
CHAPTER ONE

“I want you to find my dead husband.”
“Excuse me?”  That was my first reaction.
“I want you to find my husband.  He’s dead, and I need to know where he is.”  She spoke in a 

voice one sexy note below middle C.
“Uh-huh.”  That was my second reaction.  Really slick.
Moments before, when I saw her standing in the outer room, waiting to come into my office, I 

had the feeling she’d be trouble.  And now, with that intro, I knew it.
“He’s dead, and I need you to find him.”  If she wasn’t tired of the repetition, I was, but I 

couldn’t seem to get my mouth working.  She sat in the cushy black leather chair on the other side of 
my desk, exhaling money with every sultry breath.  She had beautiful blond hair with just a hint of 
darker color at the roots, blue eyes like a cold mountain lake, and a smile that would slay Adonis.  I’d 
like to say that a beautiful woman couldn’t influence me by her beauty alone.  I’d like to say it, but I 
can’t.

“Why didn’t you come see me yesterday?” I asked.  Her eyes widened in surprise.  This 
detective misses nothing, I thought, mentally patting myself on the back.  She didn’t know that I’d 
definitely noticed her yesterday eating at a deli across the street.  I had been staring out the window, 
and there she was.

The shoulders of her red designer jacket went up a half-inch and back down, then her full lips 
curled into the trace of a smile.  “I came here to see you, but you were leaving for lunch.  I followed 
you, and then I lost my nerve.”

“I see you’ve regained it.”  I’ve never been one to place too much importance on my looks, but 
I suddenly wished I could run a comb through my hair, put on a nicer shirt, and splash on a little 
cologne.  And change my eye color – hazel – boring.  It sounded like someone’s old, spinster aunt, not 
an eye color.

She nodded.  “Yes.  I have to find out about my husband.  He’s dead, I know it.  I just know it.” 
Her tone swayed as if in a cool breeze, with no hint of the desperation that should’ve been carried in 
the words.

“But he’s also missing,” I said in a tone bordering on flippant, as I leaned forward to unlock the 
desk drawer where I kept spare change, paper clips, and my favorite gold pen.  Maybe writing things 
down would help me concentrate.  But I caught a whiff of something elegant coming from her 
direction, and the key I was holding missed the lock by a good two inches.  I hoped she didn’t see my 
blunder.  I felt my face getting warm and assumed my cheeks were turning crimson.  I hoped she didn’t 
see that either.

Perhaps I was being too glib because she glanced back toward the door as if she had mistaken 
my office for another.  “This is the Ferguson Detective Agency?  You are Reed Ferguson?”

“It is and I am.”  I smiled in my most assured manner, then immediately questioned what I was 
doing.  This woman was making no sense and here I was, flirting with her like a high-school jock.  I 
glanced behind her at the framed movie poster from the  The Big Sleep, starring Humphrey Bogart and 
Lauren Bacall.  It was one of my favorites, and I hung the poster in my office as a sort of inspiration.  I 
wanted to be as cool as Bogie.  I wondered what he would do right now.

She puckered pink lips at me.  “I need your help.”
“That’s what I’m here for.”  Now I sounded cocky.
The pucker turned into a fully developed frown.  “I’m very serious, Mr. Ferguson.”
“Reed.”  I furrowed my brow and looked at my potential first client with as serious an 

expression as I could muster.  I noticed for the first time that she applied her makeup a bit heavy, in an 



attempt to cover blemishes.
“Reed,” she said.  “Let me explain.”  Now we were getting somewhere.  I found the gold pen, 

popped the top off it and scrounged around another drawer for a notepad.  “My name is Amanda 
Ghering.”  She spoke in an even tone, bland, like she was reading a grocery list.  “My husband, Peter, 
left on a business trip three weeks ago yesterday.  He was supposed to return on Monday, but he 
didn’t.”

Today was Thursday.  I wondered what she’d been doing since Monday.  “Did you report this to 
the police?”

