cash.”

“No no no,” Troy said, pacing the length of the counter. “I knew this shit would blow back in my face. I knew it! I didn’t kill that fucking weasel, but I’m sure glad someone did. I’m not going down for it, though. They’ve got nothing on me.”

That didn’t exactly sound like someone who was innocent, Juliette wanted to point out, but Troy was far too agitated.

“The police know that Brad filed for divorce,” she said, testing the waters. It wasn’t exactly true, but if she’d discovered it then Detective Marks would eventually as well. Hopefully sooner rather than later, considering their current predicament.

“What are you talking about?” Troy asked, looking truly confused. “Brad didn’t file for divorce, Bridget did.”

“If that’s true, why hide the paperwork?” Juliette asked.

Troy swung a fist against a stand of hanging pots, sending them crashing to the ground. “I told her it was a bad idea! We could just come clean, tell the cops everything. She never cared about the money anyway, she just wanted out. But she said it was too incriminating! Said if people knew about the divorce, they’d start asking all kinds of questions. Brad was a limp-dick, brain-dead daddy’s boy who ruined everything he touched. He never deserved her, never! But I didn’t kill that asshole, I swear it. He was already dead by the time I found him! I’m not letting anybody pin this shit on me. No fucking way!”

He swung the knife wildly, Kate and Veeta jumping out of cutting range.

“We should call the police,” his aunt said. “Lock them up.”

“No cops, auntie,” said Troy, looking them over with wild eyes. He tapped the tip of the blade against the counter, the rhythm like a ticking time bomb. “I’m gonna handle them myself.”

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Juliette said, moving toward Kate and Veeta. What a colossally stupid idea this had been, letting them talk her into including them. She should have handled this on her own. They were in this predicament because of her.

“We’re way past stupid,” Troy said, taking a step toward her and thrusting the knife close to her face for emphasis. “What was stupid was you ever coming here in the first place. You don’t know what I’m capable of when I need to be.”

“You mean like swinging a golf club into someone’s skull?” Juliette countered.

“I told you I didn’t do that!” Troy kicked a nearby rack of plates, sending several crashing to the ground. Porcelain bit into her feet, stinging, but she didn’t look down.

“It was you or Brigitte, Troy,” Juliette said, pressing her luck. “Who do you think the cops are going to choose? The European model with the face of an angel, or the guy with the long criminal rap sheet?”

There was a clamor from the restaurant and they all turned to the door in surprise as several officers in tactical gear swarmed the kitchen, guns trained on them as they shouted for Troy to get on the floor. He tossed the knife away, putting his hands behind his head and dropping to his knees like he’d had plenty of practice getting arrested. Which, given his youth, he probably had.

“I should have figured you’d be here,” said Detective Marks to Juliette, looking rumpled as ever as he followed the SWAT team into the kitchen. “You seem to pop up every time I gotta make an arrest.”

“Who are you arresting?” Juliette asked.

“We’re arresting Troy Pham for the murder of Bradley Ellingham,” said the detective as his officers cuffed Troy. “We found surveillance footage from the country club of Troy leaving through the kitchen just minutes after Brad’s murder, and wouldn’t you know it? His hands were covered in Brad Ellingham’s blood. Troy even did us the courtesy of leaving a nice, easy handprint on the exit door for identification.”

“I didn’t do anything!” Troy screamed as two officers led him out of the kitchen. His aunt followed after, berating the officers in Vietnamese and smacking them with the divorce papers.

“Plus, we finally got results back on the substance under Brad’s nails,” the detective continued. “It was some kind of resin, and apparently Troy spent all last week making that raindrop display out of, you guessed it, resin.”

That explained the bucket she saw in the supply closet. Who would be stupid enough to leave evidence like that just sitting around? A guy who already had a long list of convictions to his name, she guessed.

“So … we were right?” Juliette asked, not quite believing the nightmare was over. “Troy really killed Brad? What about Warren Ellingham? What about the missing manuscript?”

Detective Marks shrugged. “We’re serving warrants at his home and Pacific Pines now. If he still has it, we’ll turn it up. We’ve got the guy dead to rights. Go home and enjoy not being a murder suspect anymore.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



Detective Marks shooed them out of the building, where Charlie stood just outside the restaurant with the rest of the patrons who were evacuated when the cops arrived, arguing with a uniformed police officer blocking the door. Rajiv and Katarina stood behind him.

“I’m not leaving until I know she’s all right,” Charlie said to the officer.

“I can’t let you cross the line, sir,” said the officer, looked very beleaguered. “If you could please step back—”

“Not until I see her myself,” Charlie said, uncharacteristically stubborn. Juliette was almost proud of him.

“The police are handling it, Char,” said Katarina. “Let them handle it. She’s fine. We’re the ones standing around blocking traffic.”

“I just need to know she’s all right before I go,” Charlie said.

“Charlie,” Juliette called, giving a little wave. “It’s all right. We’re all right.”

“We?” Charlie said, looking startled as Veeta and Kate exited the restaurant behind her. The uniformed officer looked only too happy not to deal with the tall, angry Australian as he let them pass.

“Charlie!” Kate said with a nervous smile. “What a coincidence, seeing you here. Veeta and I were just … uh…”

“Catching a murderer,” Veeta supplied so helpfully.

Charlie blinked. “Hang on, weren’t you the one saying Bill Gates was throwing money out of his car window?”

Kate’s smile turned strained. “We don’t need to tell Jake about this, do we?”

“Jake is the least of your concerns,” Charlie said darkly, pivoting to Juliette. But his expression softened, the worry on his face tugging at all the softest parts of her. He took a half step toward her, his hand hovering in the air between them as if it wanted to touch her of its own volition. But he let it hang there, unsure. “Are you all right? Were you hurt?”

“I’m fine,” Juliette said, both touched and annoyed by his concern.

“I told you she would be,” Katarina said, pouting.

“Katarina, you’re here for some reason,” Kate said, deadpan.

“And so are you, Kate,” Katarina shot back. “For some reason.”

Kate’s expression soured. Katarina had clearly won that point.

Charlie ignored them, his attention focused on Juliette. “When you didn’t come out after the cops evacuated, I thought…” His hand brushed hers, leaving a trail of goose bumps where his fingers lingered. “I’m just glad you’re not hurt.”

“I got … sidetracked,” Juliette said, not wanting to get into the whole ordeal with Troy while Rajiv and Katarina listened in.

“Charlie, give me a ride home,” Katarina said with a small flounce. “I’m feeling shaken up after all this. I don’t trust a rideshare.”

Oh, were you held at knifepoint by a murderer? Juliette wanted to say, but she wouldn’t give the woman the satisfaction. Kate was only too happy to, though.

“Uh, we were just confronted by a murderer, and we’re fine,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I think you can get in an Uber.”

“Babe, I can take you home,” Rajiv said, giving a nervous laugh.

Katarina rolled her eyes. “No, you can’t, the top on your convertible won’t go up anymore and it ruins my hair. Charlie, you’ll give me a ride, won’t you? You wouldn’t want me going home alone scared like this.”

Charlie looked between Katarina and Juliette, waffling with indecision. “Someone should make sure Juliette gets home safe.”

“Kate can take her,” Katarina said, giving a little pout. “Char, I’m just really shaken up. I don’t want to be alone right now.”

You broke his heart, fucked his rival, and now you want his company because you think he’s moved on? Juliette wanted to scream. But it wasn’t Katarina she was looking at. It was Charlie, and the conflict was plain on his face. Despite everything, he wasn’t telling Katarina no. Of course he wasn’t; he wanted to take Katarina home. It didn’t matter what had happened between him and Juliette, however close she thought they were getting; he was still hung up on his ex. Still acquiescing to her demands. Because the Junipers of the world always won, didn’t they? No matter how hard the Juliettes worked, no matter what they achieved, the Junipers would always win. The Juliettes would never be good enough.

Fifteen years she’d fought to escape this feeling, and yet here it was again, ripping her apart. She would never be good enough. She wasn’t grown, she wasn’t over it, she hadn’t evolved. Down at the rotten core of her, she was still that same stupid kid. Hoping she might be enough for once, fearing she never was. The threat of tears came hot and fast, surprising her in their intensity. She hadn’t cried in years, and she wasn’t about to in front of these assholes. She turned her back on them angrily, swiping open her phone.

“Forget about it, I’ll take an Uber,” Juliette said, tightening every muscle in her face to keep her expression from betraying her.

“I could take you both,” Charlie said weakly.

“Babe, I told you, I can give you a ride,” Rajiv said. “I just have to manually crank the top. Come on, Kat, you’re not really doing this, are you?”

“I want Charlie to take me,” Katarina said, obstinate.

“Juliette—” Charlie started, but Juliette waved him off.

“I said don’t sweat it, Doc,” she said, putting as much flippant disregard into her tone as she could muster. “I always find my own way home.”

“We’ll give you a ride,” Veeta said, glaring at Charlie, but Juliette stepped off the curb.

“I’ve already got it,” she said, crossing the street to get away from them. If the events of the evening had taught her anything, it was that she was better off on her own. Always had been, always would be.

The ride home was interminable and exhausting, her apartment airless and empty when she got there. The murder board mocked her from its prime position in the living room, the wine bottles and charcuterie boards long since gone. It was just her and her dumb feelings and the lingering smell of Charlie’s warm scent that she was positive she was imagining but couldn’t stop herself from inhaling.

It had been a casual thing. It was obvious from the beginning that he was still majorly hung up on his ex. And besides, he’d spent most of their previous interactions loudly declaring what a dedicated relationship he was in. What had she really expected, that he’d give up years of dedication to another woman after one night with her? Well, yeah, she had expected that, actually. That’s what it had felt like at the time, but that was always Juliette’s problem, wasn’t it? All physical, no emotional. And Charlie was all heart, something she’d never understand. It was better that they both saw that now, before anybody had the audacity to get their feelings hurt. Even if her chest felt tight and achy in the space where her heart was.

Juliette picked through the sad remains in her refrigerator. Would they put Troy on kitchen duty in prison? Maybe there was another innovative cooking rehab program for murderers. Though she supposed they didn’t do rehabilitation for murderers. They usually got twenty-five to life, no chance for parole.

Detective Marks said they had the guy dead to rights, and the evidence certainly pointed in that direction. So much so that it almost felt too convenient. The guy left a handprint in Brad’s blood on the kitchen door, for Pete’s sake. It was like he wanted to be caught. Or like somebody wanted him to get caught. Somebody who needed the perfect patsy to take the fall for them.

Brigitte was obviously hiding something in her past, that much was evident from Kennedy’s rotary club gossip. And Troy had called her Bridget several times during their confrontation, a subtle slip she might have dismissed once. But he’d said it more than once. What if Troy was just a pawn, and Bridget/Brigitte was the real mastermind?

Juliette collapsed on her sofa with a groan. She’d been so sure that she would be better at this murder-solving business than Kate had been last year. Really, how hard was it? You had a list of suspects, evidence to analyze, alibis to confirm or dismiss. It was like a logic puzzle, one of those brainteaser murder-solving giftbooks Simon Says published in the early 2000s. A clear, inevitable answer if you just followed the clues. But the more she followed the clues, the less sure she felt about anything. After so many failures that evening, she needed a win so badly she was willing to fight for it.

There was only one thing to do: She needed to talk to Bridget/Brigitte Ellingham.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



Apparently, June Piedmont had been busy from house arrest, because the security guard at Pacific Pines was being a real pill about Juliette being on the banned-for-life list.

“Look, I have spent the entire morning on public transportation trying to track down Brigitte Ellingham,” Juliette said, glaring at the man in the gatehouse entrance. “I have been to the Ellingham Group, her Pilates gym, the secret apartment she apparently keeps in Capitol Hill, and three different coffee shops where she’s a regular. I had to ride the bus. A man with more gaps than teeth told me I had perfect feet, another man tried to get me to read the erotica novel he checked out from the library—a copy which they should obviously burn if he ever returns it—and an entirely separate third man tried to expose himself to me but couldn’t remember how a button fly works. I’m not leaving until you let me talk to her.”

Juliette’s phone buzzed for the umpteenth time that day but she didn’t bother pulling it out. Kate and Veeta had been updating Kennedy on the group text nonstop since last night, and they were planning celebratory mimosas and French toast. But Juliette couldn’t join any celebrations until she knew the police had the right killer.

“Ma’am, you can leave, or I can have you removed,” said the security guard. “You’re on private property, and I will have you arrested for trespassing.”

Juliette crossed her arms. “You know what? Fine. Don’t let me in. But the least you can do is pass Brigitte a message. She’ll want to hear it. Tell her I know about the divorce decree, and I want to talk. I’ll wait.”

