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Chapter 1
“Swindled,” Beth repeated softly.  She sat across from her accountant, desperately trying to regain a grip on the situation.  Under the table, she pinched herself, maybe just maybe, she could wake up herself up from the nightmare. 
“Robbed, flinched, double-crossed, cheated, conned,” Michael said bringing her attention back to him.  He shuffled through his papers on the boardroom table deliberately keeping his eyes focused away from her.  
“Swindled,” Beth repeated quietly and shook her head.   She stared at Michael and asked, “Are you absolutely positive?” Beth was hoping that Michel, the number genius of the world, was this once wrong.  He looked back at her saying nothing.
She unbuttoned her pale blue jacket and slid it off her shoulders.  The bangles on her arm jingled as she pulled them from the sleeves.  Her concession to appearing businesslike at this meeting had been to wear the suit.  As the meeting was degenerating, it was time to shed the trappings of the corporate world.  The sooner she reverted to her more normal self, the better.  Beth’s bangles, choker and Chinese satin pumps were a true reflection of her personality.  The suit - not so much.  She tucked a strand of her long fringe behind an ear.
Beth glanced over at her twin sister sitting shocked next to her.  Identical except for her sister’s rather large pregnant belly, there was no doubt in Beth’s mind that her face reflected the same look of complete disbelief.  Beth smoothed a hand over her face.  Her bracelets clattered in the silence of the room and she stilled.  Taking a deep breath she leaned forward.
“Let’s just get this clear.  Basically you are telling us that our dear brother, Brian, has taken everything.  There is no business to speak of. Nothing left to salvage.” Beth said, proud that she had managed to keep her voice calm as their accountant squirmed.
“That pretty much is it in a nutshell,” Michael replied rubbing his sweaty palms together.  He obviously had more to share before he could leave this disaster in their less then capable hands while making a quick getaway.
“Of course there is the small matter of your bank loan.  Even though the business has had a setback, you need to continue making payments,” Michael rushed through the last few words.  He clutched at his papers and looked ready to bolt for the exit.  Vickie and Beth shared a glance.  In unison they turned back to Michael and glared.
“Set back?  Is that what you call this?” Beth asked concisely, “And Michael, in case it’s escaped your notice, we can’t make payments.  We haven’t sold anything.  We haven’t actually opened our business yet,” she explained carefully, just in case he somehow missed that fact.  “A business that you’ve just told us is bankrupt.  Bankrupt because Brian, that worthless brother of ours, never set up the launch, never set up the connections with the department stores and took all the startup money!”  She ended in a yell.  Beth took a deep breath trying to pull herself together and continued more quietly. 
“Brian was supposed to be setting up the launch for next Thursday.  Instead, he is gone,” she said, “and now you’re asking us to make payments? With what Michael? What are we supposed to pay with?  Go ask Brian to make the payments.  He took the money so he can more then afford it!” 
“You’ll just have to dip into your Trust Fund for this,” he replied waving his hands in a calm down gesture.  He looked incredibly pleased with himself with the suggestion. 
Vickie raised an eyebrow at her sister as Beth glanced at her.   They were both baffled by the idiot’s response.  Their company, their dream was crumbled around them and Michael, their accountant, was falling off the deep end.  Oh good.
Vickie turned back to Michael and asked succinctly, “What Trust Fund?”
“Brian explained you had one,” Michael stuttered looking a touch less sure of himself.  “He showed me all the paperwork, naming the three of you as Trust beneficiaries in his mother’s will.”  Michael started going through his papers and paged through his notebook.  Apparently the answer to all Michael’s problems was written down somewhere.  Vickie was shaking her head in despair in the chair next to her as Beth felt her jaw drop.  
“No.  We never had a Trust Fund.  Brian was the only beneficiary to his mother’s Will,” Vicky responded glaring at him over the boardroom table.  
Beth narrowed her eyes and watched Michael as he scrambled.  In the back of her mind, a light switched on.  She leaned forward, saying quietly and distinctly, “Did you help him do this Michael? Did you help Brian ruin our company?  Were you in on the deal?”  
So help her Beth decided she really was going to rip that toupee off his head and stomp on it.  The idiot had set them up.
“Brian said the money wouldn’t even be a drop in the pond for you.  The Estate Trusties weren’t happy that you were going into business.   It was imperative that the launch not happen,” Michael paled and began to stutter. 
“I’m going to kill that brother of ours... rip him limb from limb” Beth muttered to Vickie “When I get through with him, he is going to be beyond sorry!”.  She sucked in a breath trying to calm down.
“So, out of the goodness of your heart, you offered to help him ruin us?”  Vickie was asking Michael as Beth seethed in the chair next to her.  Were all accountants this gullible?  No, Beth decided.  It was just that she and her sister had the misfortune of choosing the one account that was a certified cretin.
“You have a Trust to pay back everything you borrowed.  You must have.  Brian showed me the Will,” Michael continued to mutter until finally slowing to a halt.  He looked like he had just swallowed a very big and hairy spider.
“Brian had a Trust Fund which was his alone.  He did not share.  When we asked him to loan us some funding for the business, he compromised.  He offered to match what money we raised from the bank and to use his contacts to sell the product.  That’s why he came into the business with us,” Vicky explanation while Beth tried to regain control of her emotions.
“Brian, as a partner, has to be as liable for repayments as we are,” Beth said suddenly. “Since he has the money, he’ll have to pay.”
The room grew quiet.  All they could hear was Michael’s laboured breathing as he tugged at his collar.
“He’s not a partner in your company anymore,” Michael muttered. “Brian dissolved his third.  Your Partner contracts stated that if he wanted to sell his shares, he would have to offer each of you first refusal.  But there was nothing regarding dissolving of a partner shares and simply giving them to the other partners,” Michael shrugged. “The company is now held by you two.  He’s free and clear,” Michael ended in a near whisper looking paler then the paper he was holding. He was in the deep end and sinking fast.
“Get out Michael,” Beth said wearily blowing out a breath and shaking her head, “Just get out of this boardroom and this hotel.  Try in that mighty little brain of yours to find a way – any way - to save this mess.” Beth took another deep breath to calm herself down.  Her bangles clattered as she waved a hand at their nervous soon- to-be-ex accountant.
Michael scrambled for the door, stuffing his papers into his briefcase as he went and casting worried eyes at the two of them.
“I’ll … I’ll see what I can do … there must be something that … well there must be a way.  Um,” he tripped over the chair at the end of the boardroom table, casting anxious looks back over his shoulder.
“Well I’ll be talking to you soon and we’ll… um sort something out I’m sure,” he mumbled, thrusting himself out the door and slamming it shut behind him.
It was finally quiet.  Beth looked around the boardroom with its plush maroon chairs and large oblong Beach wood table.  The room was decorated in mute colours and seemed to ooze tranquillity and calm.  No doubt designed to offset the results of many business meetings ending up in showdowns.  Business being what it was... no amount of calming colours was going to dampen the raging frustrations of it all Beth decided.
“Now what?” Vickie asked sounding weary and Beth suddenly felt blindsided.  For the past month everyone had put all their energies, time and efforts into preparing for a big launch.  A launch that now had no venue, no buyers and no chance.  She banged her head against the table top as Vickie patted her on the back.  This had turned into a really bad day.
She sat up again and pulled at the strand of hair that had fallen from her upswept hair.  