She raised a hand to stop me.  “Please.  I already have and they gave me the standard response, 
‘Give it some time, he’ll show up.’”

That one puzzled me.  The police wouldn’t file a missing persons case for twenty-four hours, 
but after that, I was certain they would do something more.  “They didn’t do anything?”

“They asked me some questions, said they would make a few calls to the airlines.”  Amanda 
paused.  “They were more concerned about my relationship with Peter,” she said, gazing out the 
window behind me.  The only thing she would see was an incredible view of a renovated warehouse 
across the street.  For a brief moment, her face was flushed in as deep a sadness as I’d ever seen.  Then 
it was gone, replaced by a foggy look when she turned back to me.  “You see, Peter wasn’t exactly 
what you’d call a faithful husband.”  She frowned, creating wrinkles on an otherwise perfect face. 
“Well, that’s not completely true.  He was faithful, to his libido at least.  But not to our marriage.”  I 
paraphrased the last couple of sentences on the notepad.  “He travels quite a bit with his company, 
computer consulting, so he has ample opportunity to dally.  And he never tries hard to conceal what 
he’s doing.”

“Did you tell the police all of this?”
“Yes.  I believe that’s why they’re not doing that much.  That, and the fact that there appears to 

be no foul play, has kept them from doing little more than paperwork.”
“You’re afraid they’re not treating his disappearance seriously.”
“Exactly.”
I scratched my chin with the pen.  “I’d have to disagree with you about that.”  I didn’t have 

much experience – okay I didn’t have any experience – but in the tons of detective books I’d read and 
all the movies I’d seen the police would take someone of Amanda’s obvious wealth with some concern. 
At least until she gave them a reason not to.

“They don’t have the resources to track him down,” she countered.  “That’s left up to me, which 
is what I’m here to do.”

“And this way you also keep any nasty details private.”
“Exactly.”
“Why come to me?”
Amanda glanced around the sparsely furnished office and the stark white walls decorated with 

noting more than movie posters, as if she were second-guessing her choice of detectives.  “You came 
recommended.  I know you’re not licensed but…”

“You don’t have to be in the state of Colorado,” I interrupted.  Anyone who wanted to could be 
a detective here, just hang up a sign.  Hell, you didn’t even need a gun.  I could testify to that.  Never 
had one, never shot one.

She waved a hand at me.  “I don’t care if you’re licensed or not.  I know your background.  You 
come from a well-to-do family; you know when to be discreet.”

I came recommended.  Now that caught my curiosity.  The only thing I’d done was to help a 
wealthy friend of my father track down an old business partner.  It was slightly dangerous but not 
noteworthy, and at the time I didn’t have an office or a business.  I had been between jobs, so I decided 
to pursue an old dream.  I hung up a shingle to try my hand at detecting.  I loved old detective novels, 
had read everything from Rex Stout and Dashiell Hammett to Raymond Chandler and James M. Cain. 



I’d watched Humphrey Bogart, William Powell, and all the classic film noir movies.  I pictured myself 
just like those great detectives.  Well, maybe not.  But I was going to try.

“Who recommended me?” I asked.  The list was surely small.
“A friend at my club.”
“Really?  Who?”
“Paul Burrows.  Do you know him?”
I shook my head.  “Does he know my father?”  I assumed he was someone who’d heard about 

me helping my father’s friend.
“I don’t know, but Paul said you were good, and that you could use the work.”
She was right about that.  I lived comfortably off an inheritance from my obscenely rich 

grandparents, plus some smart investments I’d made over the years, so I’d never had a real career.  I 
had always wanted to work in law enforcement, but my parents had talked me out of that.  Instead, I 
got a law degree, flitted from job to job, and disappointed my father because I never stuck with 
anything.  I hoped being a detective would change all that; it was something I’d always wanted to do, 
but my father still thought I was playing around.  I needed to solve a real case to prove him wrong.