Juliette sweated it out in the July sun as the guard disappeared into the gatehouse and made the call. Never mind that she was wearing heels and had been hotfooting it all over the city all day and could really use a seat and maybe a spiked lemonade. He didn’t even have the respect to look chagrined as he stepped back out.

“Mrs. Ellingham will meet you in her private cabana,” he said, waving her through.

The club seemed to be doing good business despite its recent legal woes—or perhaps because of them. June Piedmont must have been so happy with the fresh onslaught of members and their hefty dues, even if she couldn’t make use of them to fund her failing real estate schemes anymore. The pool was full of kids playing far more politely than at any public pool, with an entire section roped off for older women to keep their sleek physiques by getting in their daily laps. There were curtained cabanas ringing the pool, with private bars and teak loungers with silk pillows. The closest cabana had its curtains drawn, but that didn’t stop the prying eyes of the women gathered close by, their conversation muted and fierce, their gazes like X-rays. Juliette guessed it was Brigitte Ellingham’s private cabana.

Juliette gave the gossip gals a wave before stepping into the shaded interior of the cabana, a misting fan keeping the interior pleasantly cool. Brigitte Ellingham occupied a lounger, her perfectly sculpted legs stretched out long against the silk pillows, her gorgeous retro-chic swimsuit fitted to her trim yet luscious figure. She had half a glass of champagne beside her, a pair of sunglasses as big as her face shielding her eyes, and a Jean-Paul Sartre book propped on her lap. She looked like a Parisian magazine spread, and Juliette couldn’t have loved it more. If this woman was a mastermind murderer, she played the part exquisitely.

“You’ve made quite a reputation for yourself,” said Brigitte Ellingham, that vague European accent thickened by champagne. “June Piedmont threatened me with bodily harm if I let you back on club grounds, so of course I had to test that threat. And Troy tells me you broke into my office and stole my divorce paperwork. What was your name again?”

“Juliette Winters,” she said, taking the lounger opposite Brigitte without invitation and stretching her legs out just as long. After all, she’d spent the morning hiking around in heels; she deserved it.

“I remember you from Warren’s party. You gave Warren the idea to write a book.” She gave a little laugh. “That’s what started all this trouble, isn’t it? Such a vain idea, writing a story about yourself. Perfect for Warren.”

She took another long sip of champagne, the portrait of a world-weary beauty. But now Juliette knew that was exactly what it was—a portrait. “So how did you land on European supermodel as your background, Bridget?”

To the woman’s credit, she barely spluttered into her champagne, her expression hardly shifting as she set the glass down. “Renaldo, fetch me a superfood smoothie, would you?”

“Right away, Mrs. Ellingham,” said the bartender, slipping through the back curtain and leaving them alone. Brigitte didn’t remove her sunglasses, but Juliette could feel the woman studying her from behind the darkened lenses.

“How much do you know?” she asked finally, holding admirably to her fake accent.

“Enough,” Juliette bluffed. “Troy gave you up in a panic last night. The man is surprisingly not great under pressure for being a high-end chef.”

Brigitte sighed, finally deigning to remove her sunglasses. She lifted the flute, draining it, before hauling herself up and around the bar to refill it herself.

“His temper has always gotten the best of him,” Brigitte said.

“Is that what happened with Brad?” Juliette asked. “Troy’s temper got the best of him?”

“Troy had nothing to do with Brad’s death,” Bridget said—and she was certainly Bridget now, all trace of her phony European accent flattened out into a distinctly American tone. Eastern seaboard, if Juliette had to put a finger on it. “Even the police know it. I got him a lawyer right away, of course, the best Warren’s money could buy. It was the least Warren could do for Troy after screwing him over by leaving the restaurant deal a spoken agreement. The lawyer immediately grilled that detective on his evidence, and apparently the resin Troy used to make the raindrops doesn’t even match the kind under Brad’s nails. It was some kind of higher-end compound, not that by-the-bucket stuff Troy bought. The rest of their evidence will prove just as flimsy, and I have every confidence we’ll have Troy out by the end of the day.”

Pretty bold, spending her dead father-in-law’s money to free her lover suspected of murdering her husband. Whoever Bridget was, wherever she’d come from, she didn’t flinch in the face of the law. Or gossip, apparently, judging by her presence at the club with the lookie-loos hanging around outside. It was almost like she wanted them to look, dared them to.

“Who are you?” Juliette asked. “Really?”

“My old name doesn’t matter. Brad had my identity scrubbed before we got married. But you can call me Bridget in here, if it pleases you. My old life doesn’t matter either. There’s nothing unsavory or salacious, if that’s what you were thinking. Rather the opposite. Mundanity so thick you could choke on it. I’d been suffocating for years when I met Brad, and even though I knew his air was toxic, at least it was something I could breathe.”

“That Sartre is really kicking in, huh?” Juliette muttered. “Okay, so, what? You were working as a waitress in a cocktail bar, that much is true?”

Bridget snorted. “Cute. I was a showgirl in a low-rent production in Atlantic City. Brad had run out of good grace with the sports books in Vegas and he’d come to AC looking for looser odds. Warren wanted Brad to marry some poor girl from a good family, like that might save him from being rotten to the core. Brad never liked being under his father’s thumb, but what could he do? Warren had the money and Brad couldn’t make a good business deal to save his life. He thought if he found himself a wife that he could keep under his thumb, he could keep Warren happy and maintain the life of debauchery to which he’d become accustomed.”

“Hence the invented backstory,” Juliette said. “To make you more palatable to Warren’s high standards.”

Bridget nodded. “Not that it mattered. I could have been the prime minister of Britain and he would have found a way to be disappointed. No one and nothing was ever good enough for Warren, most especially his son. Brad hated him with a vengeance.”

“Enough to kill him?” Juliette asked.

“More than enough, though I didn’t think he’d ever have the balls to do it,” Bridget said. She looked at Juliette with a calculating expression. “So, the rumors are true? Warren’s death wasn’t the natural heart attack the police claimed it was?”

Juliette had half a mind to ask where Bridget had heard these rumors, but she knew better. A true gossipmonger never revealed their sources, and Bridget was playing it far too cool to blow her play now.

“Why don’t you tell me?” Juliette said.

Bridget snorted. “If you think I know something, you’re barking up the wrong tree. Brad never told me anything. I had thought shaking my ass for sweaty men in desperate straits was humiliating, but it was nothing compared to being Brad’s puppet. I would rather have crawled back to Atlantic City naked over broken glass than stay married to that man. I told him I would keep up appearances through Warren’s birthday, and then I was done. Troy was going to let me work management in the restaurant to make money.”

Troy had been telling the truth; Bridget had been the one to file. But money was a hell of a motivator for murder, especially for someone who had spent seven years growing accustomed to having it. Maybe it hadn’t been enough for her to leave; maybe she wanted to take something with her.

“Why would you need to make money if a good lawyer could set you up with alimony?” Juliette asked.

Bridget snorted. “What alimony? Brad was flat broke. Worse than flat broke, he was in debt up to his hair plugs. And not the kind you gently default on to a disappointed bank manager in a dated tie, either. He owed big money to some scary people. I told the police if they were looking for someone who had it in for Brad, they should start with the sports bookies in Atlantic City. Brad had been trying to outrun them for months. He’d promised them some big, sure thing this year that would clear his slate. Said he had a connection.”

“Do you know what the sure thing was?” Juliette asked.

“Something about the golf tournament,” Bridget said, returning to her lounger with a fresh drink and settling into the silk with a heavy sigh before replacing her sunglasses. “Like I said, Brad never let me in on his little schemes.”

“Golf tournament?” Juliette said, sitting up straighter. “Chipper mentioned discussing the details of Warren’s death with Brad. Were they friends?”

“Not that I know of,” Bridget said with a shrug. “They were both at Stanford at the same time, but Brad didn’t make himself any friends with that dorm room betting business. Apparently he got some of the kids on sports scholarships reprimanded.”

“Do you know why Chipper left the tour ten years ago?” Juliette asked. “There was some kind of controversy, but no one will say what it was. Could it have been related to Brad’s betting?”

“I don’t know why either of them would chance it. If Warren found out, he’d have ruined the both of them, blood relations be damned.”

But Warren did find out. That must have been what he was threatening Chipper with the night of the party. Chipper had been involved in illegal gambling, and Warren had found out and threatened to expose him. What if Brad and Chipper had made a deal to get rid of Warren? Brad gets the money he so desperately needs and Chipper protects his reputation at a time when he needs it the most. But if Brad was pressuring Chipper to throw another tournament for a bet, maybe Chipper snapped. He couldn’t lose everything he’d worked so hard for, not after a decade of obscurity. If she knew one thing about Chipper, he loved the attention in the limelight. If Brad threatened to take that away, Chipper could have easily cracked under that kind of pressure. And nobody would know how to use a golf club as a weapon better than the Sultan of the Short Game.

“Have you seen Chipper lately?” Juliette asked.

“No, but I’ve certainly heard enough of him,” Bridget said, the eye roll evident in her tone. “With June and Robert Piedmont tied up in this fraud business and Brad dead, I’m apparently the only one left qualified to make managerial decisions here at the club. He’s been hounding me to get the police to release Brad’s murder scene so he can get back on the greens and practice.”

“Why would he need the murder scene released to practice?” Juliette asked. “Those can’t be the only locker rooms in the club.”

“They’re not, but I suppose they’re his favorite. I don’t understand men and their silly superstitions. Wearing the same socks every time, driving the car to a certain mileage. He’s obsessed with this tournament business.”

But Juliette didn’t think Chipper Floyd was being superstitious. She suspected he was anxious about something else, something that had sent him to that locker room the day Brad was murdered. And she figured it was about time Chipper showed her what it was.

“I don’t suppose you want to help me set a trap that will exonerate your boyfriend and catch Brad’s real killer?” Juliette asked nonchalantly. “All you have to do is give Chipper Floyd exactly what he’s asking for, and give me access to the security cameras in the club. And one of those superfood smoothies you ordered. I skipped lunch and these heels are a workout.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re quite demanding?” Bridget asked mildly.

Juliette gave her a sly grin. “In the boardroom and the bedroom. Now make the call.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT



Chipper Floyd leapt at Bridget’s invitation so fast that Juliette would have felt sorry for him if she didn’t suspect he was a two-time murderer. Juliette snacked on a superfood smoothie as Brigitte made the arrangements. She’d had to put her phone on silent to stop the constant onslaught of texts from the group chat. Why couldn’t they get the message about moving on without her? She obviously worked better alone, since she was finally on the brink of capturing the true murderer.

“He’s on his way,” Brigitte said. “You want to see the cameras?”

Brigitte swanned out of the curtains of the cabana like a movie star taking the red carpet and Juliette followed her lead, the two of them striking imposing figures as they strode past the gossip gals and left them blinking in awe in their wake.

“Never look back, darling,” Brigitte said breezily. “If they’re out of your eyeline, they don’t exist.”

“God, I love you,” Juliette replied as two workers pulled the double doors open for them. Brigitte led the way to the security room, the guard scrambling up to relinquish his chair for his new boss. Made-up European supermodel background or no, Bridget Ellingham was a force to be reckoned with. The guard walked them through the bank of monitors, showing the cameras focused on the corridor leading to the men’s locker room.

“And none of these were recording the day that Brad died?” Juliette asked.

“No, ma’am,” the security guard said. “When the Piedmonts ordered the renovations to start, they cut the power to that whole section of the building. All the cameras were out.”

“How convenient,” Juliette muttered.

Brigitte went tense in the chair in front of her. “He’s here.”

Chipper Floyd breezed through the front entryway with a grin too bright to be casual, his greeting to the front desk so loud it leaked under the security room door. He waved to the girl like he didn’t have a care in the world. He waved to the boys working the door, calling out greetings to the gossip gals coming in from the pool. Glad-handing and grinning like a political candidate on his way to bury the skeletons in his closet.

“What a fake,” Juliette said as he slapped a cabana boy on the shoulder so hard the kid wiped out. He kept up that shit-eating grin as he approached the security guard stationed on the hallway. There was a moment of unnecessary sweet-talking, considering that Brigitte had already given the order to let him through, and then Chipper was clear. Gone were the exaggerated stroll and the glad-handing as he doubled his pace, his shoulders hunching in and his expression turning grim as the camera tracked him making a beeline for the locker room still covered in police tape.

“These are recording now, right?” Juliette asked, tapping the monitor.

“Of course,” Brigitte said. “The server backups are in a locked closet around the corner.”

“Let’s go see what our good friend Chipper is doing in there,” Juliette said.

Brigitte waved down the security guard as they entered the hallway, letting him lead the way to the locker room door just as Chipper Floyd came charging out, a gym bag tucked tightly under one arm.

“Brigitte, hey, good to see you,” Chipper said, bright and loud as he tried to edge around the security guard. “Thanks for this, by the way. You’re a doll. I’d love to catch up, but I’ve got a session scheduled with my swing coach in five minutes.”