“So that’s it then,” Beth said more to herself then to Vickie. “In short we’ve ended up with a mountain of debt and 5000 unsold sets of top of the line, sophisticated, original, one of a kind French lace bras and panties.”



Chapter 2
“You okay?” She added as she took a good look at her rather pale sister.
“Yes,” Vickie replied slowly.  She looked devastated and frustrated and angry.  “I’m just in shock.  Half the time my heart was going into palpitations” she explained, “The other half I was trying to heave myself out of this chair and grab hold of that toupee of his.  I think it would have worked so much better as a Frisbee, don’t you?”  The soon-to-be-mother was absentmindedly rubbing her swollen pregnant belly under the sway of her braless bust. She looked like an icon for impending motherhood.  She did not look like someone planning the mutilation of a grown man’s hair piece, Beth thought with a smile.
“You got the crucial bit of the meeting though?” Beth sighed, growing serious again.  She groaned and continued, “Our next payment is due a week tomorrow- that’s seven days away!  The initial sales from the launch were supposed to cover our bank payment.  Without the launch, we have a week to find 20,000 pounds.” Beth dropped her head back into her arms on the table.  Her bracelets clattered against the wood top and she could feel panic starting to set in.
“I need a drink,” Beth said shaking her head, caused more of her auburn hair to make a break from its upswept style.  She pushed it away blankly thinking how carefully she had dressed this morning to look properly businesslike.  All that effort wasted.  Her hair fell in a riot of waves down her back and her suit jacket was flung discarded over the back of her chair.  All that remained from their disastrous meeting.
Vickie gave a grin and replied, “Tell you what, we’ll go down to the hotel bar and you can have one for me as well. Okay?”  The twins smiled at one another and left the quiet boardroom with its calming grey and blue walls.
*
David Andrews looked at his watch.  The flight should be landing in the next forty-five minutes.  Thank goodness.
He sat back in his seat and took a deep breath.  He hadn’t been able to sleep more then ten minutes here and there of the twelve hour journey.  It had been a long trip.  All around him in the first class cabin, people were beginning to stir.  The lights, which had been dimmed for the majority of the flight, were growing stronger.  There was a murmur and the occasional chink of glass in the back of the cabin.  The stewardesses were prepared breakfast.  David put his book down and rolled his right shoulder in an attempt to ease the stinging pain.  With the bandages on, he didn’t have much movement but he had a feeling it was a good thing.  
The team doctor had given him a firm ticking off for getting injured and several bottles of painkillers.  David was holding off on the human elephant tranquillisers until after arrival, figuring they would knock him out for days.  Over the past few hours his shoulder had gone from blessedly numb to tingling ache to stinging pain.  He feared that the next stage was going to be far worse.
Having managed to get himself on an earlier flight back into London, he was looking forward to a well deserved break.  One more game for the season and then it was over.  He would be official retired.
Of course it was just his luck that he would get hurt doing an exhibition match.  David shook his head.  It was a sure sign it was time to retire.  Having been a pro for the past seven years, he had played enough to last a lifetime.  As long as he put in an appearance on Saturday for the last game, he would be content.
David turned his thoughts to his retirement plans.  With most people, they worried about being bored once they left their jobs but not him.  He was more concerned that he might be biting off more then he could chew. In the last two years, he and a university friend, Pete, working part time had designed programmes that companies were lapping up.  With both partners now retiring from their current professions, they would get a chance to get into more detail.  They would be able to take on bigger scale projects and take the company to a whole new level.
It was going to be challenging but a welcome change, David conceded.  It was far past time he hung up his sporting regalia and entered the world of normal living again.
*
It was still quiet when the twins arrived in the bar.  It was too late for the lunchers and too early for the after-work drinks.  It meant that the two attractive sisters had the undivided attention of the bar staff.  Their drinks, a mango juice and a straight whiskey came in the flash of an eye.  The bartender looking heart-wrenchingly disappointed when he couldn’t mix any of his more complicated cocktail creations. 
“Oh goodie,” Vickie muttered to Beth with a raised eyebrow, after her glass delivered and the waiter had left. “Mango juice garnished with a sprig of mint, a neon red cherry and a mini umbrella.  I couldn’t ask for more.” She gave her dressed up juice a dubious look and grinned at her sister.
“Stop whining,” Beth snickered back. “At least they made an effort to make your juice look more interesting.  And it could have been worse.”  Beth sat back and took a well deserved sip of her drink.  She was so wound up that anything to take the edge off was a dream come true.  The harsh liquid warmed her throat as it slid down. Perfect.
“How, do tell?” Vickie asked looking with exaggerated wide eyes.  Beth sputtered trying not to choke on her drink.
“It could have been served in one of those tall frosted cocktail glass accompanied by a troupe of mariachi players.” Beth laughed as Vickie gave a look of exaggerated horror.  Only in London, Beth thought, did a place dress up its drinks like the latest models on the catwalk.  Even her whiskey was in a cut crystal glass with two cubes of perfectly formed ice.  It looked like something out of a commercial.  She wondered how long some poor minion in the kitchens had worked to get the ice perfect.
Beth turned to look out into the rest of the quiet bar.  The bartender would have to survive the disappointment of their mundane drink orders.  There was no one else there to order anything remotely more exciting.  Sitting on one of the couches was a middle aged man chatting up a much younger woman in a tight black skirt.  Other then those two, there was no one else in the bar but the staff.
The sisters sat quietly enjoying themselves.  It had been a long time since they had been able to just talk without work getting in the way.  With the launch supposedly a week away, they had been eating, sleeping and dreaming lingerie. Sitting together they made a studious effort to avoid talking about the business for as long as they could.  
Finally Vickie gave up on the inevitable and asked, “What do you think?  Could we appeal to Brian’s better nature and get the money back?”
The twins looked at one another for a second and broke out in hysterical giggles.  Beth had to put her drink down before she spilled it. Vickie frantically patted her on the back to stop her from choking. They ordered another round of drinks as the waiter rushed up to assist.
“I think Brian doesn’t have a better nature.” Beth tried to get out between snickers and coughs.  She took a deep breath, “We are going to have to write it off. We’ll have to try something else.”
“We could rob a bank.” Vickie volunteered staring moodily at her empty glass with its pink umbrella.  She had a little growing pile of those umbrellas in front of their glasses.  
“Oh yeah that would work… I can see it now. Police have issued a likeness of the two bank robbers from today’s heist.  One was wearing high healed Chinese satin shoes and the other looked to be about eight months pregnant.  There is a suggestion that the two may be related as they looked exactly the same!”  Beth said, looking fondly at her sister.  “Sure, let’s try that.” She leaned back as their drinks were delivered.
Vickie giggled again, “Okay not one of my sounder suggestions.  But Beth, we are going to work something out.  We have to.”
“I’ll think of something.  We’ll come up with the money.” Beth agreed.
“Why do I think that it’s going to be much harder then it sounds?”  Vickie asked plaintively.  Beth knew how she felt.  All that work, all that effort for a nonexistent launch.  It was nauseating to think about how much they had put into getting a now bankrupt company up and ready.  It was barely sinking in that it was all over.  It was even harder to believe that Brian had managed to destroy it all in a single instant.
“Why do I think I had better have some coffee?” Beth said minutes later, putting down her empty glass.  “I promised to help Karin unpack boxes tonight.  No more alcohol or she is going to kill me.” She took a deep breath.  “We’ll have to save the business tomorrow.  Okay?”