“Are you a fan of old movies?” Amanda asked, noticing the posters for the first time.
I nodded.  “I like old movies, but especially detective film noir.”
“Film noir?”
I pointed to a different poster on another wall of The Maltese Falcon, one of Bogie’s most 

famous movies.  “Movies with hard-boiled detectives, dark themes, and dark characters.”
“And dark women?” Amanda said.
I kept a straight face as I gazed at Lauren Bacall.  “Yeah, that too.”
“I hope you’re as good as Sam Spade,” Amanda said.
I watched her cross one shapely leg over the other, her red wool skirt edging up her thigh. 

Trouble.  Just like I’d thought before.  I should have run out of my own office, but I didn’t.  I know 
what you’re thinking, it’s her beauty.  No, it was what she said next that complicated things immensely.

“I’m prepared to pay whatever it takes.”  Saying that, she pulled a stack of bills from her purse. 
I crossed my arms and contemplated her.  This sounded like I’d just be chasing after a philandering 
husband.  Not exciting at all, even though I had little basis for making that assumption, other than what 
I’d read in books.  But a voice inside my head said that making money meant it was a real job, right?

I named my daily wage, plus expenses.  It was top dollar, but she didn’t blink.  And I had my 
first real case.  What would my father say to that?

* * * * *
“Let’s start with you clarifying a couple of things,” I said.  Moments before Amanda had inked 

her name on a standard contract, officially making her my first client.  “How do you know your 
husband’s dead and not just missing?”

Amanda sighed.  “Because he would’ve called me, kept in touch, and I haven’t heard a word 
from him.”

“But if he was out with someone else?”
She shook her head.  “No, he always calls.  He pretends things are normal.  We have our routine 

and he always follows it.  Only this time he didn’t.”
“But he knew?”
“That I knew?”
I nodded.  She nodded.  “Yes, he knew.”
I resisted the urge to continue the Dr. Seuss rhyme.  “So he hasn’t called you, but what makes 

you jump to the conclusion that his not calling means he’s dead?”  I leaned back in my chair, tipping it 
up on two legs.  “What if he wanted to disappear, or he’s fallen in love with someone else and has run 
off with her?”

Amanda emitted a very unladylike snort.  “Peter’s not capable of love, so it’s impossible for 



him to leave me.  Not for that reason, anyway.”
“Have you given him another reason to leave?”
She hesitated.  “I was going to kill him.”
We moved out of the realm of boring.  The chair legs hit the floor hard.  “Excuse me?”
“I was going to kill him,” she repeated.  She stared down at her hands and ticked items off on an 

index finger.  “For the insurance money and the inheritance.  Well over five million.  Besides that, I 
would get my freedom from the farce of our marriage.”  She spoke matter-of-factly, as if she were 
detailing a cooking recipe.  “I was trying to figure out a way to do it.  I couldn’t make it look like a 
suicide, because I’d lose out on the insurance money.  I couldn’t murder him, because I couldn’t 
guarantee getting away with it, and I might not get any money that way either.  A domestic dispute 
gone bad was out of the question because Peter wouldn’t hit a rabid dog, let alone his wife.  I was left 
with creating an accident.  Only I never could figure out what to do.  Help him lose control and drive 
off a snowy mountain road?  Too much risk for me.  Electric shock of some sort?  But how could I pull 
that off?  Poison?  But with what, and how to keep it from being discovered?”  Her breasts lifted and 
sank in a deep sigh.  “I finally gave up,” she said and looked me straight in the eye.  “I didn’t do 
anything.”

Blurting out her plans like that intrigued me.  Bogie never had it this easy.  “But he’s 
disappeared,” I came back to the original point.  “How do I know that you didn’t have him killed?”