“Stop him,” Brigitte said. The security guard shifted his bulky presence, blocking Chipper from leaving the hall.

“What’s the problem, Brigitte?” Chipper asked in edgy confusion, still trying to maintain his positive demeanor.

“What’s in the bag, Chipper?” Brigitte asked.

Chipper gripped the bag tighter, his knuckles going white as he eyed the security guard. “It’s my gear. My lucky shoes, you know. Gotta have all my best stuff for the qualifiers next week.”

“Let’s see those lucky shoes,” Juliette said expectantly.

Chipper’s gaze hopped to her in confusion. “Sorry, doll, I don’t sell my memorabilia.”

“I’m not a fan,” Juliette snapped. Seriously, he didn’t remember her again? “Show us what’s in the bag.”

“Brigitte, what is this?” Chipper asked, his voice low. “You said it was cool if I grabbed my stuff from the locker room.”

“I said I would let you in,” Brigitte said. “I didn’t say I would let you out.”

Chipper’s eyes blazed, but he could hardly attack them with the security guard right there. “This is bullshit, Brigitte. You can’t do this. I’ll call June Piedmont right now and—”

“What?” Brigitte countered, cooler than an iceberg. “Ask for her recommendation on a designer-brand ankle monitor? Open the bag, Chipper.”

“If it’s a money thing, I can get you fifty K in cash right now, no questions asked,” Chipper said. “I know Brad’s money was tied up in long-term investments. I can get you something liquid today, right now.”

“Are you trying to bribe me, Chipper?” Brigitte asked with a perfect eyebrow lift.

“Hand over the bag, Mr. Floyd,” said the security guard, his voice deep and low and super intimidating. Even Juliette got a chill standing next to him. When Chipper didn’t move, the guard reached out one beefy hand and wrestled the bag away from him. He handed it off to Juliette, who practically ripped the zipper loose trying to get it open.

“You can’t do this!” Chipper shouted. “This is theft.”

“No, this is theft,” Juliette said, reverently extracting the loose pages of Warren Ellingham’s stolen memoir.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



Fucking finally. After four weeks, two murders, and one slug to the face, Juliette finally had the key to her salvation in her hands. It wasn’t very thick—she’d have to hire a ghostwriter to bulk it up—and Warren had chosen the title Taking a Mulligan: Lessons Late in Life, which would obviously have to be changed, but here it was. At long last. Warren Ellingham’s unintentional final words.

“You stole Warren’s memoir,” Juliette said, flipping through the opening pages. Mostly self-aggrandizing intro text about how Warren did everything all on his own with literally no one else’s help, which Juliette found after several years of working with businesspeople writing these types of books was par for the course. The speech consultant who had dedicated his book to his secretary because she’d typed the whole thing up had been a real chef’s kiss.

“I don’t know how that got in there,” Chipper said in a terrible attempt at a lie.

“I hope you’re a better golfer than you are a liar,” Juliette said dryly. She’d flipped ahead, but Warren was still patting himself on the back for a job so well done in life. Juliette would have loved nothing more than to pull up a chair and immediately dive into the full manuscript, but there was the small matter of two unsolved murders and Chipper’s potential role in them. “So, what happened, Chipper? Warren found out about your little gambling problem with Brad, threatened to expose you both in his memoir, and the two of you killed him and stole the memoir to cover it up?”

“What?” Chipper practically screeched, looking truly shocked. “I didn’t kill Warren, that’s insane! The old guy died of a heart attack. Brad told me so!”

“And what happened with Brad?” Juliette pressed.

“Knowing Brad, he tried to blackmail him,” Brigitte offered.

“He did!” Chipper said, nodding along like an idiot before realizing how badly he’d just incriminated himself. “I didn’t kill him, though! And he wasn’t trying to blackmail me about Warren. He was trying to get me to throw the PGA tournament for some gambling scheme. I told him I wouldn’t do it! I wanted to come back clean, you know? Restore my reputation. I’ve been working my ass off the last three years getting my form and my swing back. I couldn’t have anything getting in the way of that.”

“So, you killed Brad to stop the blackmail,” Juliette said.

“No!” Chipper shouted, truly panicked. He tried to surge forward before remembering the security guard. He shoved his hands into his hair, his composure fracturing. “I can’t believe this is happening. I didn’t kill anybody, I swear! I just took the book, all right? I figured if the old guy already bit the big one, what did anybody care what happened to the book?”

“I cared,” Juliette said, her voice like ice. “You’re in a world of trouble here, Chipper. I suggest you start talking.”

“Shit,” Chipper said, wandering over to a collection of armchairs and collapsing into the nearest one. “I knew it was all gonna blow up in my face, I knew it. I just wanted my career back, you understand? I just wanted to prove myself. That I wasn’t one big fuckup.”

Juliette could well understand the sentiment, but she wouldn’t go so far as to condone murder to get it. Even if she’d wanted to take some people out in her career along the way.

“Listen, you gotta believe me, I didn’t kill him!” Chipper insisted, looking up desperately. “Sure, I hated him. The little shit almost got me kicked out of college over the whole sports betting ring he set up. But he didn’t end up turning on me, and he acted like he’d done me a favor. Like I owed him one. And he finally came to collect after my first tournament win.”

“He wanted you to throw another game,” Juliette guessed.

“With a hell of a lot higher stakes, for a lot more money,” Chipper said miserably. “And I said no, of course I did. But I’d made a few more mistakes by then. I was on my first divorce, I’d had some bullshit DUI charges, and the fees were adding up. A couple of sponsors had quietly parted ways with me. Long story short, I needed the money.”

“So, your no turned into a reluctant yes,” Juliette said.

“I love golf,” Chipper said, giving her an angry look. “Whatever else I screw up in my life, I’ve always been good at golf. The idea of throwing a hole, much less a whole game, made me sick to my stomach. I didn’t have any choice. They never had any proof, but the stink of the rumor was bad enough. I lost ten years of my career, at the height of my game, because of him. So when he started sniffing around this time, I could have been dead broke on the streets and I still would have told him no. I had finally learned my lesson. But then Brad started threatening to expose me for the deal we made ten years ago, and the college stuff. Said it would prove a track record, and then nobody would touch me.”

“He wasn’t the only one who threatened you, though,” Juliette said, thinking back to the argument she’d overhead between Chipper and Warren. “His father knew, too.”

“I don’t know how the old man found out,” Chipper said, pulling at his hair again. He was going to pull out his hair plugs if he wasn’t careful. “I guess Brad had gotten in bad with some sports bookies out in Atlantic City. Warren thought I was in on it, threatened to expose me. I told him I wasn’t involved, but the old bastard was tough.”

“You’re not giving us a compelling reason for why you didn’t kill him,” Juliette pointed out.

“But I didn’t!” Chipper said. “I know I’ve got my temper, but I’ve never hit anybody in my life. Well, not since my third DUI. I was trying to save my reputation, not blow it up. Warren kept talking about this book he was writing. That it was gonna make everybody stand up and take notice. Remind everybody who had the power. So yeah, fine. I stole the manuscript. But I didn’t know he’d been murdered! I figured it was a heart attack, like the cops said. When we got back to the club after the party there were cops swarming all over the place and I got worried somebody might catch me with the manuscript, so I stashed it in the men’s locker room. Then June starts these damn renovations and suddenly the place is locked down like Fort Knox.”

“What about Brad? I know you got the Floyd Flock to cover for you.”

“I didn’t ask them to, my fans just really adore me,” Chipper said, completely un-self-aware. “I got a text from Brad the day of the membership drive telling me to meet him to discuss the tournament, so I suggested the locker room. I was just going to slip in and get the manuscript, but then I saw that chef guy running out with blood on his hands and I freaked out. I never even saw Brad.”

Juliette had made it to the end of the manuscript while Chipper gave his story, and she frowned at the last page. “Where’s the rest of it?” she demanded.

“What do you mean?” Chipper asked.

“The manuscript, this can’t be all of it,” Juliette said, holding up the slim stack. “Where’s the rest? Did you destroy it? Stuff it down a laundry chute? Eat the incriminating pages?”

“That’s it, that’s all of it,” Chipper said, sounding confused. “I never even had a chance to look through the damn thing.”

“This can’t be all of it,” Juliette said, bile rising in the back of her throat. “There has to be more.”

“Why?” Brigitte asked, looking at her carefully. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Everything,” Juliette said, seeing spots. “Every fucking thing.”
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CHAPTER FORTY



Juliette flipped back and forth through the manuscript another half dozen times, but the results were the same every time. Self-aggrandizing, pompous and disconnected, rambling and nonsensical. And most egregious of all—boring. Warren had sworn his memoir would be different, and as the master of secrets at an ultraexclusive country club, Juliette had assumed he had more than enough fodder to blow those cannons. But now Warren was dead, and his memoir was complete and utter garbage. There was an entire chunk of the middle that was just grainy black-and-white pictures from throughout Warren’s life with useless captions like “Mo and me” with no explanation who Mo was.

Juliette had spun a lot of dross into gold over the years with her fantastic marketing pitches, but this was unsalvageable. And without Warren around to draw any more stories out of, this was all she had to work with. Simon Says was doomed, her career was over, everything she’d fought for was a waste of time, and worst of all—Juniper was winning their rivalry. Unless Juniper had accidentally engineered some international incident that resulted in the death of a beloved children’s TV actor, she couldn’t fuck up worse than Juliette had.

“I need some air,” Juliette said, stumbling back.

“Wait, what about calling the police?” Brigitte called after her.

“Wait, what?” Chipper said. “Call the police for what?”

“To arrest you, obviously,” Brigitte said.

“Hey, you can’t arrest me!” Chipper protested. “I didn’t do anything, and you don’t have any proof. Look, I told you everything I know. You can’t hold me like this!”

“Of course we can,” Brigitte said. “Dennis, hold him.”

“Hey!” Chipper protested.

Juliette couldn’t even appreciate the golf pro’s physical discomfort, lost as she was in her own misery. She had well and truly shit the bed on this one. She’d put everything—everything—on the line for this book. What the hell was she going to do now? How could she take this garbage to Spencer, much less to Simon himself, and pitch this as the salvation she’d promised? Her parents had been right about her all along, all that potential gone to waste on a stubborn and defiant personality. She’d been so sure of her success, she’d never made a plan for her failure. Everything was screwed, and it was all her fault.

She stumbled down the hall, looking for the nearest exit, when the sight of a familiar figure drew her up short. “Charlie?”

Charlie straightened in surprise from where he’d been leaning against the counter, that boxy, shapeless white coat like an insult to his perfect physique.

“Juliette,” Charlie said in surprise. Dammit, even now she loved the way he said her name. Like she could lick it off his tongue. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

His shoulders tensed, his gaze skittering away. “Actually—”

“Charlie,” came that demanding, strident tone Juliette had grown to hate. Sporty Ex appeared at the desk, hands on her hips, glaring. “Let’s go.”

“Oh,” Juliette said, swiveling her gaze from Katarina to Charlie. “Wow. Okay. That was fast, wasn’t it?”

“It’s not what you think,” Charlie said, looking pained.

“Does she know we hooked up?” Juliette asked plainly, staring the other woman down. “Or is that why she’s hanging around now? Because somebody else was finally paying attention to you?”

“Charlie is an adult,” Katarina said in the exact tone of a scolding mother. “He’s here of his own free will.”

“For business,” Charlie said, looking like he was drowning. “Last night Katarina said the club had some older members who’d been complaining of chest pains after their tennis lessons and she thought it might be a good idea to examine them for underlying conditions.”

“Members who don’t like being kept waiting,” Katarina said, snapping her fingers as if she were calling a loose pet.

“Oh my god,” Juliette said, shaking her head. “You know, I kept thinking it was the patriarchy pitting us against each other, but now I realize I actually hate you as a person.”

“Excuse me?” Katarina said, blinking in shock.

“It’s a relief, really,” Juliette said. “I was so disappointed in myself for falling prey to the manipulations of internalized misogyny. But it turns out, you’re just genuinely a terrible person.”

“Charlie, are you going to let her talk to me like that?” Katarina demanded.

Juliette put her hands up before Charlie could answer. “Don’t bother choosing favorites, I already know how that plays out. I really don’t have time for whatever this is anyway. I have my own problems.”

“Juliette, please, wait,” Charlie said, reaching out as if to take her hands.

“Charlie!” Katarina snapped. “Let her go.”

“No,” Charlie said, in that authoritative tone that made every bone in Juliette’s body melt. He didn’t bother to look at Katarina, his gaze fixed on her. “Juliette, what’s wrong?”

Juliette gave a humorless laugh that felt dangerously close to a sob. “What’s wrong? Everything. Nothing. What do you care?”

“I care,” he said, his voice low and intense.