Vickie was nodding.
“We can rob the bank tomorrow.  Trust me.  You’ll see it’s the best suggestion we’ve had,” she said, waving over one of the bar waiters who was polishing an empty table.  
“I’m craving tea.  Of course, it will go right through me but why not live a little?” she asked cheerfully as she placed their order.  “Gives me a chance to see every restroom in town; think I might write a book about them once the baby arrives!”  The sisters laughed.  Beth shook her head in mock despair, she could see Vicky pulling it off.
“I can’t believe that Karin has moved again.  Is this something like the third time in the last year?  She’s insane,” Vickie continued as the waiter wandered off.
Beth agreed. “But for some reason she loves it.  She has a knack for finding houses that were complete wrecks and turning them into masterpieces.  Once she finished a place,” Beth shrugged, “she just can’t seem to hold onto it.”  
“Well Karin must be rolling in it selling all those houses.  Hey there’s an idea,” Vickie said sitting up straight in her chair.  “All we have to do is get Karin to strategically leave our business cards lying around her places and success!”  She grinned and raised an eyebrow.
“Or maybe she could leave her dresser drawers open during the show houses.  Just strategically place a few undergarments,” Beth pitched in as they laughed.  
“Scary but that idea might just have some merit,” Vickie said pursing her lips.
A few minutes later, the attentive waiter came back with the tea and coffee.  As he leaned down to place the tea pot on the table, Vickie shifted and he caught an eye full of her ample cleavage.  For a second he teetered with the hot pot of tea in his hand, seemingly frozen.  The tray, in his other hand, tilted precariously sending the cup of coffee sliding toward the edge.  
The waiter never noticed.  His eyes were firmly glued to the moving flesh revealed by Vickie’s top.  Before Beth could so much as shout, her arms, lap and left leg were covered in the searing hot liquid.  For a second she didn’t feel anything but then is started to burn.
She jumped out of her chair with a yelp and pulled at the sodden cloth sticking to her body.  
“Ow!” As she jumped back and forth trying to ease the burning pain, a shock of freezing cold water hit Beth from the side.  It nearly threw her off her feet again and shocked her into stillness.
The well meaning and hovering bar manager had moved into action in the seconds the coffee had spilt.  In one great heave, he had doused her with a shower of icy cold water from the wine bucket off the other table.



Chapter 3
Beth stood soaked and in shock.  The pain had subsided under the icy cold water but she was covered from head to toe.  Water dripped from her sodden hair to fall onto her shoulders.  It ran down her arms and fingers to drip onto the carpet.  Her silk suit looked like a wet handkerchief that had been sent through the rinse cycle one too many times.  There was an unnatural silence in the room.  Everyone including Beth had frozen in the face of the tidal wave.  
The waiter stood in shocked stupor.  He stared at Beth, with water dripping from her body, as if he didn’t know where she had appeared from.  The middle aged man and his young companion sat holding their wine glasses unwilling to break the silence.  The manager looked stunned as his polished bar took on the look of Sea World.  
Vickie stood up with a hand firmly clamped over her mouth.  She had managed to avoid the water completely.  With one knuckle stuffed in her mouth, Vickie looked very much like she was trying to stop a giggle.  Beth was much less amused.
“Um…”  The waiter couldn’t seem to pull himself together.  He stood staring; first at Beth and then down at his empty tray.  The table was covered in upturned cups and saucers, coffee dripping from the table edge to the floor.  There didn’t seem to be much anyone could say.
The manager shuffled up quickly.  He looked unsure of whether to be proud of his quick thinking or if he had made the situation far worse. He stuttered an apology and offered to have her clothes cleaned while she waited in a hotel room.  
“While all the rooms of the hotel are booked for the evening, we have several late arrivals and we would like to extend an offer to use one of those rooms until we have your clothing returned to you,” he assured her as he dabbed at her suit ineffectually.  Beth just watched him, her mouth hanging open.  
“Someone is flying in at midnight so we can re-clean the room after you’ve used it. Its one of the best suites,” he said trying to sweeten the deal as she stood there dripping.  She couldn’t bring herself to say anything.  She couldn’t bring herself to even believe it was happening.  The manager’s earnest face fell when she didn’t respond.  He looked almost ready to cry and he didn’t look ready to accept a no. That or he really wanted to get the dripping wet woman out of sight before the evening rush of customers arrived.  
Could this day get any worse?  It did make sense to get sorted out before going to Karin’s but that was on the assumption she would make it to Karin’s in one piece.  Beth was almost frightened of leaving the hotel and trying her luck.  It was only early evening and that left far too much scope for another disaster to strike.  Staying in the hotel for a peaceful hour sounded actually the safest option.  She didn’t think she, her family and her business would be able to bear another brush with fate today.
*
Walking up to the baggage carousel, David grabbed his suitcase with his left hand.  His right shoulder felt like it was on fire.  The pain was getting steadily worse as he left the terminal and got into the waiting car.
David’s manager, was a man of many talents and so the chauffeur.  He had even gone the extra mile, David realised when he picked up the hotel room key sitting on the backseat.  He had checked him into the hotel room.  It meant David wouldn’t have to deal with any journalists or the general hubbub that generally surrounded his return to the UK.  Leaning back in the car, as it slowly itched its way in to the airport traffic, David called Thomas.
“What did you do?” David asked keeping his eyes shut and his head firmly back on the seat headrest.
“David! Welcome home!” Thomas sounded pleased to hear from him.  Then again Thomas was talented enough not to get caught sounding anything less then pleased.
“And what makes you think I’ve done anything?” He added with a chuckle.  David spared a thought to how long it had taken Thomas to get his suave manners down pat.  In university he had been more concerned with being the life of the party.
“The car, the key… a welcome message when I got off the plane,” David reminded him.  “What have you done?”  He asked again.  His shoulder was killing him.  He couldn’t find the energy to do more then mutter into the phone.  Lifting his head from where it rested was going to be an impossibility.
“Now is not the time for all the gory details, my boy.  Not the time at all,” Thomas assured him.  “We’ll discuss everything when we meet up for lunch this week. OK?  In the meantime is there anything you need?”  He asked, sounding full of boundless energy.
Too tired to argue with his so called friend and too frustrated to care, David thought.  
“Listen, I know its short notice but are any of the back-up physiotherapist around?” he asked finally. “I could really use someone to get the tension out of my shoulder.”
“A massage? No problem!” Thomas said nearly falling over himself with glee.  “I know just the woman to sort it out for you.  She’s discrete and amazingly talented,” he sounded wolfish.  Then again, with any of the women in Thomas’s acquaintance, that was probably the right reaction David had to concede to himself.
“I need a qualified therapist Thomas.  Not one of your old girlfriends.”  He could barely keep his eyes open.  He was exhausted, pissed off and generally ready to take his elephant tranquillisers come what may.
“That might be more difficult,” Thomas paused.  “Tell you what.  I’ll see who’s around and we’ll arrange something for you tomorrow.” 
They chatted for another minute before hanging up and David fell into a half doze thanks to the gentle swaying of the car.  So much for the life of a sports star, he thought drifting off.
*



Chapter 4
The manager had wasted no time in putting Vickie in a cab and ushering Beth into a suite on the top floor of the hotel.  Beth had to admit that she was suitably impressed.