“Why would I hire you?”
“To make it look like you weren’t involved.”
She smiled.  “I’m afraid that’s impossible.  First of all, I wouldn’t know where to start.  And as I 

said, I gave up the idea of killing him.”
“Then how do you know he’s dead?  If he knew you wanted him dead, that’s a lot of motivation 

not to come home.”
“He didn’t know anything about it.”
“But you just said that he might not come home because he knew you were trying to kill him.”
She emitted an exasperated sigh.  “Peter never knew anything,” she said again.
“How do you know?”
She spoke to me like I was the class dunce.  “All Peter knew was that our marriage, and his 

money, were in jeopardy.  When I was considering what I might do to him, I was less,” she struggled to 
find the right words, “less than kind to him.  Cold.  Indifferent.  He sensed that.  Then I decided I was 
being foolish, so I resumed the game.  Things were back to normal, whatever that was.  He didn’t have 
any reason not to come home.”

I sat back again, feeling like I’d missed the answer to a test question.  “So I’m supposed to find 
your presumably dead husband, whom you wanted to kill, but deny that you did, and now that he’s 
gone, you want him back.”

“Yes,” she said, exasperated.
“Fine,” I said.
I should’ve run, right then.  I should’ve, but I didn’t.



CHAPTER TWO

“This is quite a house,” I said as Amanda walked out of her huge three-car garage.  I noticed a 
black Porsche parked in the far space, and a blue Mercedes in the middle spot, next to Amanda’s sleek 
gray Lexus.

I had just followed Amanda to her house in Castle Pines, an exclusive gated community of 
huge, custom-built homes resting in the shadows of the Rocky Mountains near Castle Rock.  The 
continuing sprawl of suburban Denver threatened smaller towns, but in areas like Castle Pines, between 
Castle Rock and south Denver, the neighborhoods were still quiet and you had breathtaking views of 
the mountains thrown in.  I could smell fresh pine carried in an early winter breeze that whipped up 
dead leaves in the lawn.

“Come on inside,” she said, looking around nervously.  I didn’t know what she had to worry 
about; the nearest house was at least a hundred feet away and I hadn’t seen anybody out on the 
meandering road that led to her place.

I suppressed a whistle as we walked across creamy red flagstone steps to a long front porch. 
Having grown up in the cradle of wealth, I was not easily impressed, but this came close.  The Ghering 
house, with its opulent Victorian design, certainly challenged my childhood home in size.  It was 
painted eggshell white, complemented by black trim and decorative ironwork on the windows, with a 
huge red brick chimney jutting out from the south side of the house.  Unlit Christmas lights hung from 
the eave, and from the branches of two large pine trees in the front yard.

“Why did you give up the idea of killing Peter?” I asked as we stepped inside.  A spacious foyer 
branched off in three directions, to the right a cozy sitting room, to the left a large living room, lavishly 
decorated, and straight ahead stairs leading to the second floor.  It didn’t take a detective to know that a 
lot of money had gone into the decor.

“Let me take your coat,” Amanda said, hanging both hers and mine in a closet under the 
staircase.  “Would you like a drink?”

I hesitated because it was barely lunchtime.  “It’s a bit early for me.  A glass of water would be 
fine.  And how about an answer to my question.”

She beckoned me to follow her into the living room, where she crossed to a minibar and began 
preparing drinks, water and ice for me, vodka and a splash of Rose’s lime juice for her.  I curled an 
eyebrow at her as she swallowed half her drink.  “This whole thing’s got me tied up in knots,” she said, 
justifying her actions.

I sat down on an expensive leather sofa near a towering Christmas tree adorned with gold 
ribbons and red lights.  I sipped my glass of water and said nothing, but wondered if she’d already 
thrown back a drink or two before coming to my office.  It could explain her willingness to talk.

Amanda stared at me as she finished her drink.  “I decided not to kill Peter because he may be 
unfaithful, but he’s not worth killing.”  She set the empty glass back on the bar and pushed an 
imaginary hair away from her eyes.  As she talked, I was riveted by those eyes, how piercing they were. 
“I assumed the role of the spoiled rich wife, a country club woman,” she continued, toying with an 
enormous diamond on her left ring finger that reflected the light from a huge bay window.  “I use his 
money like he uses me.  I’m a side attraction, there when he wants me; I fade into the woodwork when 
he doesn’t.”