She could tell him everything, unload all her failures and shortcomings, all her terrible fears realized. And she knew exactly what he’d do—he’d comfort her. Tell her it was okay, it wasn’t her fault, she’d tried her best. She had tried her best, and it wasn’t good enough. She wasn’t good enough. She never would be, she could see that so clearly now. It just took hitting rock bottom to finally accept it.

Juliette shook her head. “That’s your problem, Charlie. You care. All the time. For everybody else. Everybody else’s feelings. Even when they don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve it. I don’t want it. I think I wish I’d never met you, Charlie Hawkins.”

Charlie drew back sharply. “I … I’m sorry?”

God, she couldn’t stop ruining things, could she? “Look, I don’t care what you do with your time. You want to waste it on your manipulative ex? That’s your business. We were a casual thing, now it’s over. I’m not interested anymore, Doctor Dud.”

“Juliette, you don’t mean that,” Charlie said, though the light was fading in his eyes. It was like watching a time lapse of someone’s heart breaking. Juliette couldn’t have hated herself more.

“It’s done,” Juliette said, shutting off every part of her heart. She’d certainly had more than enough practice at it over the course of her life, but something about this last time felt permanent. Like maybe she could never open it up again.

“Now can we go?” Katarina demanded, looking at Charlie.

But Charlie wouldn’t stop looking at Juliette. “Is that really what you want?”

“Of course,” Juliette said, glaring. Daring him to question her again. “Bye, Charlie.”

Juliette aimed for the breezy, dismissive tone Brigitte had used with the gossip gals. She was worried she sounded a lot more like the petulant teenager her parents had so often criticized. Maybe they’d been right about her stunted emotional development and overemphasis on physical connections as a substitution for emotional intimacy. Then again, she’d been fifteen and horny, and they’d been terrible parents. No, Juliette was right, and the sight of Charlie leaving with Sporty Ex proved it. Letting people in only gave them the opportunity to hurt you. She was better off alone.

Of course, that didn’t stop it from feeling any less terrible. Sometimes being right felt an awful lot like being permanently wrong.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



“Your boyfriend is very good-looking,” Brigitte said, startling Juliette where she’d been left stranded at the front desk after Charlie and Katarina departed.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Juliette said shortly.

“Not with that attitude,” Brigitte murmured.

“If this is where you give some big speech about risking it all for love or whatever bullshit people believe when they’re in a happy relationship, you can save yourself the effort.”

“I’m not your fairy godmother,” Brigitte said, looking offended. “Figure it out for yourself or don’t, what do I care?”

“Good,” Juliette muttered, glancing sidelong at her. The woman could have at least attempted some enigmatic quote from Sartre or Jung or someone.

“It is, though,” Brigitte said absently. “Worth it. With the right person.”

“And Troy is the right person?” Juliette asked, looking at her askance again. “The guy has serious anger management issues. And even if he didn’t kill Brad, he could have and I would have one hundred percent believed it. That’s your right person?”

“Am I so perfect?” Brigitte asked, lifting one brow just enough that she conveyed skepticism without causing a single wrinkle. “Are you?”

“That’s the problem,” Juliette groused. “I’m not perfect. I’m nowhere near it. But I like my imperfections. I know them. I’ve come to peace with them. I don’t want to have to learn how to be someone nicer, softer, more self-actualized, for someone else. I like me.”

“So why do you assume everyone else won’t?” Brigitte asked.

“I…” Oh, what the fuck? Years—YEARS—of therapy, and this fake supermodel just blew her brain wide open in a way her parents and a steady slew of counselors never had. Because Brigitte was right. Juliette did assume people wouldn’t like her, because they often didn’t. They found her too difficult, too demanding, too masculine, too driven, whatever other misogynistic bullshit her male coworkers never had to deal with.

“This conversation is already boring me, but I will give you one last piece of advice. If you truly like yourself—truly do—then you accept the people who don’t. Not because they’re right, but because they’re not right for you. If champagne tried to taste good to everyone, it would be juice. And if it decided not to give a fuck at all, it would be vinegar. There’s a delicate balance to being champagne. Be an acquired taste.”

“Have you considered ethically ambiguous reality show life coach in your list of careers?” Juliette asked. “Because you would be dead brilliant at it.”

“I know.” Brigitte sighed. “So, do we call the police now?”

The security guard dragged Chipper into the entryway, the golf pro red in the face from struggling. “You can’t hold me like this! I told you everything I know. I took a manuscript, and I’m not even sure that’s a crime. Technically it wasn’t breaking and entering, because the power on the yacht had glitched or something and the locks had all disengaged.”

Now that Chipper mentioned it, the lights had flared in the middle of Warren’s speech. Juliette had attributed it to the halos she’d been seeing as a result of the digitalis dosing at the time, but what if it hadn’t been? All this time she’d been assuming the microphone had shorted out and caused the electrical shock, but that would have been too imprecise for the killer. Too many other people had touched the microphone—Brad, Brigitte, June, Clayton, Warren—for the killer to know exactly when it would short out and kill Warren. Unless they had timed a power surge for exactly when they knew Warren was holding the microphone. Someone who knew his schedule that day, down to the second.

“If someone wanted to knock out the power on the yacht, or cause a surge like that that glitched out the electronics, how would they do it?” Juliette asked Brigitte.

Brigitte shrugged. “From the wheelhouse, I suppose. But the door has an electronic lock on it. You would need a code.”

“Who had the codes?” Juliette asked.

“I didn’t, if that’s what you’re asking,” Chipper offered.

“The codes are specific to each individual using them,” Brigitte said, ignoring him. “Warren insisted. He never trusted anyone. They kept an access log in an effort to keep the crews or other club members from ‘borrowing’ the yacht. Very tightly controlled. I remember because June complained when Warren had her access code rescinded because she tried to take the yacht to Spain one year.”

“Probably thought they’d try to hock it for parts,” Juliette said. June might not have had access, but if Warren had a code, she bet she knew who he shared it with. His gal Friday.

Juliette kept flipping through the manuscript as if it might hold the answers. There was a photo of Warren and his second—or third?—wife at the groundbreaking for Pacific Pines, alongside a version of June and Robert Piedmont that still managed to look fresh-faced and hopeful. Pre-embezzling and fraud, most likely. And there was another couple there, with a little boy held stiffly between them, no more than two or three. The caption identified them as Phillip and Charlotte, the couple that June Piedmont claimed Warren had cut out of the club when their finances had gone to ruin. But it also identified the little boy standing with them, presumably their son. Clayton.

“The third family,” Juliette whispered. Of course. He’d told her as much, when he said the club didn’t hold fond memories for him. The third couple was Clayton’s parents. What if Clayton had never forgiven Warren for ruining his parents’ lives? He said he’d left the club before Brad’s time of death, and the security guards on the front gate had confirmed it.

Unless …

Who better to know the sneaky ins and outs of a place than someone who had literally grown up here?

“Can we see the security camera footage of the day Brad was killed?” Juliette asked.

The guard shrugged. “Sure, but like I said, the cameras through this hall were disabled.”

Juliette shook her head. “I want to see the rest of the club.”



It took several hours, two more superfood smoothies, and half a bottle of eye drops for them to find him, but finally they did. He’d been clever, sticking to blind spots in most of the camera’s paths—extremely clever, clever enough to orchestrate two murders—but he’d missed one motion-sensor camera on the service entrance by the pool. It was only a second, but the camera captured Clayton Westminster slipping back into the club only ten minutes before Brad’s time of death.

“That sneaky son of a bitch,” Brigitte said, sounding almost appreciative.

“We only installed that camera a week ago,” said the security guard. “We were having trouble with somebody getting into the dumpsters and stealing stuff. Turned out to be raccoons. Nobody but me and the boss knew it was there.”

“But it’s not enough, is it?” Brigitte asked.

“Not to nail him,” Juliette admitted, though the pieces were starting to come together. Clayton had done too good of a job covering his tracks, but there had to be something she could find. Some loose thread he’d forgotten to snip. A thread she could use to make a noose and hang him with. “Brigitte, I don’t suppose I could ask you for one more favor?”
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



The Pacific Pines party yacht had been put under police surveillance thanks to Robert and June’s admission of fraud and embezzling, but it turned out that Brigitte had a knack for luring away tired detectives who were low in the ranks and got the boring job of babysitting an empty boat. All it took was paddling up to the beach club deck of the yacht in a small kayak, climbing through some perfunctory yellow police tape, and Juliette was on board.

Logically Juliette knew the yacht wasn’t moving, but physically her stomach swelled and dropped from the slight variations of the deck beneath her bare feet. She just needed her traitorous body to keep it together long enough to get into the cockpit and find the door lock access codes from the night of the party. She made her way up to the main deck, which Brigitte had helpfully provided the master door lock access code for. Apparently when everybody else in charge is either murdered or incarcerated, they start getting loose with the access codes.

Juliette hadn’t specifically thought through what a yacht’s cockpit would look like—a bigger version of a car, maybe? Or a more modern pirate ship with the big spinning wheel?—but the room that greeted her behind the locked door was way more complicated than she anticipated. There was a wheel and a captain’s chair, as well as half a dozen blank screens, radio controls, dials and switches, and a whole glass cabinet with racks of sleek black machines with tiny blue lights blinking in a steady rhythm. A bank of windows faced out to the water, the moonlight reflecting off the surface and giving the room an ethereal glow.

Juliette stood before the switches, contemplating pressing one just to see what would happen, when a beam of light swept up and over the windows, hitting her square in the eye. She dropped into a crouch on instinct as the light beam bounced erratically over the far wall behind her head.

“Shit,” she hissed, heart thudding. The beam disappeared and she cautiously rose up to peek over the edge of the window bay. Someone was on the dock, pausing at the kayak she’d left tied up beside the beach deck. “Shit.”

What if she’d set off some kind of silent alarm? Or worse, what if the Port Authority or the Coast Guard or Greenpeace had decided to come poking around? Or—and this was a real oh shit moment for Juliette—what if it was Clayton? What if he’d figured out that she was on to him and decided to add a third murder to his track record?

Whoever it was, she wasn’t supposed to be on this yacht, and she didn’t have a great explanation for why she was here. Best-case scenario, she was getting arrested; worst-case, murdered. She needed to get off the boat. And maybe find a weapon, a harpoon or something.

She cracked the door open, looking for any sign of the flashlight owner before easing herself out. Someone was talking nearby, too faint for her to catch what they were saying, but it was more than one person. Juliette went full stealth mode, ducking behind support columns and crawling around couches toward the beach club deck. There was a long stretch of deck where she would be fully exposed as she made her way toward the beach club, but she’d have to risk it.

She set herself up like she was back in the starting block at a track meet, one knee to the ground and her fingers tented. This should be an easy run, less than a hundred meters. She’d be gone before they ever knew she was there.

“Let’s fucking do this,” Juliette whispered before taking off at a dead run toward the beach club. Her feet thudded against the teak but it couldn’t be helped. Lights flashed around her but she was too fast. They weren’t going to catch her; she was sure of it.

Right up until she hit the beach club and a terribly familiar voice called out, “Juliette?” and she turned her head at the wrong time, skidding off the edge straight into the water.
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



“Juliette!” Veeta called from the edge of the beach club as Juliette sputtered to the surface. “What are you doing in the water?”

“What are you doing on the yacht?” Juliette asked breathlessly, cold and pissed.

“You weren’t answering our texts,” said Kate from behind Veeta. “We got worried something happened to you, so Veeta tracked your phone here. Are you swimming? Why are you swimming?”

“I wasn’t swimming,” Juliette said. “Help me up. And find me a freaking towel!”

Ten minutes and one conveniently located terry cloth robe later, Juliette was shivering on the back deck, twisting seawater out of her hair. “When I’m done here, we’re going to have a very long conversation about personal boundaries and how tracking someone’s phone grossly violates them.”

“As long as the conversation includes the etiquette of responding to texts in a timely fashion as well,” Veeta said, unapologetically.

“Why haven’t you been answering us?” Kate asked.

“Because I’ve been trying to catch a freaking murderer!” Juliette said, exasperated. “I didn’t think Troy did it, so I talked to Brigitte, who helped me catch Chipper Floyd sneaking out with the manuscript, which is total trash and a complete disaster by the way, and then I realized that the microphone wasn’t a short at all but a power surge someone triggered from the cockpit, and I think Clayton Westminster is the real killer!”

Juliette took a deep breath, her chest heaving after the amount of information she offloaded from it.

“Was this before or after you shattered poor Charlie’s heart into a million pieces and told him to go hook up with his terrible ex for all you cared?” Kate demanded.

Juliette huffed a sigh. “That’s not what happened. Exactly. And it doesn’t matter right now!”

“It matters the most,” Kate said, like they weren’t trespassers on a high-end yacht. “How could you do such a thing to poor, sweet Charlie? When he was clearly so into you.”

