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CHAPTER ONE

I

t wasn’t even nine a.m. and I was already having a bad day. I
was working on Project Shadow for the FBI. Suspected human
traffickers. I shook my head. What some people won’t do for
money! The FBI occasionally hires a freelance information professional like me to dig into the lives of “persons of interest” as
they call it, when they need to circumvent the law – and they
pay extremely well.
Anyway, the database I needed to complete the project was
down and my call to tech support was a waste of time. I wound
up talking to some guy on the other side of the planet named
Pardeep. He was pleasant enough, and his English quite intelligible. He tried to help, but in the end he couldn’t fix the problem,
leaving me behind the eight-ball with the FBI. With nothing left
to do but wait, I decided to go for a run.
A wall of cool air hit me as I stepped out the door of my apartment; rain-laden clouds darkened the western sky. Thunder
rumbled in the distance as I popped my earbuds in and hit my
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favorite playlist. With luck, I’d be able to complete my five miles
and be back home before the early fall storm hit.
I was just hitting my stride, listening to Aerosmith doing “Walk
this Way,” one of my favorites, when the phone call came. Damn
it, I had told Pardeep not to call for another hour. I guess hours
pass quicker in India. I stopped running and gulped in air as I
wheezed a weak, “Hello.”
“Is this Zoey Callaway?” The voice was not Pardeep’s. This
voice was low, sultry, and very sexy. He sounded hot, I thought,
but he’s probably short, fat and bald, so don’t get too excited, Zoe.
“Yes,” I said between breaths. I willed my heart rate to lower
itself. “Who is this?”
“Miss Callaway, my name is Seth Andrews. I’m a detective with
the Hope Harbor Police Department.”
My stomach flipped. The detective continued. “I’m sorry to
have to do this over the phone, but I’m afraid I have some bad
news. I believe Felix Callaway is your uncle. Is that correct?”
My mouth dried up. I couldn’t talk. I managed to squeak a
response, “Yes, he’s my uncle…why? What—?”
“I’m truly sorry,” the voice cut in. “A neighbor found your uncle
this morning. I’m afraid he’s dead.”
My legs turned to rubber. Oh God, not Felix. Not Uncle Felix.
Dropping to my knees, I managed to sit myself down on a lawn
next to the sidewalk.
“What do you mean he’s dead? I saw him a few days ago. He
can’t be dead.” This was not happening. No, no, no! Not Uncle
Felix. He couldn’t die. We had so much to do.
“I’m sorry, Miss Callaway. I wish I didn’t have to make this call.
I’d rather we talk in person. Yours was the only number we could
find. We still need to talk to you, however, and it should be faceto-face. Are you able to come to the station?”
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And then the tears came, cascading down my face, soaking
my cheeks and entering the corners of my half-open mouth I
tasted the salt and looked through unseeing eyes at the empty
street before me.
I could still picture Felix at his desk. Pictures, notes, and newspaper clippings littered the large whiteboard in his office, all connected by thin pieces of red string. He called it organized chaos; I
called it a mystery and I’d loved every minute of trying to figure
it out. There’d be no more of that, no more sitting at the kitchen
table rehashing old cold cases he’d worked on at the sheriff ’s office.
No more bear hugs and encouraging words… somewhere in the
distance a voice was calling.
“Hello, Miss Callaway, are you still there?”
“Ye-yes, I’m here detective. I’m two hours away, I’ll get there
as soon as I can. Thank you.”
“That’s fine. When you get to the station, just tell the front desk
you’re there to see me. Do you know where the police station is?”
“Yes, I do. Thanks.” I tapped my phone to end the call.
I don’t know how long I sat on the grass. No one stopped to
help me. It’s just as well; I would have probably snapped their head
off if they had. I walked back to my apartment in the pouring
rain. There was no run left in me. My energy was spent, and all
I wanted to do was crawl into bed and forget this day ever happened.
I climbed the stairs to my front door, and with shaking hands
managed to get the key into the lock.
My apartment is small. In fact, calling it an apartment would
do nothing but massage my mom’s ego. It’s little more than a glorified attic over my mom’s garage. Still, it has all the amenities; a
convenience kitchen where you can sit on the couch, watch TV,
and cook dinner all without ever getting up; a bathroom with
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a shower and toilet that works if you reach into the water tank
and flip the mechanism to flush. The handle broke a year ago.
She may be my mom, but she’s a lousy landlord. I finished my
shower, packed a suitcase, and my laptop.
It hit me as I was about to get in the car and saw Mom’s car
right beside mine.
“Damn! I need to tell her,” I said to the open door. “Well, isn’t
this going to be peachy.”
You know how some people can brighten a room just by
walking into it? It’s not that way with my mother. She could start
a fight in an empty room. I know, I’ve seen her do it.