Dressed as she was in another expensive designer outfit, every piece from her earrings to the 
matching leather heels, she clearly used his money well.  “Tell me about this business trip,” I said, 
sinking further into the sofa.

“Peter started out in Florida.  He stayed there for a week, then a week in New York, and he was 
supposed to be in Philadelphia this last week.”



“Supposed to be?  Did he not make it to Philadelphia?”
“No.”
“Are  you sure?”
 Amanda frowned.  “Of course I'm sure.  The last time I heard from Peter was his last night in 

New York.  He was leaving for Philly the next morning.  The police told me that his ticket from New 
York to Philly wasn’t used.”

“Could he have changed his mind?  Taken the train instead?”
“I suppose that’s possible.  But it isn’t like Peter.  He’s meticulous to a fault and tied to his 

routines.  I can’t see him changing his plans like that and not telling me.”
“Okay, so he didn’t use the airline ticket, and you didn’t hear from him this past week.”  I 

cocked my head to the side.  “But that doesn’t mean he never made it to Philadelphia.  Or that he’s 
dead.”

“True.”  She thrust a finger in my direction.  “That’s why I hired you, to find out what 
happened.  I think he’s dead.  Maybe he had an accident, met an angry husband of one of his lovers.  I 
don’t know, but I’m preparing myself for the worst.”  She was doing a fine job of it, I thought, eyeing 
the empty glass behind her.

“Then you’d inherit the money and all your problems would be solved.”
Her face twisted into a quick mixture of emotions – sadness, pleasure, fear, then blank.  “I 

suppose.  Boy, would that make Peter’s parents angry.”
“Why?”
Amanda contemplated the question for a moment, then said, “Peter’s parents never really liked 

me.  I think they resent the fact that Peter has done well for himself, that we live so well now.  They 
don’t live as well, but money from Peter’s estate would go a long way for them.”

“You’re sure you would inherit and not his parents?”
“Yes.  I saw a copy of the will after Peter came from the attorney’s office.  His parents have 

their own money.  Not as much as us, but they have some.  He didn’t see any need to give them any 
more.”

I pondered her last revelation.  “I can see why you hope he’s dead.”
If it angered her, she didn’t show it.  She stood a bit straighter and gazed at me, unflappable. 

We stayed in speculative silence long enough for me to sing the chorus of The Police’s “Murder by 
Numbers” in my head.

“So,” I finally said.  I set my empty glass on the coffee table and leaned my elbows on my 
knees.  “Do you have a copy of Peter’s itinerary and who he was working for?”

“Sure.”
“Plane reservations, hotel reservations, any car rental information?”
She nodded.  “All of that should be upstairs in his office.  Peter was self-employed, so 

everything would be there.”
“Let’s have a look,” I said.
“Right now?”
“Is that okay?” I asked.  I wondered about the slight resistance, but dismissed it.
“No, that’s fine.”  I stood up and followed Amanda as she headed for the stairs, passing a 

picture in a gold frame sitting on a teak wood end table.  “Is this Peter?” I asked, picking up the photo.
Amanda stopped and turned.  “Yes.  As you can see, he’s easy to fall for.  Tall, six-two; dark 

brown eyes, quite good-looking,” Amanda said.  I examined the picture and agreed.  Peter Ghering, 
dressed in white shorts and a dark blue Oxford shirt, stood in front of a long white sailboat, a cocky 
half-smile on his tanned face.  He kept his hair short, the curls neatly slicked into place.  He pointed at 
the camera with his sunglasses, seeming relaxed, a man without a care in the world.

“How recent is this?” I asked.
“Taken last summer, but he still looks the same.”



“Six to eight months probably wouldn’t change him much,” I said, memorizing the picture 
before I put the photo back.  “What kind of a man is Peter?”  I chose my words with care, speaking of 
him in the present.  No reason to think otherwise.