“He was not,” Juliette grumbled, knowing full well that he was. “Kate, we really don’t have time for this.“

“We will make time,” Kate said. “You know, I used to be really scared of you.”

“Terrified,” Veeta confirmed, nodding.

“Yes, abjectly terrified,” Kate said. “And maybe I still am a bit.”

“A lot,” Veeta interjected.

“Thank you, Veeta,” Kate said loudly. “But you know what? I am really peeved with you, and I don’t care that I’m worried you might try to throat-punch me for saying so. Charlie is a good guy, one of the best, and you’re an idiot for screwing that up.”

“I didn’t screw anything up,” Juliette said, knowing that of course she totally screwed it up. “It was a casual thing. You even said so! You just wanted Charlie to hook up with someone to get over his terrible ex.”

“I only said that because I knew you wouldn’t even consider talking to him otherwise,” Kate said. “You’re so terrified of commitment that most of the people you hook up with don’t even know your last name.”

“And they don’t need to,” Juliette said.

“But Charlie is different. If you had given him half a chance, you would have seen how perfect the two of you are for each other. He’s all heart, no head, and you’re all head, no heart.”

“Watch it,” Juliette growled.

“In relationships,” Kate amended. “It was an opposites attract thing, and I know you attracted. I watched it in real time at my apartment. So now you obviously have to fix things.”

“Can we possibly talk about this after I’ve found proof that Clayton killed Warren?” Juliette said. Not because she knew Kate was right and she was feeling surly about it, but because priorities.

“How are you going to do that?” Veeta asked practically.

“Someone caused the surge that killed Warren from the cockpit, which according to Brigitte Ellingham has a door lock with an access code on it. Everyone with a code had individual access, which means if we can find the access logs, we’ll know who was in the cockpit when Warren was killed. Whoever created the electric shock is our killer.”

“What an interesting little theory you have there,” came another voice from the dock. A flashlight flicked on, blinding them.

“Clayton?” Juliette gasped. She winced at the glare of the light, trying to make out his face, but what she saw instead turned her colder than the ocean. The glint of a gun in his hand, pointed directly at her.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



“Is that a gun?” Kate whispered, loudly enough that anyone in a thirty-foot radius could hear it.

“Yes, it’s a gun,” Clayton said pedantically, his accent sharp as he sighed. “You’re lucky I didn’t accidentally discharge it, either. Getting gunshot residue off your hands is a chore.”

“Why would you know that?” Kate asked, horrified.

“That’s not really the question I’m most concerned with at the moment,” Juliette said as Clayton stepped onto the beach club deck. Maybe she could rush him, wrestle him into the water. Sure, she might take a bullet and bleed out in her least favorite geographic location, but Kate and Veeta could probably make their escape. Clayton seemed to anticipate her plan, moving away from the edge of the boat. “How did you know we were here?”

“I didn’t, actually,” Clayton said, his tone far too light for someone holding them at gunpoint. “I’m taking the tender boat to Vancouver to book a flight for Vatican City.”

“Because you’re having a sudden religious experience?” Veeta asked.

“Because they don’t have an extradition treaty with the US,” Juliette guessed. “How did you know the police were after you?”

“I spotted an unmarked police car waiting outside my apartment. I made a few discreet calls, and apparently Brigitte Ellingham contacted Detective Marks and demanded he release her boyfriend based on new evidence she’d be providing shortly that it was me, in fact, who killed Bradley. Now, I happen to know there couldn’t have been any evidence to discover. But the Ellingham Group is about to make some key strategic announcements and I couldn’t have the police mucking it all up. Whatever so-called evidence Brigitte believes she has, it’s all some great misunderstanding, obviously. I didn’t kill anyone.”

Kate shifted away from him. “And you have the gun because…”

“For protection, obviously,” Clayton said, waving the thing around like it wasn’t an instrument of death. “You never know when you might run afoul of trespassers trying to steal a luxury yacht.”

“We’re not stealing it,” Kate protested. “We were looking for evidence.”

“Evidence of what?” Clayton asked. “This ridiculous theory you’ve cooked up that I was somehow involved in Brad’s death? That I was some kind of genius who engineered Warren’s death to look like a natural heart attack?”

“No one said ‘genius,’” Veeta deadpanned.

“I told you, I left long before Brad was killed,” Clayton said, turning to Juliette. “The front gate security will confirm that.”

“Except we have footage of you sneaking back into the club,” Juliette said. “You were smart, avoiding the cameras. Luring Brad there like you did with Chipper, sending him a message saying Chipper wanted to meet with him and discuss his gambling scheme. You sent the same message to Chipper from Brad’s phone after you’d killed him, to set him up for Brad’s murder. But you missed the brand-new camera security installed a week ago to catch rogue raccoons. It caught you sneaking back in through a service entrance.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Clayton said, but for the first time since he arrived, he looked unsure of himself. “For all I know, that footage has been doctored. Manufactured by Brigitte herself to protect her boyfriend, who actually killed Brad. The police have all the evidence they need against him.”

“But they don’t,” Juliette said, another piece finally clicking into place. “The resin, of course. I should have made the connection as soon as Brigitte said it.”

“What resin?” Clayton asked, his gaze narrowing.

“The substance they found under Brad’s fingernails,” Veeta said. “I thought that was from Troy’s raindrop display?”

Juliette shook her head. “That’s what Detective Marks thought, too, but Brigitte told me the lab said the resin didn’t match the kind Troy used. It was a higher-end resin, a specialty type. Like the kind used in art restoration.”

Juliette looked at Clayton expectantly, letting that bit of new evidence sink in.

“Do we know what she means?” Kate whispered loudly to Veeta.

“Clayton was preparing Warren’s art collection for donation,” Juliette said for Kate’s benefit. “Which included making minor restorations using glue and resin. High-end, specialty resin, I’d assume. With a very unique chemical compound.”

“There was a whole team of us working on the preparations,” Clayton said tightly. “It could have been any one of them. That’s hardly conclusive.”

“But it’s enough to get a warrant to search your apartment,” Juliette reasoned. “Which is probably what the unmarked car was doing there. How confident are you that you cleaned up all the evidence?”

Clayton’s gaze went hazy, his eyes fixed on some internal point of contemplation. Juliette took advantage of his distraction to slip her phone out to try to call Detective Marks.

“I don’t think so,” Clayton said, his gaze on her suddenly laser sharp as he raised the gun. “All of you, your phones. Now. Put them on the lounger.”

Juliette tossed her phone down, Veeta and Kate reluctantly following suit. Clayton waited until they stepped clear of the chair before sweeping up the phones and dropping them hard on the beach club deck. Juliette winced—both for the cracking glass sound they made as well as for the delicate teak decking—but that was nothing compared to Clayton squatting down and using the butt of the gun to smash each screen individually.

“I just bought that,” Kate said despondently as he swept the debris into the ocean water.

“I was due for an upgrade,” Veeta said with a shrug.

“I don’t think he plans to give you the chance,” Juliette said.

The smile he gave her was tight and cold. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you? Now you’re another problem I have to clean up.”

Juliette crossed her arms, her fear turning her combative. “What’s your game? You’re going to shoot us, dump us in the bay, and claim we were thieves? None of us are armed, and you haven’t called the cops. It’s a pretty flimsy plan.”

“Good point, I’ll be sure to give you the gun after you’re dead,” Clayton noted.

“You said it yourself, it’s hard to get rid of gunshot residue,” Juliette said. “Besides which, you’ll just make yourself a suspect in three more murders. You really think they’ll keep you in the temporary COO position with that stink on you? Please.”

“Are you … helping him?” Veeta asked. “What is the plan here?”

Juliette didn’t quite have one, but the longer she kept him talking, the longer she had to figure out a way to get them out of this mess.

“Fine, then I just need to get rid of you where no one will find you,” Clayton said through his teeth.

“Where are you going to do that?” Juliette asked, spreading her arms and looking around. “You’d have to drive us into the middle of the bay, and you made the point yourself that you can’t just disappear an entire luxury yacht without someone noticing.”

“But I can take the tender,” Clayton said, his eyes gleaming. “Or rather, you can.”

“Stop helping him get rid of us!” Kate hissed.

“Sorry, he’s just so bad at this,” Juliette said. “I can’t believe he ever thought he could kill Warren and Brad without getting caught.”

“Of course I could!” Clayton snapped. “I planned everything perfectly. Right down to the smallest details. Twenty years of managing Warren’s ridiculously overstuffed schedule taught me how to multitask. I accounted for everything!”

“Except for the Piedmonts dosing Warren with digitalis,” Juliette pointed out.

“Are you kidding me? I gave them the idea. They thought they were being clever, siphoning off membership funds, but Warren caught them almost immediately. Put me onto the books as an auditor. When I confronted them, Robert dissolved like an Alka-Seltzer tablet. June threatened to have me fired and blackballed. It was rather tiresome, but I saw an opportunity. It was all a bit of psychological language at that point, talking about Warren having a heart attack if he found out. How lucky we were that his heart was strong, unlike Robert and his digitalis. Little clues, until they believed they came up with the idea on their own. I even told them to make up with him by gifting him a bottle of whiskey at his birthday party.”

“And the short?” Juliette asked. Might as well get all the evidence now, even if they might not have a chance to use it against him.

“Weren’t you clever, checking the cockpit door access log,” Clayton said acidly. “Yes, I engineered the surge. I told Brad what sound system the band would need to bring in to account for the short.”

“Brad was in on it with you,” Veeta said.

“Barely,” Clayton scoffed. “The man was a buffoon, but it was his name in the will. The idiot had one measly job, to discharge the defibrillator while I caused the short, and he almost screwed that up. Claimed he felt lightheaded and unwell.”

“Because he drank the whiskey,” Juliette said. “He interrupted the Piedmonts while they were going to dose Warren, and they dosed the bottle instead. He drank a glass.”

“Of course he did,” Clayton muttered.

“But why kill Warren at all?” Juliette asked. “You said he took care of you, after your parents lost everything. He took you in, gave you a job. Saved you from ruin yourself.”

“Yes, and he never let me forget it,” Clayton said bitterly. “For twenty years, he kept me in what he thought was my proper place. Never letting me leave to work somewhere else. Never letting me return to curating. I couldn’t even finish my degree! He’d been promising Brad that he would retire and let him take over for years, and promising me that I could become COO to keep his son in line. But the more incompetent Brad became, the less trust Warren placed in him. But his hubris wouldn’t allow him to see that his son—his own flesh and blood—could never keep the company going.”

“But what would killing Warren get you?” Kate asked. “Brad inherited everything.”

“Just as I promised him that he would,” Clayton said darkly. “All he had to do was promote me to COO after he inherited, and I would take care of everything else. Instead, he went behind my back to that idiot Thomas Ogleby to offer him the position instead! He was going to gut the Ellingham Group, sell her off for parts and blow it all on some stupid sports bets. He wouldn’t listen to reason, the pompous little toad.”

“So, you tried to set up Chipper Floyd for his murder, but got an even better mark in Troy Pham,” Juliette said. “A history of criminal offenses, a very public argument with Brad just before he was killed. A broken contract. A secret affair with Brad’s wife. He was perfect.”

“Until you started poking holes,” Clayton said, his gaze turning dark. “And now I’m afraid you’ve poked too many, and your boat is sinking. All of you, move.”

“Where are we going?” Kate asked, huddling closer to Juliette and Veeta as Clayton waved the gun at them threateningly.

“To the tender boat,” Clayton said. “To get rid of you once and for all.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



“I hate to admit it, but being tied up by a man with a British accent isn’t nearly as sexy as I imagined it would be,” Kate said drearily, huddled back-to-back with Juliette and Veeta in the tender boat.

“Let them go, Clayton,” Juliette said desperately as Clayton appeared from belowdecks where he had been making his ominously proclaimed “preparations.”

Clayton crossed over to the yacht, leaving the tender boat deck. “I’m afraid not. You’re all a liability, and I can’t afford those.”

“What are you going to do?” Veeta asked, their voice surprisingly steady. “Not so we can thwart your evil plans or anything.”

“If you insist on knowing the narrative, the three of you stole onto the yacht. When I caught you in the act, you attempted to flee in the tender boat, but unfortunately there was a short and the engine went full throttle, tragically crashing and sinking you to the bottom of the bay.”

“What?” Kate screeched. “That’s psychotic!”

“Do you really think you’re going to get away with another electrical short excuse?” Juliette scoffed.

Clayton held up the controller. “Let’s find out,” he said, before slamming his hand on the red button.

Juliette was frankly disappointed by how quickly her body betrayed her as the boat hit the water. The physical reaction was so swift and overpowering that she barely registered the rumble of the engine beneath their feet. She was too busy lamenting how things couldn’t get any worse.