I tossed my bags into my Jeep and walked to the side door of
my Mom’s house.
Walking into my mother’s kitchen was like time travel. Every
time I set foot in there it was like being in a seventy’s sitcom, complete with puke green appliances, harvest gold countertops, and
dark cupboards. Mom calls it vintage; I have a few other words for
it – none of which can be uttered in mixed company.
She was standing at the counter chopping vegetables for a salad.
“Zoey, what are you doing here?” Mom said. She glanced up
giving me the once over, her eyes bloodshot as usual. “Aren’t you
supposed to be working?”
“I work from home, or have you forgotten?”
She raised her eyebrows. “When are you going to get a real
job?”
The tears were back, and I was having a hard time standing
again. “I need to sit. You should sit too,” I said and plopped down
in a chair at the dinette set.
She wiped her hands on a towel and sat across the table from
me. Her hair – it was blond this week – fell in front of her eyes.
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She brushed it aside with the back of her hand and said, “What
is it? What’s so bad you’re all in tears?”
“There’s no easy way to say this. Uncle Felix is dead.” I locked
eyes with her, but she turned away. I could see it hadn’t quite registered. It took a moment and then she turned back to face me.
“How…how do you know this?”
“The police called me. They found his body this morning. I
have to go to Hope Harbor. They need me to come in.”
“They called you? Why? I’m his sister for God’s sake, why call
you?” Her brow furrowed, and her eyes became slits.
I could sense the resentment in her. She wasn’t upset about
Felix—she was pissed that I was the one they called.
“I’m sorry, Mom, I have to go. I’ll call when I know more.” A
tear ran down her cheek, and the hurt radiated out of her eyes.
For a moment, I felt sorry for her. She hadn’t had an easy life, but
then, a lot of her troubles were her own doing.
“Do what you need to do. Just don’t make the funeral for Saturday. I have plans. Friday would be better.”
I resisted the sudden urge to pour myself a large glass of wine,
but I had a long drive ahead of me. Mom rose from the table and
went back to chopping her vegetables. “Drive safely.”
I nodded and escaped through the back door. Enough damage
had been done for one day.
Before leaving, I checked my mail. There was a package
wrapped in an old brown grocery bag. it was from Felix. “What
the hell?” I said and set the box down on the passenger seat. As
much as I was dying to open it, I knew I couldn’t afford to get
sidetracked.
On the way to Hope Harbor I kept casting a sideways glance
at the package. It just didn’t make sense. We saw each other two
or three times a month, why didn’t he just give this to me when
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I was there over the weekend? My stomach lurched. Was Felix
sick and hadn’t told me?
Traffic was light, and I made it to Hope Harbor by noon and
decided to drive by Uncle Felix’s house on the way to the police
station.
His Craftsman style house sat on Ashley Lane and was within
walking distance of downtown. Old oak trees shaded the front
porch and yard, and there was plenty of space between houses
for privacy, if there was such a thing in Hope Harbor. It was a
small town where secrets were hard to keep. I’d spent enough
time here over the years to get to know a lot of people and Hope
Harbor felt like home.
The house was surrounded by police and emergency vehicles,
so I parked on the street and made my way up the porch steps
toward the front door. A policeman stopped me as I approached
and told me to wait outside while he got Detective Andrews.
As I waited, I could see the neighbors rubbernecking, wondering what was happening. No doubt the whole town knew by
now and I could feel my face flush as I considered the stories
they must be telling about what happened to Felix. I made for
the door, keeping an eye on the neighbors. I ran smack dab into
a broad-chested man about a foot taller than me.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he said. It was the voice
from the phone.
“I want to see my uncle,” I said, meeting his steely gaze with
my own.
“Ah, you must be Miss Callaway.” His eyes softened. “I’m Detective Seth Andrews. I’m sorry, that’s just not possible right now;
the crime techs are processing the scene. Here, let’s go into the
kitchen where we will be out of the way.”
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We threaded our way into the kitchen through a gaggle of
policemen and crime techs. Seth pulled a chair out for me and
motioned for me to sit. The detective sat in the chair next to mine.
“I thought you were going to meet me at the police station,”
he said, his eyes narrowing.
“Good thing I don’t always follow directions, because you’re
obviously not there,” I said. “Can you please tell me what happened?”
I looped the strap of my purse over the back of the chair and
rested my arms on the worn farm table with my hands folded.
“A neighbor, Mister Lewis, came over to check on your uncle
this morning. They were supposed to meet at Gil’s Diner for breakfast, but your uncle never showed up. He found your uncle in the
bathtub, dead. Mister Lewis called the police, and when I got here,
he gave me your phone number. There’s no sign of foul play, but
all deaths are investigated.”
“I don’t understand. I just saw him this past weekend. He was
fine,” I said.
“You saw him this past weekend?” He leaned forward, the
muscles in his face clenched.