“A control freak, driven to succeed.  Highly successful, but emotionally he has nothing to give. 
He’s charming, at least at times, devastatingly handsome, and great in bed.  That alone kept me going 
for a long time.”

A Harlequin hero.  “How long have you been married?”
“Fifteen years.”  Amanda gazed out the window, as if she could see her wedding day in the 

sunshine outside.  “We were young, right out of college.  Peter was going places and I wanted to be 
right there with him.  He liked the high life, and so did I.  We were going to be Mr. and Mrs. Perfect.” 
Her eyes turned back to me.  “But the monotony of marriage set in.  He spent more time on business 
trips; I spent more time at the country club.  He began to play around.”

“Did you?”
“Have an affair?”
I nodded.
“No,” she said.  “Tempted, once, but I didn’t.  When I wanted great sex, I had Peter.  As for an 

affair, I never met anyone that I thought could be a suitable companion.”
That made sense, at least at the moment.  “Was he always unfaithful?”
“I didn’t think so, but looking back on it, he probably was.  A few of my sorority sisters were 

awfully close with him.  At the time I was in love, so I didn’t see anything bad in their behavior.  I 
assumed he was being friendly.”

“Any children?”
“None.  I wanted to, but he didn’t.”
“Any financial troubles?  Business troubles?”
“No,” she said.  “Everything was great.  We were playing the game like we always did, no 

questions asked.  Then Peter didn’t call.  It doesn’t fit.  He should’ve come home.”
I wondered why a man with no problems would disappear.  Unless she was the problem.  The 

threat of a violent end at the hands of one’s wife seemed like a problem to me.  If he knew about it.
Amanda turned to head upstairs to Peter’s office.  “I know you don’t believe Peter’s dead. 

Please, find out what happened to him.  I need to know.”
With five million hanging in the balance, I could see why.



CHAPTER THREE

Peter’s office took up the whole north side of the house.  The room was painted a light, creamy 
brown, with large windows east and west.  A mahogany desk the size of a compact car sat directly 
across from the door, taking up a sizable portion of the room.  On one side of it was a two-drawer file 
cabinet, on the other a computer printer sitting on a small stand.  Three-foot shelves spanned the entire 
wall behind the desk, and a huge painting of a sailboat on calm waters hung centered on the wall over 
the desk.  In the remainder of the room were a small table with a reading chair in one corner and a glass 
display case with a few model boats in the other corner.

“This is where he works,” Amanda said.  “When he’s in town,” she said as an afterthought.
I moved around the desk and sat in the leather executive chair.  Definitely more comfortable 

than the one in my office; it cushioned my underside like a pillow.  I ran my hands across the 
mahogany desktop, then checked out the computer monitor.  It was the very latest model, practically 
paper thin, taking up very little room on the desk.  I lightly tapped the keyboard, then switched on a 
small antique Tiffany desk lamp.  The room reeked of expensive taste.

“He also has a laptop for travel,” Amanda said.  “It’s with him.”
That made sense, since he was on a business trip, but I didn’t point out the obvious.  “I guess 

we have to start here.  Do you mind if I look at what he’s got on the computer?”
“I could care less what’s on that thing.”  I glanced at her as I turned it on.  Did she despise the 

technology or the man who used it?
“Let’s see what we have here.”  I waited for the computer to think its way through initial setup; 

when it finished, the desktop appeared with a variety of files on it.  I examined them, humming the 
catchy opening notes from a tune by The Smiths.  I double-clicked on one file after another.  Most of 
the files were documents related to Peter’s work, details of program modifications, suggestions for 
improvements, and a lot of computer lingo that I didn’t understand.  A few documents prompted me for 
a password, which raised my curiosity.  Not that they contained anything more than contracts or 
something he wouldn’t want just anybody, like me, to have access to, but a detective didn’t like not 
knowing.