She couldn’t ignore the scream that Kate unleashed five inches from her ear, however, as the boat lurched forward so hard the three of them knocked heads like the Three Stooges. Debris from the boat rained down on them as it took off past the dock into the open water. And now Juliette realized she’d been so terribly wrong; things could in fact get way worse.

“We need to stop the boat!” Veeta shouted as the boat picked up speed, practically jumping out of the water and landing hard as it crested each wave. The wind screamed around them, turning the edges of Juliette’s hair into needles and driving them relentlessly into her soft, perfectly moisturized skin. If they survived this—which it was looking increasingly like they would not—she would need a restorative facial to recover.

“The knots are too tight!” Kate cried, jerking the three of them around as she tried to twist herself free.

“We need to cut them!” would have been Juliette’s contribution to the discussion, except every time she opened her mouth a rush of bile rose up the back of her throat instead. There was no horizon line to focus her attention on, and the earth could have completely reversed polarity and gravity for all she knew as the plummeting waves and speeding trajectory of the boat made it impossible to tell what was up or down. She was going to be so horribly sick, and then she was going to be dead, and Juniper was probably going to give some mealymouthed speech at their reunion talking about what a tragedy it was to lose one of them so young, and Juliette wouldn’t even be there to casually mention Juniper’s crow’s-feet when she smiled.

“… think I can reach it,” Veeta was shouting. “If you twist toward me, I can make it.”

What if they didn’t even have a memorial for her? What if she went through all this trouble and no one even knew she’d died? Was that worse? That definitely felt worse. At least if they had a memorial, Juniper would have to pretend to care that she was gone. She’d have to look herself in the mirror and reckon with the bad things she’d done to Juliette the year after Juliette’s parents published their last, disastrous parenting book. The book that ruined her life and gave Juniper all the ammunition she needed to triumph in their high school rivalry.

“… one more!” Kate was saying, though it was hard to hear anything over the roaring wind and her total-body concentration on not ralphing. A battle she was quickly going to lose if the boat kept jumping waves like a big-headed toddler on a trampoline. “Juliette, can you do it?”

“Do what?” was what Juliette meant to say, but it came out like “Hrrmmnnfffrrrrnnnrr.”

“She’s seasick!” Veeta called out. “We’ve got to get it ourselves!”

“Get what?” Juliette wanted to ask, but they hit a vicious series of waves that rattled her teeth and made her toes curl. How was she even still conscious? It was a punishment, surely, to be in such abject misery and not pass out. She was too strong, that was the problem.

“Got it!” Veeta called out, oddly triumphant for being seconds away from death.

So intense was Juliette’s desire to escape her misery that she could almost feel her limbs going loose, her body curling forward into a protective ball. The fantasy felt so real that she could sense the cold, damp deck of the boat against her cheek, the intense pressure of the blood flow returning to her hands.

“Where are the controls?” Kate called out. Was Juliette passing out? The deck jerked hard under her cheek, smacking into her face and jarring her back to reality enough to realize she wasn’t imagining it—they actually were free.

“What did you do?” Juliette asked, her voice slow and drunken.

“There was a rope cutter,” Veeta said, helping her sit up. “It fell on us when Clayton started the motor.”

“But now we don’t know how to kill the engine!” Kate called from the steering wheel. “There’s no key, and it’s not responding to the wheel. I don’t know what Clayton did, but we have to figure out how to undo it!”

“Below,” Juliette moaned, crawling toward the hatch. “He did something below.”

The tender boat was no luxury yacht—how complicated could its controls be?

She really had to learn to stop asking questions like that, because the second they got belowdecks and flipped the lights, she figured out just how complicated it could be. There were wires everywhere, a whole panel of them, in all colors of the rainbow, tangled together and spliced and cut and wound around each other until they looked like some great living wall of tiny vines.

“If we had our phones, we could look up the schematics,” Veeta said, lifting a pale green wire and frowning at it. “Maybe there’s a manual somewhere on board?”

“We don’t have time,” Kate said, shaking her head. “It’s a miracle we haven’t crashed into anything yet, but I don’t think our luck will hold.”

“We could un-splice these here, see what that changes,” Veeta said.

“Unless those were already like that, and we blow the whole panel and get ourselves electrocuted for the trouble,” Kate argued. “What do they always say in the movie? Cut the blue wire? Or the red wire? Or both?”

Kate was right; they were going to crash before either one of them could make a decision. Once again, Juliette had to do everything herself. She crawled across the floor as they argued over wire colors—there were an unprecedented seven shades of blue and five shades of red—until she reached the tangle of wires. Juliette didn’t pay much attention to which ones were which colors as she took the entire bundle in her hands and tore them out with all her might.

The boat plunged into darkness, the motor going still. The sudden change in velocity jostled them around, but Juliette was too far beyond caring to even appreciate the gradual slowing of the roller-coaster sensation. Her inner ear was already irrevocably fucked.

“You stopped the boat,” Veeta said, sounding dumbfounded.

“You’re welcome,” Juliette groaned, finding a cool surface and pressing against it like a lizard on a rock. Somehow the gentler swaying motion was even worse—how was it worse??

“But you stopped the whole boat,” Kate said. “The power, the lights, the radio, everything. How are we going to get back to shore now?”

“Huh,” Juliette said, before puking all over the cables.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX



“Did you find it?” Veeta asked, nothing but a soft voice in the dark.

“Not yet, but they have to have one,” Kate said. “It’s a real game of ‘What’s in the box?’ over here, though. I don’t think there’s a surface Juliette hasn’t hit.”

“Blame the fucking ocean,” Juliette said miserably. “For being so bouncy and stupid. And Clayton, blame that son of a bitch. He did all the murders, and now he’s going to get away with them because I let him go. Do you even know how to use a flare gun if you find it?”

“I went to the shooting range when I was writing Loretta book two,” Kate said, her voice muffled as she presumably searched beneath something.

“Did you actually hit the target?”

There was a long pause, followed by a bump. “That’s not important. Flare guns don’t require precise aim.”

Juliette groaned. “We’re dead.”

“Well, you’re not exactly helping!” Kate huffed. “Other than turning the entire boat into a biohazard zone.”

“I told you to blame the ocean!”

“Both of you, enough,” Veeta said, with authority. “It’s bad enough I’m going to die on the ocean like my naani predicted and everything smells like vomit. I don’t want to go down with the sounds of your bickering clogging up the rest of my senses.”

“What’s a naani?” Kate whispered.

“Their grandmother,” Juliette said.

“Your grandmother predicted your death?” Kate said. “That’s stone-cold.”

“None of this would have happened if you would have just told us your plans from the beginning,” Veeta said, their voice reproving.

“I can’t do that,” Juliette said.

“Why not?” Kate demanded.

“I just can’t,” Juliette said through her teeth, trying to keep more than her words in. “I told you, I work better alone.”

“That is bullshit,” Veeta said matter-of-factly.

“Excuse me?” Juliette asked, shock temporarily suppressing her nausea.

“That’s a bullshit excuse, and since we’re all about to die together out on the open ocean because you insisted on playing emotional Rambo, the least you can do is tell us why you refuse to let us help.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Juliette said sullenly.

“It seems only fair that you talk about it,” Kate reasoned. “Seeing as how we’re all going to die. Mainly because of you.”

“Kate,” Juliette said in warning.

“Right, I’ll keep looking for the flare gun.”

“This is why I didn’t want to let you in on it,” Juliette said, exasperated. “I didn’t want anybody dying, or getting kidnapped, or getting hurt because of me. I can handle it on my own.”

“Clearly not,” Veeta said.

“Seriously, Juliette,” Kate said, her voice muffled as she continued her search. “What the hell happened to make you this distrustful of everyone, even good-hearted people who only have your best interests in mind?”

Juliette groaned. She was going to have to reveal her whole tragic and embarrassing backstory now, wasn’t she? Frankly, she would have preferred dying alone on the stupid ocean to having to bare her soul like this, to Kate Valentine and her former intern of all people. But, since it was basically her fault they were trapped on the boat and going to die together, she did owe them that much.

Juliette sighed. “My parents are Bill and Nora Winters.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to us?” Veeta asked.

Juliette’s next sigh only got gustier and angstier. “The Parenting a Prodigy doctors.”

“What are the parenting prodigy doctors?” Veeta asked, but Kate gasped in shock and recognition.

“How to Raise a Prodigy!” Kate whispered in excitement. “I remember them! But wait, their daughter’s name wasn’t Juliette, it was—”

“Anna,” Juliette said flatly. “Juliette is my middle name. Anna is my first name.”

Kate clapped her hands together in delight. “You’re Angelic Anna?”

“I literally can’t imagine anyone using the term angelic to describe you,” Veeta said. “I need an explanation. Please.”

Juliette fought against the rising wave of nausea that she was pretty sure was no longer caused by the swaying motion of the boat. “My parents were—well, technically still are—child development psychologists. When I was six years old, they published a book called How to Raise a Prodigy, as Kate so helpfully recalled. Part of their Parenting a Prodigy series. The books that gave parents the false impression that every child, including their own precious angel, could excel as a prodigy if they only used the right psychological approach to child-rearing. If you want to blame someone for the current generation of assholes who believe themselves to be the next Steve Jobs, blame my parents. I certainly do.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Veeta said. “I mean, you’re very good at a lot of things. Perhaps they had a point.”

“Oh, I am really good at most things,” Juliette conceded modestly. “And it was helpful, for a time. I was a ballet prodigy by seven, I joined Mensa at nine, and I was running half-marathons with my mother by the time I turned ten. I was their model, the proof that their methods worked. They would trot me out to every TV appearance, every speaking gig, every parenting conference. I lived on the road more than I did in a home the first decade of my life. And I played my part. I really was very good at everything.”

“Brag,” Kate muttered under her breath.

“I was very good at everything,” Juliette repeated emphatically, “until I wasn’t. By the time I turned twelve, I was tired of being used as a prop in my parents’ speaking circuits. I was tired of them writing about every aspect of our lives. I was tired of feeling judged and prodded and held up to a standard that felt more and more impossible every year. And so, I started to act out. I rebelled. I quit dancing, my grades started dropping, and I refused to go on any more speaking tours. I was difficult, moody, disrespectful, and—”

“A normal teenager?” Veeta helpfully interjected.

Juliette huffed a laugh. “Well, like most things, I was really good at that, too. When I turned thirteen, everything blew up with my parents. I told them they couldn’t write any more books about me. I was done with the speaking engagements, the blog updates, everything. And, shockingly, they agreed. They told me they would stop writing the books, and for the first time in my life my parents paid attention to me. Not the me they were molding for public consumption, but the real me. They listened to what I wanted, they did what I asked, they let me quit all the music lessons and dance competitions, I had time for school clubs for the first time. I joined the track team. I finally made friends because I was in school long enough to actually learn their names. For the first time, I felt good. Happy. Fulfilled.”

She paused, swallowing back the bile, pressing her face against whatever cool surface she could find. This was the hard part to get out, what came next. “I thought … I was finally good enough for my parents. Turned out, it was all just research for the next project.”

“Noooooooo,” Kate let out in one long whoosh.

“When I was sixteen,” Juliette said, making her voice as dead as possible, “my parents came out with a book titled How to Survive Life with Your Hormonal Teenager.”

“Nooooooo,” Kate and Veeta groaned in unison.

“Yep,” Juliette said, willing herself to stay dead inside despite the molten core of shame bubbling up within her. It had been over a decade since she let herself touch these memories, and shockingly, they were still as raw now as they had been when she first experienced them. Her parents, of course, would say that was the re-grieving process, and she should let herself sit with these repressed emotions. But considering they were the source of such terrible emotions, they could chew glass.

“The book was all about how”—she choked on the next word—“how … terrible of a teenager I was, and what parents could do about their moody, sexually curious, insecure, mortified-by-the-indignities-of-existence teen. And it became a sensation. Of course it did, because people love embarrassing stories. That would have been bad enough, trust me, but it got worse.”

“I’m afraid to ask how it could get worse,” Kate asked.

“I had a rival at school. Juniper Kensington.” Now, intoning Juniper’s name, Juliette couldn’t keep her voice flat anymore. Her words twisted in disgust. “Juniper and I were always competing for the same things. Solos on the dance team, fastest times on the track, club leadership positions, the same boys. She was my greatest competition in school, and obviously I wiped the floor with her. By the time I was elected president of the Honor Society, Juniper despised me. And somehow, she found out about my parents’ book even before I did. I found out about it because she made copies of the most embarrassing passages in the book and distributed them around the school. We’re talking acne, masturbation, body hair, marathon crying sessions, period disasters. My parents left it all on the pages.”

“That … absolute … bitch,” Kate breathed.