The suite was massive and beautiful but the bathroom itself was sheer heaven.  A glass sided shower stood in the middle of the room.  Two sinks embedded in granite stood along the side with the other bathroom essentials.  On one side was a bath big enough to fit at least five people with positioned jets to hit every aching muscle a person might have. The whole room was tiled in cream marble spread across the floor and walls.  The granite topped surfaces gleamed in the down lighters.  
After the day she had, Beth felt like she had stepped into paradise.  Peeling her clothing off with relish, she shrugged on a robe and gave them to the waiting housekeeper.  Beth sighed in relief as she leaned against the cool marble of the wall by the door, alone at last.  In an hour she would be redressed, and hopefully refreshed.  If the bath was as good as it looked, she might even survive the day.
Forty-five minutes later, Beth took a deep relaxed breath.  It was probably time to face the world again.  It was time to get out of the bath.  The bubble had all disappeared and the water was cooling.  Beth dunked herself to give her body one last rinse off.  She wasn’t going to be able to ignore what happened for much longer, no matter how hard she tried.
Neither Beth nor Vickie had enough clout to bring in the people they needed at short notice to make their business a success.  Brian had the connections.  He was friends with these people.  For him, as ‘a buddy’, the buyers would have cast a quick eye over his baby sisters’ productions.   At least that’s what Brian had assured them.  Beth wasn’t as confident.  Had Brian skipped out because he couldn’t care less or because he couldn’t deliver?
She leaning forward, placing her head against the tiled bath edge.  She let the last of the water’s heat seep into her skin, soothing her aching shoulders.  The stress was starting to kick in again.  What to do?
There was a noise of the maid coming into the main room of the suite.  Beth called out through the slight open door of the bathroom, “Just give me a minute and I’ll be ready.”  
She sat up and pulled the plug from the bath.  It was time to get out, time to face the world.  She glanced over at the fluffy white towels on the glass shelf sitting halfway down the wall.  There was no putting it off any longer, it was really was time to get out.  As she stepped from the bath, Beth caught movement as the door of the bathroom push open.
“Hey!” she said surprised and grabbed for a towel.  As she stepped forward, her foot slid on the wet tiled floor and she slid, at speed, across the floor.  Dropping everything, Beth frantically flailed her arms to get balance.  She didn’t stand a chance, with the wet marble  nothing short of a full set of breaks would have made it possible to stop.  
“What…?” was all the man at the door managed to get out before she smacked into him.
There was silence.  Everything felt as though it had slowed down.  All Beth could hear was the water drain from the bath and the pounding of her own heart.  Getting a grip on herself, she glanced up at the man she had crashed into.  He stood still, looking shocked to find his arms wrapped around her.  Instinctively he had grabbed her as she had fallen, stopping her from ending up in a complete mess at his feet.  Instead, Beth ended up a safe but wet soggy mess in his arms.  Not much better for her ego but at least she was still sort of on her feet.
“Just what kind of masseuse did Thomas send?” the man asked gruffly after a brief pause.  The faintly stunned expression stayed on his handsome face.  He seemed completely at a loss about what to do with her.
“What…what do you mean?” Beth finally asked when his words filtered into her panicking mind.  She felt light headed, no doubt from the hot bath, her near spill onto the glossy marble floor okay and the alcohol in her system.
As his voice had washed over her, Beth couldn’t help but notice that the body she was pressed up against was hard in all the right places.  He seemed to be using very little effort to keep her upright.  Given she was bearing very little of her own weight that was pretty impressive.  He was a tall man with broad shoulders and dark hair.  He looked rugged and tired but handsome and very appealing.
Now Beth was in a dilemma.  Realising he was attractive made her all the more aware of it.  She couldn’t let go of him because it would mean revealing her very naked body.  To let go of him and to step away to reach her dropped towel was completely unthinkable.  Besides, she wasn’t sure if her legs were steady enough yet.
“I asked my manager for a qualified therapist,” he explained and then paused significantly, “Not a … ah… therapist of a different sort.” He sounded tired and not that impressed with the nude woman soaking his front.
“Not that I don’t appreciate this but I’ve just spent the last ten hours on a plane.  All I want to do now is sleep,” he continued.  While explaining, David was quietly deciding that he was going to kill Thomas when he got his hands on him.  This was just what he didn’t need.
“No… of course.  Look,” Beth went from mortified to horrified to mortified again as she realised what he was insinuating.
“No, the hotel manager didn’t expect you until much later and …” Beth slowly moved a little away so she could look at his face.  She really couldn’t stay sprawled against him.  Even if it was the most dignified of positions she could find herself in, given the circumstances.  Besides, while the front of her was toasty warm, the air was cooling the water on the rest of her.  She was starting to get cold.  She weighed her options... run for the towel or run screaming from the room?
“I’m just waiting for my clothes from housekeeping.  There was an accident,” Beth said as she tried for the nonchalant approach and stood.  She moved toward the towels, careful not to glance his way, afraid she might die of embarrassment. Was it possible to die of sheer embarrassment? Beth wondered briefly before grabbing a towel from the shelf.  Once she was completely covered, she looked up at him, hoping to look casual and calm.
He was watching every move she made.  Though he looked ready to drop, his deep blue eyes had tracked her walking away from him and were currently focused intensely on where her fingers were tucking the ends of the towel.  He looked bedraggled with the imprint of her body pressed wetly on his wrinkled grey suit.  Obviously a breast man, Beth thought as she tried to tuck the towel more tightly around the swells of her bust.  He was a good looking man even in the state he was in. Beth felt a certain sort of satisfaction that he was responding to her body.  Down ego, she thought to herself trying not to smile.
“My name is Elizabeth Grant.  Beth,” she took a careful step forward to shake hands with him.  There was no way she was going to risk flying bare-assed naked through the air again.
“Umm they didn’t expect you till midnight so allowed me use of the room ...” she trailed off.   Now that she was covered, she took the time to take a better look at him.  He really did look ready to fall off his feet from pure exhaustion.
“David Andrews,” he replied and shook her hand.  He blinked as if trying to wake himself up.  Beth figured he probably wasn’t sure just how he ended up in a hotel bathroom with a strange woman.
“I don’t suppose my clothes have been dropped off while I was in the bath?” She asked keeping her fingers crossed that this fated day would go her way for once.
“I don’t think so…” David looked vaguely behind him toward the main bedroom.  He glanced back at Beth and seemed to wake up a bit more.  There was a gleam starting to shine in his eye.  There was, after all, a naked woman in his bathroom.
He gestured to the main room.  “Why don’t you come through and we can call reception?” he asked walking back into the suite.
Beth stood dripping on the tile floor trying to get her tingling body under control.  All it had taken was that gleam in his eyes to kick start all the nerves in her body.  She felt that warmth fill her and quickly grabbed the robe from behind the bathroom door.  The more layers between him and her traitorous nerves, the better!
*
David wasn’t sure what had just happened.  He shook his head.  Was there really a naked woman in his bathroom?
He closed his eyes and tried to erase the image of her naked body from his mind.  It wasn’t going to work.  That woman had the body of an angel.  He groaned.  He was tired, his shoulder was a complete mess and he was lusting after a naked woman standing in his bathroom.
*
 Skirting past the king sized four poster bed (hotels really made an effort for the rich and famous), Beth wandered over to join him in the main room.  Sitting down in one of the large lounging chairs positioned at an angle to the couch, she concentrated on tucking her robe around her legs to make sure that it didn’t gape.