“Anything interesting?” Amanda asked after a bit of fidgeting from the reading chair.
“Nope.”  I continued perusing files and humming The Smiths song.
“Is that How Soon Is Now?” she asked.
I looked up in surprise.  “Sure is.”  Not too many people recognized that alternative '80s band, 

or one of their greatest hits.
“I think we’re about the same age,” she said with a roll of her eyes.  “You’re what?  Thirty? 

Thirty-five?”
“Thirty-four,” I said.
“Class of eighty-two.”  Amanda smiled.  “I like a lot of the groups from the eighties.”
“The Smiths were great,” I said, feeling like the schoolboy again.  She likes the same music as I 

do!  Get a grip, Reed.  She’s a client.  But I kept humming.
“Well, well.  What have we here?”
Amanda bolted up from the chair and came around the desk.  “What?”
I was checking Peter’s emails.  I couldn't believe he hadn't password protected them, but it 

made my job easier.  The Inbox contained only a few, but one of those was from a lady named Sheila. 
The email was dated six months ago, and was brief but to the point.



“Dear Peter,” it read.  “So glad to hear from you.  Call me when you get in and we can have 
dinner and then… :-)”.  Below that: “Love Sheila”.  Underneath that was an auto signature, standard 
with most company emails, and this conveniently listed her full name as Sheila Banks.  It also had the 
company address, phone and fax numbers, and web site address.  Sheila obviously had little concern 
about being caught.  Either that, or she was incredibly stupid.  I’d recently heard about a couple who 
had spent the night together, and the unfortunate woman wrote her lover a steamy email about their 
night of passion, only to see him send it on to his friends, who send it on to their friends, and so on.  In 
a nanosecond the email passed through cyberspace, ending up in Inboxes all over the world, turning 
into a lover’s nightmare.  I saw the story on the news.  I’ll bet Sheila didn’t count on Peter keeping her 
email around, which wasn’t a very smart assumption on her part.

“That bastard,” Amanda said, smacking a delicate palm on the desk.  “Keeping an email like 
that.  I knew they were contacting him, but to keep the evidence...”  I knew exactly who “they” were. 
And it sounded like there were a lot of “them.”

“Where did you expect them to contact him?”
She bit her lip.  “I don’t know.  I guess when he got to whatever city they were in.  Not here.”
“Maybe Peter didn’t consider his computer part of your home.”  I pulled out a pad and pen from 

my coat pocket while I talked.  “However, I would’ve thought he’d at least keep the correspondence on 
his laptop and not here.”  I printed the email, complete with Sheila’s business information and email 
address.

“Why?” Amanda asked.  “I never use this computer.  As a matter of fact, I hardly use the 
computer Peter bought me, except for occasional emails to keep up with friends.”

“But you could’ve looked here.”
Amanda shook her head.  “No, it’s like I told you.  Peter and I kept up the pretense of a good 

marriage.  I had no need to spy on him.  Besides, I knew what was going on.  There wouldn’t be any 
need for me to look here at all.”

The other emails were business correspondence, but I jotted down names and addresses just in 
case.  I didn’t find anything else on the computer that seemed significant, so I shut it down and 
rummaged around in the desk drawers.  “Where’s his itinerary?”

“Right here.”  Amanda opened the file cabinet drawer and pulled out a manila folder marked 
“airline info”, and handed it to me.

I leaned back in the chair and thumbed through the papers.  Each was a travel printout either 
from a travel agent or an airline, organized chronologically, with the latest trip in the back.  On his 
apparent last trip, Peter flew United Airlines, starting out twenty-six days ago.  The printout detailed 
flight information and times from Miami, Florida, to New York City, and then Philadelphia.

“Three weeks.  That’s a long business trip.”
She shrugged.  “That was where the work was, so he took it.  He made great money by 

consulting.”
I closed the file.  “Can I take this with me?”  Amanda nodded, so I set the file aside and 

examined the rest of the folders in the cabinet.
“Here’s his hotel information,” I said, pulling out another folder neatly labeled like the others.  I 

shuffled through it.  The last sheet was an email printout from a travel agent showing which hotels 
Peter was booked in and for how many nights, the last in Philadelphia.  I put that aside as well.