“Yes,” I said. “We hung out, watched TV, went to dinner, and
talked. Did he have a heart attack?”
“We won’t know for sure until after the autopsy, but there
weren’t any obvious signs. He looked peaceful. Did you get any
indication that he was depressed or upset? There was a bottle of
sleeping pills on the vanity.”
“No, nothing,” I said after a moment of thought. Uncle Felix
did seem a little preoccupied, but nothing that raised any alarms.
“Uncle Felix took one pill a night before he went to bed. He was
very careful with all his medication. If you think my uncle com-
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mitted suicide, you’re barking up the wrong tree.” I turned away
from the detective; my eyes filled with tears.
“Where are you staying so we can keep in touch?” He pulled
a handkerchief out of his suit coat pocket and handed it to me.
“Thank you. I’m staying here,” I said, wiping my eyes. The smell
of his cologne on the hanky somehow made me feel warm and
safe. It was a familiar scent, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
“It’s going to be another couple of hours before we’re out of
here,” he said. “Have you got a place you can go in the meantime?
I expect the coroner will release your uncle’s body tomorrow or
the next day. You might want to make arrangements.”
“Thanks.” I got up from my chair and grabbed my purse. I tried
to return his handkerchief, but he waved me off.
“Here’s my card,” he said. “Call me if you need anything.”
I nodded and tucked the card into my purse before making
my way out to my car. The butterflies in my stomach wouldn’t
stop fluttering. I felt lightheaded, I was cold all over, and I had
a headache.
It was after four by the time I’d finished finalizing the funeral
arrangements. I called Mom on the way back to Felix’s house to
fill her in on today’s activities.
I drove back to Felix’s house and pulled into the driveway.
Thankfully, all the police personnel were gone. I let myself in and
looked around the living room. At least they hadn’t made a big
mess for me to clean up.
Karma, the black kitten Uncle Felix had adopted a couple of
weeks ago, greeted me at the door. In all the excitement, I’d completely forgotten about her. She rubbed her tiny body against my
legs as her mournful squeaky mews protested the day’s events.
“You poor thing,” I said, scooping the squirming fluff of black
fur up in my arms, “you must be starving.”
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I took her into the kitchen and filled her food and water bowls.
After she’d eaten, I saw that she had disappeared again. She was
clearly distressed by all the activity.
I walked back into the living room and saw Felix’s recliner
sitting by the window. The blanket he used to cover his legs was
unfolded and in the seat. His glasses still sat on the end table,
along with a pencil and a newspaper turned to the crossword
puzzle.
As I walked down the hallway to look for Karma, I paused
outside the bathroom door. I willed myself to cross the threshold. My heart was racing, and my palms were sweating. I stepped
just inside the door and saw that the sleeping pills the detective had said were on the bathroom vanity were now gone. Must
have taken them for evidence. A fine layer of fingerprint powder
covered almost every surface.
I looked over at the bathtub and saw that it was still wet and
soiled. As I stood staring at the bathtub, it dawned on me, Felix
never took baths. He hated them. He much preferred a hot shower.
What the hell?
My stomach heaved. Clamping my hand over my mouth, I
bolted for the kitchen sink just in time to see my breakfast for a
second time today. I washed my face and hands and continued
to walk through the house.
When I opened the door to Felix’s office, I froze. Felix and
I had spent hours in this room over the years trying to solve
some cold cases he’d left behind when he retired from the sheriff ’s department. Growing up, I had spent countless days with
Felix, because my mother was out gallivanting around with the
man of the moment.
We would go fishing off the pier in the park. Sometimes I’d play
in the playground while he fished, but I wasn’t out of his sight for
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a second – he guarded me like a hawk. After fishing, we would
go to lunch and laugh and talk for hours.
When I got older, Felix introduced me to the world of crime.
Not committing them, solving them. I was hooked. I wanted to
be a cop and follow in his footsteps in the worst way. There was
just one problem – I’ve been terrified of guns ever since my father
accidently killed himself while he was cleaning his rifle.
And now the room was empty. The large whiteboard, normally filled with photos, index cards, and notes, was empty, and
his laptop was missing.
The floor to ceiling bookshelves that housed the prized collection of first edition books we’d been collecting for years had
been rifled through. We’d organized the collection by author, and
I quickly scanned the shelves. It looked as though all the books
were there.
All that remained was his desk and chair and the worn chintz
easy chair I would sit in when we were working. The drawers of
the desk had been dumped on the hardwood floor - the contents
scattered across the boards. The printer sat on the desk, its cords
dangling. I checked his file cabinet and discovered the file on the
cold cases was nowhere to be found.
Oh my God, had someone broken in? No, Detective Andrews
would have mentioned it to me. But there was no reason the police
would have taken anything. Maybe someone came into the house
after the police had left.
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