David seemed nearly asleep when she had walked down the two stairs to the living area but she could feel his eyes on her as he took in the robe, damp and pinned up air, her bare feet…
“Bad news,” he said, “they sent your clothes for an overnight service instead of the one hour cleaning.” His eyes met Beth’s.  She stared solemnly back at him.  
“They’re trying to sort out a room for you but things are full because of some conference,” he finished looking sympathetic. Beth nodded miserably but lifted her head when he continued, rubbing a hand over his face, “Look I’m too tired for this.  Why don’t you just stay here?  I’ll sleep on the couch or something...” he trailed off almost dozing in his chair.  He was slouched over and barely conscious by the time he finished talking.
Beth took stock.  She should really just borrow something to wear and take a taxi home but the thought of returning of having to face what was waiting there was too much for her.  There was also the issue of tempting fate by leaving the semi-protection of the hotel.  Beth had a real concern that she might get struck by lightening at this rate.  
She looked back over at David with his tussled dark hair, wrinkled drying clothes and the relaxed muscles.  She could feel the effect of him on her body, she felt heated and flushed.  Did she trust herself alone with him?  He looked harmless sleeping in the chair.
“Ok,” she said quietly.  David opened blurry eyes to look at her.
“We’re both adults, we can choose to be adult about this.  Do you sleep on the right or the left?” she asked standing up.  “Neither of us are in any shape to do anything untoward so why not?”
“Left,” he muttered and pulled himself out the seat.  As he ambled toward the four-poster he shed his tie and shirt.  He sat on the edge of the bed, pulled off his socks and lay back half dressed.  Beth followed him feeling oddly relieved that the day was over.
By the time she had made it round to her side of the bed, David’s breathing had deepened and evened out. He was asleep.  She crawled into the bed and curled on her side.  Listening to his relaxed breathing made it easy to calm down again.  There was just no point in worrying anymore.  There was nothing she could do lying in a hotel room bed next to a stranger.  The money was gone, the business was in trouble but at the moment Beth found she wasn’t thinking about any of it.  She let herself drift quietly to sleep mere minutes after her companion.



Chapter 5
Beth woke vaguely aware that the night began to chill.  There was a rustling and the bed shifted as David pulled up the covers.  She strained to listen and heard the breathing next to her deepen again as he slipped back into a deep sleep.  Her body felt heavy and she didn’t want to open her eyes– it was far too comfortable.  Turning over she went back to sleep feeling safe in her warm cocoon.
Hours later she stirred again.  Her body started to wake up with the false dawn peeking through the open curtains.  She had slept more then enough and felt, for the first time in weeks, wide awake.  Her robe had fallen away in the night and she relished the feel of the expensive sheets next to her skin.  It was sheer heaven as she stretched all the kinks from her body.
Opening her eyes slowly she could make out the shadow of the man next to her.  He was on his side and his face relaxed.  All she could see were his broad shoulders outlined in the shadows.  Beth strained her eyes to get a better look at him.  He really was attractive, she thought.  She could feel the warmth spreading through her body as she studied the chest laid bare by the covers down at his waist.   It had definitely been too long.  Thank goodness he was still asleep or who knew what she would do.  She closed her eyes again and let out a slightly frustrated sigh.
He sighed back.
Beth’s eyes flew open and met his gaze.  Looking back at her was a very virile and very much awake man.  Gone was the soft helpless jet-lagged look.  David smiled slowly and she felt her body tighten as he watched her.  It was a predatorily smile and one Beth felt a thrill being on the receiving end.  Her lips curled up in a responding smile.
“Hello,” he whispered quietly, making her nerves jump at the sound of his husky voice.
“Hi,” she responded.  She smiled shyly back again, her mind whispering ‘oh yum’.
“Fancy meeting you here,” he laughed and then grew serious as he watched her.
David shifted closer until they were a mere inch apart.  She closed her eyes and his mouth slid down to touch hers.  It felt like the most natural thing in the world to do.  His lips felt soft and firm as he pressed against her, making her ache all over.  He groaned and Beth responded in kind.  Their mouths moved against one another.  Beth felt as though a flame was igniting in her soul.  She wanted to be closer to him.  She wanted to be in his arms and felt an instant satisfaction as their bodies touched.
It was if she had come home. Her body melted against his hard solid flesh.  His bare legs brushed against hers.  Beth opened her eyes, her breath catching in her throat.  He must have taken his trousers off when he climbed into bed.  The strength of him under her hands made a shiver flow down her spine. She slid her hands further up the firm plains of his chest, around the bandage on one shoulder, through the light sprinkling of hair and found his nipples under her tentative fingers.
David groaned louder and pulled her closer.  He caught her eye.  There was something thrilling about having an intimate shared gaze.  She felt safe with him and incredibly turned on.  Her body itched for more.  Beth wondered if a one night stand was really a good idea given her current run of luck but she pushed the thought away.
His hands pulled tight around her waist bringing them into tighter contact and pulling another deep felt moan from Beth.  Oh yes, this was a good idea she thought.  And since she may end up in debtors’ prison next week, why not enjoy the ride.  She pushed a hand into his hair to pull his mouth more tightly against hers. 
Beth broke the kiss as her head dropped back.  Between her legs, she could feel the hard strength of him – his whole body felt as though it was throbbing against her.  She slid her hands down his lower back and under the cotton boxers.  David panted, his hips responded to her pull and thrust against her.
“Yes,” he breathed into her mouth. “Please,” he murmured moving gently against her.  Beth felt a thrill travel up her spine.  She was giving him this pleasure.  He was turned on for her, by her.  She pulled back slightly and met his gaze.
“I wouldn’t normally do this but ...” she whispered to him.  He closed his eyes as he pushed against her again, dropping his forehead against hers.  She gasped and pulled him tightly to her.  She wrapped her legs around his body so that he was cocooned between her thighs.  David opened his eyes and moved his lips closer to hers.  A gentle hand cupped her face and slid through her loose hair.
“…but why not?” he asked smiling down at her. 
Beth laughed.  She reached up and brushed the hair from his forehead.   He slid his hand up her body, cupping her breast and flicked his thumb over her nipple.  Beth lost her breath.  This man knew just how to push all the right buttons.
Just as she started to relearn to breath, David lowered his head and caught the nipple of her other breast in his mouth.  Swirling his tongue, he chased the breath out of her again.  His hand drifted down her body and slipped between her thighs.  Leaning back to watch her face, he began to apply light pressure.
Beth felt as though the mattress had dropped out from under her.  She lost the ability to focus.  Every nerve was alive and all seemed to be centred on him.  David pressed his body against hers in time with the movement of his hand.  Her back arched as the climax overtook her.  Small flares of pleasure ran up her spine.  This as pure bliss.
As she lay back relaxed, David’s face came back into focus.  His blue eyes watching her intently and his lips parted.  He moved his fingers and she gasped, grabbing hold of his arms.  David smiled.  Leaning down, he kissed her sweetly.  Beth moved a hand up to his neck as their kiss deepened.  She slid her other hand down his boxers and he moved to help push them off.
Her body, sated only moments ago, began to buzz with building sexual tension.  She loved the feeling of him naked and hard against her.  He shifted between her thighs and they gasped in unison.  Beth groaned.