I looked further, admiring the neat and organized manner in which Peter kept his business files. 
I did not have nearly the talent.  I found folders for each trip he had taken from the beginning of the 
year, ten months worth, with receipts and an itemized printout recording each expense in detail. 
Planes, hotels, taxis, parking, car rental, all paper clipped to the printout.  The last folder had a label 
with the dates of this trip, but it was empty, the receipts Peter would have collected presumably still 
with him, wherever he was.

“Too bad,” I said.  “But at least I’ve got names of hotels where he planned to stay.  That’s a 



starting point.”
“Yes.”
“Did the police check with any of them?”
She shrugged her shoulders.  “I don’t know.  I talked to them yesterday, and they didn’t tell me 

anything.”
“Who’s the detective working on this?”
“His name is Detective Merrick.  Jimmy Merrick.  He’s with the Douglas County Sheriff’s 

Department.”
I took down his phone number and made a mental note to contact him, then rummaged some 

more, checking all the drawers.  More letters to clients, marketing plans, bills.  That was all.  Enough to 
know that Peter made a lot of money, but little else.  I opened the thin middle drawer of the desk, 
pushed around the papers and notepads, uncovering some photos.  I pulled them out, four in all.  In 
each one Peter posed with a different woman, and from the backgrounds, in different locations.  The 
women were stunningly gorgeous and appeared to be much younger than Peter.  He hadn’t tried very 
hard to hide his dalliances.

I handed them to Amanda.  “Recognize any of them?”
As she looked at them, her breathing became more controlled, heavy breaths coming out of a 

slit in her mouth.  “No.”  She slapped them on the desk.  “No, I don’t recognize them.”
“You don’t know anything about his liaisons?”
“No.  I told you, we pretended everything was normal.”  I wondered how she could keep up the 

pretense when he had so much available time and seemingly so many available women.
“Do you mind if I take these?”  I picked up the pictures.
“What do I want with them?” she murmured with a dismissive wave of her hand.
I sat back in the chair and slowly looked around the room, searching for inspiration, something 

to set off a flame.  I didn’t even get a spark.  Only the silence of the room, and the low rumblings of a 
huge, nearly empty house.

“So what do you do now?” Amanda broke the quiet.
I shrugged.  “Try and track Peter down through hotel records, that sort of thing.  See where this 

email leads.”  I held up the stack of papers.
“If you need anything else, let me know.”
“I do need one other thing.”
She tucked a wave of hair behind her ear, waiting for me to continue.  “I’m assuming you have 

shared credit cards?”  She nodded.  “Good.  I need you to call them or go online and get the transaction 
information for the past three weeks.  I want to know all the transactions, when and where.  As soon as 
you can get it.”

“I can do that this afternoon.  Will that be quick enough?”
“Sure,” I said.  “You can call me at the office.”
“Is that all?”
I smiled.  “For now.”
She leaned against the edge of the desk.  “If you’re done here, how would you like to have a 

drink before you go?”
Was she flirting with me?  No, couldn’t be.  I tried to look at my watch without looking like I 

was looking at my watch.
“I know it’s early,” she rushed to explain, leaning forward.  “But I’m used to having a cocktail 

at the club with lunch.”
I caught another whiff of perfume.  “No, uh, thanks.”  I stood up but Amanda didn’t budge.  
“Do you know why I hired you?”  She traced a figure eight on the desk.  Back and forth.
“Because I can be discreet?”
One side of her mouth turned up in a sexy half-smile.  “Yes.  And you seem like a nice guy.”  A 



cliché, but it worked.  I felt my chest getting tight.
“It’s just one drink.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.
“Well, maybe another time.”  The half smile remained.
I tripped around the desk.  “I’d better be going.”
A pout formed at the corners of her mouth.  “If you say so.”  She continued to trace on the desk. 

“Will you take a rain check?”
“Sure,” I agreed.  And got the hell out of there.