“Oh, she was,” Juliette agreed. “The worst part was, I couldn’t even fault her for doing it. I would have done the exact same thing if I’d had ammunition like that. I could have sunk her whole high school career. But instead, she torpedoed mine. Also, it probably didn’t help that I gave a very impassioned speech during my first meeting as Honor Society president basically dishing all the dirt I had on everyone else on the council in retaliation for everyone knowing my secrets. It was pretty brutal—three girls and two guys actually cried. I’m also pretty sure that speech was the genesis for at least two divorces and one paternity test. Plus, I heard later that one girl lost her inheritance after I revealed her addiction to whippits. At the time it felt like I was covering my own ass, trying to point out that everyone had drama. But instead of endearing them to my plight, it turned the entire grade against me. After that, they were only too happy to make a landing strip to watch me crash and burn.”

“What happened?” Veeta asked.

“It was terrible. Boys would ask me out to see if I really was into the ‘freaky stuff’ my parents wrote about in the book, girls would squirt ketchup on my locker and claim it was menstrual blood, they held emergency sessions to replace me as president of Key Club and the Honor Society, and someone wrote a parody op-ed in the school newspaper about why I should be in charge of sex ed because I was so experienced. Eventually the principal not-so-subtly recommended I be moved to a different school to finish out my senior year since the prank wars were becoming, in his words, a ‘distraction.’ So I graduated in obscurity from a school twenty miles away, left for college and moved across the country, basically disowned my parents, and started using my middle name so nobody could find me.

“Which worked until last year, when we ended up plastered everywhere online because of Kennedy’s wedding. You would have thought they’d all have other crap to care about after over a decade, but I guess I left quite an impression with that speech. Now they’ve posted all about it in a Facebook group for the next reunion and everyone is taking bets on whether or not I show up, even though I didn’t technically graduate from there. I thought if I could make this big deal with Warren, if it was my name in the papers again for a good reason, if I could save Simon Says and become the COO … I could show up there and finally rub it in Juniper’s face. Tell all of them off.”

“That was so much worse than I was expecting,” Kate said finally, when it felt like there was no more air left in the cabin. “I mean, I kind of thought maybe it was like a guy who had broken your heart, or, I don’t know. Maybe you’d been in a cult or something? A hostage situation as a child. But this … this is fuuuuuuuucked up.”

“Awful,” Veeta said decisively. “Your parents are awful. And now I know why you keep your mother’s number as ‘Spam Risk—Don’t Answer’ in your phone.”

“The worst part is, my parents don’t even think they did anything wrong. They thought they were helping other families by sharing their research. And maybe they were, I don’t know. I mean, they sold millions of copies of their books. That’s how I paid for college. It’s just that helping other families was more important to them than I was. But honestly, they did me a favor, teaching me you can never trust anyone no matter how much they claim to love you. I avoided so much heartbreak in college by adopting the fuck ’em and leave ’em policy. Turns out, I really was into all that freaky stuff they said I was.”

“That is not the lesson,” Veeta said, their voice harsh. “Everyone has trauma, Juliette. Everyone has pain. I’m a nonbinary brown person. Every day of my life is navigating ignorance and bigotry the two of you couldn’t begin to imagine.”

“I’ll just go back to looking for that flare gun now,” Kate whispered, taking the hint.

“That doesn’t give me an excuse to be an asshole,” Veeta continued, “and neither does it for you. Don’t get me wrong, I love your boss bitch persona. You terrorizing Jeremy into quitting was genuinely the highlight of my intern year. He never respected my pronouns, he left snotty tissues all over the intern area, and his favorite comedian was Shane Gillis.”

“Unforgiveable,” Juliette snorted.

“Despicable,” Veeta agreed. “Some people need to be drop-kicked into the sun, and you do it in a way that makes them feel bad about their whole lives. It’s brilliant. But you’ve gotten too good at it, and you don’t know when to turn it off.”

“Uh-oh,” Kate said. “Nobody panic, but it’s possible I pulled the cord on an inflatable raft.”

“Kate, Veeta is trying to say something here,” Juliette said. “And it’s not possible to be too good at something. What you’re describing is perfection.”

“That’s not perfection, it’s a trauma response,” Veeta said, the eye roll evident. “You had to perform perfection your entire childhood to get your parents’ attention, so now you think the only way to gain love is through achievement. Pretty classic overachiever origin story stuff.”

“Okay, there is a substance here, very foreign in nature,” Kate said. “Which is now all over my hand. Do we think they keep the skin-melting kind of acid on boats?”

“Kate, please,” Juliette said. “And don’t lecture me on trauma responses, my parents literally wrote the book on them. There’s nothing wrong with having goals in life.”

“There is when you use them as a substitute for authentic human connection,” Veeta shot back.

“Humans are a disappointment as a species, we all know this. I’m just getting ahead of the game by being pre-disappointed.”

“No, you’re dooming every relationship you have by expecting that people will disappoint you enough to justify never trusting them in the first place. Of course people will disappoint you. That’s like saying everybody will die, so they might as well not bother living. The point is to let people let you down. Let people fail. Let yourself fail. It doesn’t mean the end of everything. It just means you’re human.”

“Does anybody else smell leaking gasoline?” Kate asked in a small voice.

“Kate!” Veeta and Juliette groaned in unison.

“Yep, sorry, just might be sinking to the bottom of the ocean. Don’t mind me.”

Juliette huffed a sigh. “Okay, fine, yes. I find trusting people … challenging. My parents used me as a prop for their careers, my schoolmates envied my success, and I unnerved a lot of my teachers for, quote, ‘staring too intensely.’”

“I definitely get that,” Veeta murmured.

“I feel that way right now and I can’t even see your eyes,” Kate added.

“But I guess I could let you help me, sometimes. As a favor, since you all seem to want to so badly.”

“Fuck yeah!” Kate shouted.

“That was a lot of enthusiasm for what was a very tepid admission of fault,” Veeta said.

“What? No, I found the flare gun! Well, I found a gun. Let’s hope it’s a flare gun.”

“Let’s hope you’re not pointing it at any of us, just in case,” Juliette said, hauling herself up to a hunched position. The worst of her motion sickness seemed to have passed—onto the boat’s floor, unfortunately—and she was able to feel her way toward the stairs. They’d been down in the hold so long the ambient light of the open ocean was almost blinding, and Juliette had to shield her eyes from the glare of what she guessed was the full moon. But the light was too close and way too bright, and as Veeta and Kate crowded up the stairs a sharp sound pierced the air.

“This is the US Coast Guard, please identify yourselves.”

“Ack!” Kate cried, defensively raising her hands above her head and accidentally pulling the trigger on the flare gun. It sent a bright flash of red light into the sky, illuminating the sleek outline of a Coast Guard boat.

“Hands where we can see them! Prepare to be boarded!” came the booming voice.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN



“Had to find the flare gun, didn’t you?” Veeta asked, shaking their head as they put up their hands.

“It was a reflex, you would have done the same,” Kate whispered, lifting her hands extra high. “And at least someone found us. Even if they’re also arresting us.”

The three of them learned very quickly that the Coast Guard didn’t have a sense of humor about stolen tender boats, rigged engines, or accidentally fired flare guns. Someone had luckily reported a boat speeding across the bay and the Coast Guard had decided to investigate when they didn’t respond to a radio hailing. They’d assumed the stolen tender boat was part of a drug trafficking operation.

But between Kate’s panicked ramblings, Veeta’s cryptic confirmations of the wilder details, and Juliette’s returning motion sickness, they deemed the rescued boaters not a threat and removed the handcuffs to replace them with thermal blankets. They even gave Juliette some industrial-strength anti-nausea medication that put her into soft focus. She barely cared as Kate and Veeta insisted the Coast Guard radio the mainland and contact Detective Marks to start the hunt for Clayton. She barely remembered who Clayton was at this point.

“You know what almost dying has taught me?” Juliette said musingly, watching the stars float by overhead as the boat continued its stately pace back to land.

“To really start living?” Veeta offered.

“No,” Juliette scoffed. “That’s stupid, this isn’t a Hallmark movie. It taught me that I was right all along, and everybody else should have listened to me sooner.”

“And to maybe let us help out sometimes, as a favor to us?” Veeta added dryly.

“And to apologize to Charlie,” Kate added, never one to give up on a topic.

Juliette let out a heavy sigh. Her breath puffed out around her in pink, fluffy clouds. What was actually in those Coast Guard meds, and could she take a few for the road? “I don’t think Charlie would listen if I tried. Or he would, and that would be worse. He’d forgive me and give me another chance, and I’d find a way to fuck that up, too. He’s just so … good. Like if you told me he was secretly a serial killer burying girls in his backyard and keeping locks of their hair to sniff as a memento, I would be like ‘That’s why he was always so nice. So no one would suspect him when the bodies start piling up.’”

“We’re getting a little off topic here,” Kate said. “You were saying all the things you liked about Charlie?”

Juliette let her eyes drift closed. “He looks stupid good in a suit. If I had my way, I’d make a bonfire of all those shapeless, boxy lab coats he wears. I might make a bonfire of all his clothes, actually. Make him walk around naked. My gift to the world.”

“And Charlie the person?” Kate prompted.

“Did you know he lied about the presidential biographies?” Juliette asked, shaking her head. “I didn’t think he had such levels of deception in him. And he was so good at playing nice cop. He made bread out of his roommate’s socks! I never even got to eat his bread. I called him a dud. To his face. I ripped his heart out, like the vampire I am. Who cares if he was nice to his ex? I don’t want him to be mean. I don’t want him to think he should be mean. I love that he’s nice, and I called him a dud. I don’t deserve homemade sourdough. He deserves good. Better than good. The best. Better than Sporty Ex, for damn sure. Better than me. Somebody as good as he is.”

“What if I don’t want somebody good?” came Charlie’s voice from her memory.

“You should,” she told Memory Charlie. “You should want someone who deserves you.”

“Why do you think you don’t deserve me?” Memory Charlie asked.

“Because I’ll only hurt you, it’s all I know how to do. You trusted me, and I stomped on your heart like a real fucking Juniper. Like my parents. They were right about me all along. I can’t escape who I am. No matter what I might want.”

“And what is it you want?” asked Memory Charlie, his voice soft and intense.

Juliette huffed a soft laugh. “You. All the time.”

“Ma’am, you really need to get off the boat now,” came another un-Charlie voice.

Juliette blinked her eyes open. They were at the docks, Kate and Veeta already deboarded. Kate’s boyfriend, Jake, had her in a protective grip, with Kennedy and her husband, Spencer, right behind them. And then there was Charlie Hawkins—not a memory, but very flesh and blood. Looking right at her.

“We’ve been docked for like twenty minutes,” Veeta said, grinning. “They were talking about carrying you off in a stretcher.”

“Charlie,” Juliette said, trying to stand and very quickly realizing her legs were no longer under her control. It took the Coast Guard officer and Charlie working in tandem to get her onto the docks. Charlie cradled her against him, so strong and sure.

“When Jake called and said Kate was in trouble, I knew you were involved,” he said, smiling. He brushed her cheek with his thumb, his expression turning serious. “Are you all right?”

“I vomited all over the tender boat,” Juliette said.

“So much vomit,” Kate whispered in horror. “Everywhere.”

Charlie blinked. “Not exactly the answer I was expecting.”

“The Coast Guard gave me drugs,” Juliette said. “Really good ones. And Clayton tried to kill us Miami Vice–style. Speeding boat crash.”

“We should get you to a hospital,” Charlie said. “I think you might be in shock.”

“No!” Juliette protested, holding tight to his shirt. “No, I’m okay. I mean, I could take another hit of those anti-nausea meds, because everything looks like cotton candy right now. But I need to say this. I really like you, Charlie. Not just because you look like cotton candy, too. I like your hands, and your face. But I like your insides, too.”

“Who sounds like a serial killer now?” Veeta asked.

“You shush,” Juliette said. “I’m so sorry I called you a dud. I’m sorry I ever thought you were a dud. That was a younger, dumber Juliette. You’re not a dud. You’re incredible. You’re nice, and thoughtful, and you care so much about other people. I don’t know how to care about anyone at all, but you just care about everyone all the time like it’s your job. And I don’t want you to ever change that, even if it means your terrible ex occasionally takes advantage of your niceness.”

Charlie sighed. “You were right that I shouldn’t have helped her, and I told her so after you left. I told her that we were broken up, and she was dating Rajiv now, and if she wanted the opinion of a cardiothoracic surgeon, she should call him instead. I told her she wasn’t my problem to deal with anymore.”

“Oh my god, I wish I’d been there for that,” Kate whispered.

“Kate, please!” Juliette said.

“Sorry, sorry, do your makeup speech.”

“The only reason I was ever … dull with you,” Charlie continued, “is because I really, really liked you. You’re beautiful, and whip-smart, and incredibly intimidating—”

“So intimidating,” everyone else at the dock intoned simultaneously.