“Condom,” he muttered suddenly and pulled away.  Beth lay still as she heard him rifling around.  Her body was humming softly and she felt a craving fill her.  She wanted David’s heavy solid muscular body against her NOW.  As if granting her wish, he kneeled on the side of the bed and slid over her again.
They paused, caught in the moment, eye to eye.  He grasped her hips and moved between her thighs as their lips met.  David pushed against her.  She gasped, clutching at his body, pulling him closer and harder to her.  Their eyes met and David slid that hard solid body into her with a strong thrust.
Beth nearly came apart.  The feel of him inside her was bliss.  She ran her hands up his sides, relishing his sheer power against her.  They moaned and rocked, finding a pace that brought them both to their peaks.  The climax was earth shattering.  They lay locked in each other’s embrace sweaty and warm and content.
Minutes later, David leaned up on his elbows, making Beth moan as he shifted off her body.  They turned and faced each other on the bed saying nothing.  The dark around them was soothing and Beth closed her eyes.  She snuggled into the warm flesh of David’s body.  He gave a chuckle and wrapped his arms tighter around her.  Together they drifted off to sleep.



Chapter 6
“Ouch,” Beth whispered quietly as she slowly woke up.  Her head was pounding, her eyes were dry.  If she didn’t know better, she would have thought she had a hangover.  She shifted.  It felt like a heavy weight was pushing her whole body into the mattress.  Actually there was a weight lying on her.  Beth glanced down at the thickly muscled arm that lay relaxed against her body.  She was on her side and curved against her back was the solid strength of a very warm body.  She groaned and closed her eyes again.  WHAT had she been thinking?
Memories flooded back of the night before and the lethargy filling her body began to make sense.  Her traitorous nerves were in relaxed heaven, Beth thought.  It had definitely been too long since she had sex.  Come to think of it, it has been never since she had such incredible sex but now was not the time to dwell.  
She slid out of bed taking care not to wake David.  He was sleeping soundly next to her.  His breath was even and deep while hers was coming out in short gasps of panic as she retreated to the bathroom to take stock.  How was she going to get out of this one, she wondered quietly shutting the door.
Beth stood in the bathroom staring at her reflection.  Her face was flushed, her breasts looked rounder, her dark hair was falling in soft waves down her back, her skin had a glistening sheen and her eyes were stormy dark blue and wide.  Definitely a post coitus glow.  Make-up manufacturers everywhere would give their eye teeth to bottle and sell the hormone responsible.  She looked positively radiant.  Enough! Beth told herself sternly trying to pull herself together enough to think.
“I think its time to get myself out of this mess.  The quieter the better,” she muttered.
Pointing to herself in the mirror she said sternly, “and no more drinks for you.  Ever!”  Even though she hadn’t had too much to drink the night before it was a good excuse.  At least it was a better excuse then pure desperation.
Heading quietly back into the darkened bedroom, she skirted around the bed.  The suitcase David had opened frantically the night before lay open full of cloths.  Digging around the top layer, she found a pair of jeans and a green v-necked sweater.  Perfect.  She pulled them on, holding her breath that her movements wouldn’t wake the sleeping man in the bed.  Beth found a belt on his discard trousers to hold up the jeans and knotted her hair on top of her head.  Probably not a good look she decided but an escape attempt from a hugely embarrassing situation called for desperate measures.
As Beth tiptoed out to the entry hall, she saw paper and a pen branded with the hotel’s name in elegant script.  Pausing, she glanced back toward the bedroom archway.  She really should say something. Sneaking out without even a word smacked too much like running away.  Even if running away was exactly what she was doing. Thinking, she leaned down and quickly wrote a short note.  As an after thought she wrote her number after her name.  If David needed to find out what had actually happened the night before, he could call her, she decided.
Glancing toward the bed, she could see that he was sleeping soundly.  So far so good.  She reached his bedside and placed the note next to an open bottle of painkillers.
Beth left the room quietly, carrying her shoes in one hand and handbag in the other.  Headed barefoot to the taxi rank was a cowardly way to exit but it did work.



Chapter 7
As Beth arrived home she stood on the front step to take a few deep calming breaths before going inside.  She looked down the street and back, feeling the chill of the cold early morning air.  Beth loved this neighbourhood, this house.  The Victorian terrace had that warm familiar feeling of home and Beth could feel herself relaxing.  She walked up the five broad stone stairs feeling much calmer and let herself in the house.  Hearing voices raised in the kitchen, she tossed her keys on the sideboard and headed toward the back of the house.  This was going to take some explaining.
She and Vickie had inherited this house from their parents twelve years before.  Their parents had loved each brick of the place and had run it as a Bed and Breakfast while they had been alive.  Now the twins shared the house with Vickie’s husband, Scott.  It was a comfortable existence.  The front living room was formal with its elegant furniture and heavy cream drapes.  Opposite the living room was the family room which was perfect for watching TV and just lazing around.  Both rooms were to the front of the house and their huge bay windows let in light and stretched from knee high to the ceiling.  Next to the family room running further into the house was the study where Vickie and Beth ran their business.  The rest of the ground floor was taken up by the kitchen and hallway.  With its wooden floors and old world charm the house was perfect for them.
Beth adored all the memories she had of the place but the house was especially perfect because it had plenty of room for her to share it with Vickie and her husband.  They each had plenty of privacy with the top floors of the house had been converted into spacious private flats.  They had the room to live as a family without living in each others personal space.  Nowhere else in London would you be able to get this sort of living and at no cost.  The sisters counted their lucky stars every time they came home.
As she got closer to the kitchen, Beth could hear a deep baritone say gently, “I don’t think we need to call out search parties – the hotel probably put her up for the night.”  Bless Scott, she thought, he was trying to calm her highly excitable sister before Vickie called out every friend and family member.  Beth smiled, relieved she had arrived just in time; she’d never have been able to live it down if Vickie had been let loose.
“I called the hotel!  She wasn’t registered there and she never turned up at Karin’s.  I’m telling you something happened.  We have to find her!” Vicky’s normally placid voice sounded frantic.  She had obviously gone up to Beth’s flat to find her sister only to realise she hadn’t made it home.  Beth walked down the hall into the kitchen trying to keep her cool.  There was a chance, a slim chance but a real chance, that she could get away without complete embarrassment.
“I’m here,” she said moving into the room and put her bag down on the granite kitchen top.  Scott and Vicky swung round in mid discussion and stood staring open mouthed at her.  Their expressions went from relief to surprised shock.
Both were in their robes looking as if they had just got out of bed.  Scott’s blond hair was ruffled and he looked as dishevelled as a banker could look.  Vickie looked mussed and rumpled in her fluffy white robe topped off, or rather bottomed off, with her bunny slippers.  Beth just wanted to hug them.  They looked warm and comfortable and like family.  As far as their expressions were concerned, well she was reasonably dressed, sort of.  No reason not to be able to pull this off.
She took a deep breath and looked guilelessly at Scott and Vickie’s startled expressions.  She asked, “What?” looking down.  Loose baggy sweater – check, rolled up baggy jeans – check and satin pumps with ankle straps fastened by Chinese knot – check.  She was looking as reasonable as any woman could given the circumstances.  She had after all slept with a complete stranger and generally lost what few senses she had in the course of a few short hours.  Beth reminded herself that she was going to keep that explanation to herself.  Be firm!
Vicky quickly waddled over and hugged Beth tight to her overlarge belly.   She looked flushed and healthy and relieved to see her sister.
“I’m so glad you’re safe. I was worried,” she said brushing a loose curl back behind Beth’s ear.  Beth could feel her hair start to pull away from the knot she had tied it into.  The loose curls were making a desperate run for freedom while she had no access to gel or hairspray of any kind.  It would not last she vowed to herself glaring cross-eyed at the curl hanging between her eyes.
“And tell us all,” continued Vickie’s husband, Scott leaning against the kitchen counter sipping his coffee, a smile on his face.  He had quietly assessed Beth’s attire while Vickie hugged her.
Beth blushed.  She brushed a hand through her hair to pull it away from her face.  Okay lying might not work.  Obviously the post sexual flush had not turned into the unwashed greasy look she had hoped for when she arrived home.   She met Scott’s eyes as Vickie stepped back to assess the situation.
“Um… what’s there to tell?” Beth asked nonchalantly shrugging a shoulder.  Vicky and Scott looked at each other and then back at Beth.  Both of them just laughed.
“Well,” Vickie stated, leaning back against the kitchen counter and picking up her coffee mug.  She looked a great deal less agitated then she had when Beth first arrived home. “For starters you aren’t wearing your own clothes.” 
“Hey I could have borrowed them from a friend or the hotel for that matter!” Beth replied sounding hurt.
“But you didn’t,” Vickie countered with a smug smile.  Beth opened her mouth to reply to her irritating sister when Scott chimed in.
“I think we want to hear more about just where you picked up that glow of a well satisfied woman,” Scott smirked which ruined Beth’s bid for a fair trial by family in one swift move.  Why was it when she did something out of the ordinary she always got caught?  There was no way of hiding the fact that she had a one night stand.  Beth wondered if there was a hole in the floor that she could disappear into.  It would be so much easier then trying to explain.
“Would you believe shoe shopping?” Beth asked, desperately grasping at any excuse to get her off the hook.
“She does look like a cat that got the cream doesn’t she?” Vicky said to her husband, both ignoring Beth’s comments.  The two of them leaned against the counter together and watched what was supposed to be the sensible sister blush a dark red.  
“Umm,” Beth was at a loss. She shrugged, “How about we just say that I lost my head and leave it at that?”  There was still a faint hope in the back of her mind that they wouldn’t make her relive every moment.  A very faint hope Beth amended as she watched her family shake their heads at her.
“No,” Vickie cheerfully replied reinforcing their silent refusal.  Scott smiled over his coffee cup giving no indication that either of them was going to let this one go.  It was too good and too rare a chance to let slide.  Beth tried to think of something feasible that she could use to explain the situation.  Unfortunately her brain seemed to be ready to go back to bed and was not cooperating.  She sighed and looked around the kitchen to try to delay the inevitable.
Sunlight streamed in through the patio doors that ran the length of the kitchen’s left side.  At the end of the long room was the stove which was covered with used frying pans and pots.  Dishes lay piled on the counter by the sink.  Someone had been cooking.  The kitchen was dominated by a wood table that was set for breakfast and sure enough there were steaming pancakes piled high along with fruit, toast, jams and preserves.
Beth loved Vickie being pregnant.  It meant that every meal was a culinary delight.  She looked at the table and back at her sister.  If she spilled the beans then there was a chance of having a proper breakfast versus having to scrounge something herself.  Difficult decision.
“Okay, okay,” she said finally giving in to the inevitable.  The three sat down at the kitchen table and over a cup of tea Beth told them how she had literally fallen in the arms of a complete stranger.  She didn’t give full disclosure because a lady never tells but she told them enough to get the gist of things.  Vickie and Scott could barely eat breakfast they were laughing so much.  It sounded like the not so subtle script to a day time soap opera. Beth could see it was amusing.  There was just no way of explaining it without it being funny.  At the time it had been mortifying but now in the light of day far away from the hotel it was very funny.  She had thrown herself naked at an unknown man.  This was going to become a story she wasn’t going to be able to ever live down, Beth thought looking at the two sitting across the table.
Beth was close to Vickie, closer then she would be to a best friend.  Twins were like that.  Scott, well, Scott was an extension of Vickie.  He was so in love with his wife that he was a best friend to Beth as well.  Telling them what happened was a bit like writing in a diary or sending a dear Abby letter.  They also let her gloss over the period between of going to bed and leaving this morning.  She didn’t have to say anything.  Vickie and Scott just shared knowing glances and laughed at what parts she did mention.  They were far too interested in finding out more about the man that has literally swept her off her feet.
Just as the three of them finished eating the doorbell rang.  It had to be a friend they figured.  No one else in town would dare ring on someone’s door before nine am on a Saturday morning.  Even the various bible pushers were careful to wait until the potential marks were awake.  Walking towards the door Beth looked in the hall mirror and giggled.  Even for someone with an off beat fashion sense, she looked shockingly.  Nothing in the outfit seemed to work with anything else.   Beth decided she looked like a college student gone wrong, not the 30 something year old business woman she professed to be.  
Still laughing Beth opened the front door.  There on their doorstep were two police detectives, their IDs catching the light as they held them up.  Neither one looked very happy.  In fact, they looked disgruntled, pissed off and generally not impressed.



Chapter 8
“Elizabeth Grant?” One asked.
“Yes?” Beth responded “Can I help you?” Her stomach dropped.  What was going on?  What could she have possibly done that would warrant a visit from the police?  She sucked in a breath.
They had one night stand police?  She thought about it.  No, take a deep breath, that didn’t make sense she told herself.  There was bound to be a reasonable explanation for why they were here, there had to be.  After all one night stands weren’t actually illegal right?
“My name is Joseph Serrate.  May we come in?” The detective who asked was tall and reed thin.  His hair was neatly arranged and though he looked tired, his eyes were alert and watching Beth.  She wondered if he had some built in police radar that told him she had just arrived home after a night out.  Given her outfit it wouldn’t be too hard to surmise what she had been up to or coming back from.  Joseph didn’t seem that impressed with her and he didn’t look happy about standing on the doorstep on a brisk autumn morning.  Behind him, his overlarge colleague shifted from foot to foot, awkward in a loose suit.
“Yes, of course.  Please come in,” Beth said and gestured toward the room to her right.  Vickie and Scott came up behind her looking worried.  The three shared puzzled looks and followed the detectives into the family room.  It was the room that leant comfort and safety.  It had been an automatic reaction for Beth to lead them there.   She looked at it through stranger’s eyes and felt uncomfortable.  It was like letting someone see a piece of what made Beth and Vickie who they were.  On the wood floor was a rectangular Persian rug in a rich blue and red pattern.  A large worn brown leather couch sat with its back to the door.  In front of the couch were a glass topped coffee table and two wingback chairs stood on either side of the fireplace.
Hanging above the fireplace was the flat screen television which was Scott’s contribution to the room.  Because the house was paid off, Scott used his salary to pay the taxes and to kit the entire house out in the latest technical gadgets.  He said that what he spent was still at least half as much as he would be paying to live anywhere else.  They were all more then happy with the arrangement.  Beth was sure that if they let Scott have his way the stove would talk and the fridge would pour their drinks.  She still half suspected that she would come home one day to find Scott had turned himself into Inspector Gadget.  
“I understand that you and Vickie are the half sisters of Brian Grant?” Joseph asked drawing Beth’s attention back as he sat down in a blue leather wing backed chair.  Unlike the couch the wingback chairs in the room were red and blue respectively. 