“But you’re also incredibly dedicated, and fiercely loyal, and you love the people you care about even if you pretend not to care at all,” Charlie said, smiling gently. “The first time I met you, I liked you so much it surprised me. Because in all my years of dating Katarina, I’d never felt that way about her. And it made me question my relationship, and what I wanted, and whether or not I was a good person. And I kind of freaked out, and I clammed up because I didn’t know how to talk to you without flirting.”

Juliette gasped. “Is that why you accused me of always trying to flirt with you?”

“I was worried if you did, I might not be able to stop myself from flirting back,” he said sheepishly.

“Oh, you were right, I was one hundred percent flirting,” Juliette said. “I was just offended that you seemed so immune to my charms, that’s why I called you a dud. Charlie, I’m gonna fuck this thing up. Guaranteed. I don’t really understand healthy relationships or proper emotional communication, but I want to try. I want to be better, because I want you. I want to be whoever I need to be so I can be with you.”

“I don’t need you to be anyone else,” Charlie said, using that voice she loved so well, the one that brooked no argument. “I want Juliette Winters, do you understand? The woman who insisted she’d be great at tennis despite never holding a racket and doing a hatchet job with a nine iron. The woman who came to my defense in the sexiest, most inappropriate way possible. I want the woman who made me feel like I was worth fighting for for the first time in my life.”

“Charlie, I would literally murder someone for you,” Juliette said, dead serious.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” came Detective Marks’s dry tone from the far side of the docks. “You were clever enough to lure my uniforms away from their posts, but you didn’t spot the cameras we set up on the dock and the boat? We got your whole confrontation on tape, including Clayton threatening you with the gun and rigging the tender boat. I put the call into all the local airfields. We caught Clayton Westminster trying to bribe his way onto a single-propeller plane at a private airfield. He’s in custody now. He would have been in custody sooner, if you’d just let us do our damn jobs.”

“If I’d let you do your damn job, you would have closed the Warren Ellingham case as natural causes and put Troy Pham in jail for Brad’s murder,” Juliette shot back.

“We were getting there,” Detective Marks griped. “We figured out the resin used in the restaurant was the wrong type to match the kind under Brad’s fingernails. It was—”

“A high-end type used in painting restoration, like the kind Clayton was doing for Warren’s art collection, yeah, we know,” Juliette said. “I just want to hear you say it. ‘Thank you, Juliette Winters, for solving my case for me. Here are the keys to the city, an honorary badge, and a phone call the next time we have an unsolvable case.’”

Detective Marks shook his head as he turned away from them, starting back down the docks. “I left Chicago PD because the cases were getting too nuts. I figured Seattle would be a quieter beat, more time for hiking. If I ever got into hiking. But this has truly been the craziest case I’ve ever been on. They’re not gonna believe this one at the next briefing.”

“‘Thank you, Juliette! For being the best detective I’ve ever known!’” Juliette called after him. “I genuinely think he would have been happier if he’d been able to arrest me for something.”

“There’s always tomorrow,” Detective Marks said. “Now I mean it when I say GO HOME.”

“Nice guy,” Veeta said as he departed. “Also, good advice. Do you think Simon will give us the day off tomorrow?”

Juliette sighed. “And every day after that, probably.”

“What do you mean?” Kate asked.

Juliette looked to Kennedy and Spencer. “They did almost explode on a boat with me, I think they deserve to know.”

“Simon Says has been spiraling for a while now,” Kennedy said mournfully. “We’ve done all we can to try and right the ship—sorry, is it a bad time for ship metaphors?”

“It’s never a good time for ship metaphors,” Juliette said darkly.

“We cut staff, delayed contracts, tried to bring in outside funding,” Spencer said, frowning. “Kennedy even invested her own inheritance in the company. But after the Loretta series ended, there were no titles to keep our operating expenses afloat.”

“Not that anyone is blaming you, Kate,” Kennedy said quickly.

“I did, a little,” Juliette muttered. When Kate gave her a look of distress, though, she relented. “Not really. Not in my heart.”

“You had every right to end the series, Kate,” Spencer said, surprising them all with his maturity on the matter, considering he was a key reason she had decided to close out the series. “And you couldn’t have kept the publisher going anyway, not with the way things were declining.”

“I thought making the deal for Warren’s memoir would boost our sales enough to save Simon Says,” Juliette said. “But I finally found it, and it’s absolute trash. The worst kind of bloated, self-important business-guy speak. If he were still alive, maybe we could work some magic with him. But Warren’s manuscript is completely useless, and without it, I have nothing to save the publisher from closing. I should have told you guys what I was doing, and why, but I … I wanted to be the one to save us. I needed to be the one who saved us. And now, instead, I’ve totally sunk us.”

“You can’t save Simon Says,” Kate said, looking thoughtfully into the distance where Detective Marks had made his exit. “But maybe we can. This is the story of the century, even more over-the-top and sensational than Kennedy’s almost-murder last year. We can turn this sinking ship around—sorry for continuing the ship metaphor. We’re going to need the murder boards, a full array of the good markers, Post-its, and a minimum of three charcuterie boards. Ooh, and chips and dip!”

“What is happening here?” Juliette asked, looking to Jake and Charlie.

“She’s got an idea,” Jake said, taking a deep breath. “Which means I need to hide the coffee.”

“I will need so many cups,” Kate said, looking gleeful. “My heart will be like a little hummingbird escaping a predator.”

“Fine, but I need two showers, fourteen hours of sleep, and a mani-pedi first,” Juliette said. “And definitely some industrial-strength mouthwash. Bleach flavored.”



 


PUB DAILY

FROM NEARLY FOLDING TO FLOURISHING: HOW AN INDIE PUBLISHER SAVED THE DAY AND SOLVED A MURDER



It’s a story only a literary luminary could tell, from rags to riches to rags and back again as darling Pacific Northwest publisher Simon Says once more finds itself making the headlines—this time for a good cause.

After nearly a year of reports that the troubled publisher was facing an imminent shutdown due to poor management and declining sales, they recently announced a highly profitable infusion of venture capitalist funding to the tune of twenty million dollars. The announcement came on the heels of a buzzy new title joining their summer list from one of their very own employees—marketing director Juliette Winters.

Astute readers might remember Winters as the woman who apprehended the murderer responsible for killing both Warren Ellingham and his son, Bradley Ellingham. Winters is stepping out of the publishing office and picking up the pen to write her own tell-all memoir of how she caught a murderer so fiendishly clever that even the police had given up. A perfect read for true crime lovers, country club enthusiasts, and those of us who simply love to watch rich people behaving badly.

Teaser chapters released on the heels of her Good Morning America interview have already racked up an impressive two million downloads, and the book promises to be the summer read. There’s currently a Hollywood bidding war for movie rights and a rumor that it will be the next pick for Reese’s Book Club. Preorders are available anywhere books are sold.
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EPILOGUE


“I was not scared,” Juliette said, stalking around her office. “I was pissed, outraged, and ultimately right. In that order. But I was definitely not scared.”

“We’re just trying to connect to your readers,” Kate said soothingly, banging away at her keyboard where she’d set up shop in one of Juliette’s guest chairs. She’d tried to sit in Juliette’s chair during their first working session and quickly learned the folly of that choice. “I know you weren’t scared, but the average reader will want to experience the story through your eyes, and they would have been terrified.”

“Just because we were on a boat that had been hot-wired to full speed so we would crash in a fiery blaze in the middle of the ocean?” Juliette scoffed. “That’s the worst time to be terrified. Fine, write whatever you want. I’m just going to edit you later.”

“You’re not my editor,” Kate hummed under her breath, but she deleted the word. “Can we say you were worried? Contemplating your existence? Facing your mortality?”

“You can say I was tactically calculating our options,” Juliette said, as if she were doing Kate a favor.

“You were puking all over the boat,” Kate pointed out dryly.

“That was after,” Juliette snapped.

Veeta stepped into the office, eyes glued to an iPad. “Say that she could feel terror lapping at her feet, but she didn’t have time to be scared. She had to save her friends first. She could contemplate the brutality of existence later.”

“That’s good,” Juliette said. “Write that.”

“That’s basically what I said,” Kate muttered.

“You make this writing business look a lot harder than it actually is,” Veeta said, glancing up. “Juliette, you’ve got the phone interview with People at two, the investor happy hour with Simon at four, and you’re catching the red-eye to New York for the Today Show interview at eleven. Brigitte Ellingham also sent over an invitation to the Pacific Pines reopening next week. Clayton Westminster is refusing our release requests so far, but I’ve taken the liberty of sending an early bound copy of the book to his prison cell. Once he reads what we’ve written of him, I think he’ll get a lot more loose-lipped about his role in the whole ordeal. The man has certainly done enough TV interviews about what a criminal genius he was. Don’t expect the Piedmonts to agree, though. Last I heard, they’ve moved to Vienna to escape the scandal. Oh, and Detective Marks said we could interview him for the book but he insisted anyone but you do the interview. Apparently, the sound of your voice ‘triggers his sciatica.’”

“Such a diva,” Juliette said with an eye roll. “Kennedy can do it. People will tell her anything, it’s compulsive. Ken!”

Kennedy stopped mid-stride as she passed Juliette’s office, popping her head in the door. “Did I miss a strategy session for the new book?”

“We’re supposed to be drafting,” Kate said, looking at Juliette expectantly. “We’ve made it to the big climax, but someone is getting distracted.”

“This is the life of an internet celebrity, Kate,” Juliette said. “When police footage of you confronting a killer goes viral, you ride that wave to a bestselling book to replace the tell-all memoir that never was. Which we’re supposed to be drafting, Kate.”

“What?” Kate asked. “I just said—”

“I’ll order lunch from the dumpling place,” Veeta said soothingly.

“Ooh, dumplings?” Kate said, mollified.

“Juliette already has lunch plans, actually,” said a strong, smooth voice as Charlie Hawkins filled the door. He still wore his boxy white lab coat, but beneath he wore a sleek lavender button-down and a pair of tapered slate gray slacks that showed off his athletic frame. He leaned against the doorframe, smiling softly at Juliette.

Juliette turned to Kate. “Charlie is here.”

“I see that,” Kate said, still typing. “Hi, Charlie.”

“Hi, Kate,” Charlie said, looking amused.

Juliette cleared her throat pointedly. Kate looked up, confused. “What?”

“Charlie is here,” Juliette repeated. “That means you get out.”

“Got it. Winky wink. I hear you, loud and clear. I’ll just give this the old Kate Valentine spit shine and send it over to Spencer. Have a good ‘lunch,’ you two.”

Kate hustled out of the office as Juliette pulled Charlie into a kiss. One of her first orders of business as COO of Simon Says had been to insist Simon install blinds. Everyone deserved a bit of privacy, which Juliette used to full effect as she sank into their kiss.

“I did intend to feed you,” Charlie murmured between long, luxurious kisses.

“Oh, you are,” Juliette said, nodding, as she pulled at the edge of his shirt to slide her hands against his bare stomach.

“Food, Juliette,” he laughed, the noise rumbling through her. “Actual sustenance.”

“Mm, this is far more sustaining,” she said with a sigh.

“How is the book coming along?” Charlie asked, kissing along her jawline.

“We can’t get it out fast enough,” Juliette said, dropping her head back. “The true crime story of the century, you have to read it to believe it. It’s got all the elements—exclusive country club, old money family drama, a deviously clever murder overlooked by the police, a beautiful, intrepid investigator who won’t let the case go. We’re talking to three different studios about movie rights. And with all the attention, we’ve suddenly got investors looking to provide Simon Says with a much-needed cash infusion to keep production going.”

“Sounds like a very full plate. I’m assuming you’ve put it all on social media.”

“Oh, I’ve already sent my regrets for the high school reunion via Instagram,” Juliette said, nipping Charlie’s neck. He groaned, waking up every nerve ending in her body in electric anticipation. “I’ll be shooting a Dateline special on the same day.”

“Juniper must be livid,” Charlie said.

“I don’t actually know what Juniper thinks. I unfollowed her. I don’t have time for old regrets. I have new ones to make.”

“Not me, I hope,” Charlie said.

“Not you, Charlie Hawkins,” she said, dead serious. “I’ll never regret you.”

“Not even if you’re saddled with Doctor Dud?” And even though his tone made it sound like a joke, she knew Charlie well enough now to hear the note of uncertainty beneath it. But it didn’t scare her anymore. She put a hand to his cheek, pulling his head up and locking her gaze with him.

“The Juliette who called you that was an emotionally repressed idiot. You are the least dud-ley person I’ve ever met, and I will spend the rest of my life proving it if I have to. Now, are you taking me home for lunch to do unspeakable things to me, or do I have to do them to myself?”

“Never let it be said that I would deny a lady,” said Charlie, sweeping his hand toward the door. “Shall we?”

“We definitely shall,” Juliette said.
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