“Yes.  Why?  What’s going on?” Beth responded reaching out to grasp her sister’s hand.  They sat next to one another on the couch lending moral support.  The other detective was walking around the room looking at the pictures scattered on the fireplace mantel, bookshelves and the coffee table.
“I understand that the two of you live in this house with Scott Stephens, husband to Vickie.”  The detective stated, ignoring Beth’s questions and looking at the sisters and Scott in turn.  He consulted his notes.
“Yes,” Scott responded and added forcefully, “Tell us what is going on.”  Normally a calm and laid back kind of guy, he looked much more alert.  This was not amusing him.
“Brian Grant was found dead this morning.  He was discovered in the bedroom of his apartment by his housekeeper.”
Beth felt the blood pounding in her ears.  There was no other sound for a few seconds as she tried to comprehend what the detective just told them.  Beside her Vickie had gone pale and was leaning into her husband. Both Vickie and Scott looked stunned.  Beth felt tears welling in her eyes.  Brian had been an awful brother and as a man he had just been slimy but this was a terrible way for his life to come to an end.
The detective’s partner had stopped pacing and leaned against the wall near the door to the lounge.  Joseph looked serious and said, “I’m sorry.”
Brian was their half brother from their father’s previous marriage.  He had been 18 when his mother died and bitterly resented his father’s remarriage after her death.  Brian had always been welcome but tended to turn up only for holidays.  When he did turn up, he spent the entire time making veiled comments to their father about marrying into the working class.  His other enjoyment when visiting had been to push his twin ‘kid’ sisters around.
“How?” Beth stuttered back.  She felt as if she were in a dream.  “What happened?”  In a small part of her mind, she wondered what deal he had got himself into that could have ended in murder.
As an adult Brian had not turned out very well.  He had more money then sense thanks to his Trust Fund and had the unfortunate habit of partnering with crooks.  He also tended to get caught.  When he wasn’t trying to cheat people he was sleeping with any woman that came near him.  For the most part Brian had managed to pay his way out of the trouble he got into, avoiding jail time.  However, most of the family and friends agreed that it was a matter of time.  Brian coming to an untimely end was not altogether surprising but it was a shock all the same. Jail had seemed much more likely an end than death.
“He was stabbed last night in his home.  The attack took place between ten pm and midnight.  We are investigating several possible leads.  At the moment I can’t give you more details.  As you will understand there is a limit to the amount of information we can release.” The detective sat forward in his chair.  He looked serious and focused. “I need to ask each of you where you were last night.”
“Stabbed,” Beth whispered again gripping tightly to her sister’s hand.
“But none of us would … We wouldn’t… We didn’t even know he was still in town,” Vickie replied helplessly reaching out her other hand to Scott.  She shook her head and continued, “Scott and I were here all night.  I was tired so went to bed about nine.  Scott came up around eleven.”   Scott nodded confirming what his wife told the detective.
“I see,” The detective looked at them and back at Beth.  “And you, Elizabeth?” 
“I was with a friend,” Beth replied.  Sanity was starting to sink in but she couldn’t believe that Brian was gone.  It was something that she would have to deal with later.  He hadn’t been the most likeable person but he was still family, sort of.  
OH! Beth thought with a start.  How was she going to explain this one?  Her brain had finally woken up to a less relevant but far more embarrassing aspect of the situation.  She felt like hitting her forehead against the wall.  She could see just how the conversation would go, ‘officer I met this very good looking guy in his hotel room.  I was soaping up in the bath and, well, we decided to just throw caution to the wind.’  No, that was so not going to work, Beth thought.  It was really, really not going to work.
“Care to elaborate on the details of that friend and where the two of you were?” Joseph asked after a brief pause.  Both detectives were eyeing Beth as if she suddenly had ‘guilty’ tattooed on her forehead.
“Do I have to elaborate?” Beth asked hopefully.  The detectives nodded in unison.  They were both kept eyeing her with interest.  “Ok,” she paused. “Well Vickie and I were at the Winterbourne Hotel yesterday and due to a slight accident the hotel needed to sort out some damaged done to my clothing.  By the time it was fixed it was easier to stay there with a friend then return home.” Beth stopped.  That didn’t sound so bad.  Like pulling a band-aide off, the faster you do it the better.
“Your friend’s name?” Joseph asked with his pen poised over paper.  
“David,” Beth replied succinctly looking Joseph in the eye.  It was after all his name.  The detective sat there on the chair pen still posed over the paper, waiting.  His colleague shifted against the door frame.  “Okay, okay,” Beth made soothing motions with her hand, “David Andrews,” and gave them the Hotel details.
There was a quiet silence as the detectives took this in.  The looks on their faces and Scott’s were priceless.  “The David Andrews?”  It was the first time the detective by the doorway spoke.  He stood up straight and had the look of a kid whose Christmases had all come at once.
“Of course we’ll need to verify that you were with him,” he continued almost to himself.  Beth could see he was practically rubbing his hands together with glee.  Beth looked around at the reactions of the three men and thought, who was David Andrews when she wasn’t sleeping with him? 
Scott leaned forward to look around his pregnant wife.  His jaw had dropped and his eyes promised that he would be getting answers from her later.  Joseph himself looked bemused.
“Yes,” Joseph said clearing his throat.  It was a feeble attempt to draw his colleague’s attention back to the issue at hand.  He continued, “We’ll check in with the hotel after we finish our conversation here.”  He shook his head and looked back at his notes.  He looked like he was trying to drag his mind back to where he had left off.  “Now, I understand that Brian was not very close to the two of you. I believe there was,” the detective paused and glanced at his notebook,” about a twenty year age gap between you and that you shared a father.  I am also aware of his frequent run-ins with the law.” The detective looked slightly pained at this point.   Beth winced to herself.  Brian had been thorough with his crimes.  They were numerous and covered a lot of ground.  
“Given the incidents in question, it is not surprising that there were issues between the three of you,” the detective continued after clearing his throat.  “However it appears these issues were more serious then the normal family disquiet.” Beth and Vickie shared a puzzled glance.  They had had problems with Brian but nothing major and nothing that could be considered more then family disputes.  The detective noticing their confusion finally cut to the chase. 
“I understand you, Elizabeth, threatened to kill him yesterday.  Is that correct?”  Joseph stated calmly watching the sisters closely for their reactions.
Beth sat stunned as the detective looked back at her.  She felt her jaw drop.  Joseph prompted her again saying, “No doubt you will appreciate that we will need you to explain just what was happening between you.”
“Pardon?” Beth said quietly looking at the detective.  He must be insane she thought.  Scott had stood up in reaction to the line of questioning and didn’t look particularly happy with the detective’s accusations. Joseph waved him back into his seat to calm him.  Vickie in the meantime had turned pale and leaned forward to grasp both of Beth’s hands again which were clenched together in shock.
“Did you suggest that you wanted to inflict physical harm on Brian Grant?”  Joseph quietly asked again referring to his notebook.  “As in tear him limb from limb.”  The other detective had also focused his attention of Beth.  She felt like their eyes were pinning her back against the couch with accusations.
Beth had to admit that she felt flummoxed.  Although killing Brian was a sentiment she could relate to, she had never seriously thought to hurt him.  As a step brother, he had been a bane on their lives but he could be ignored, sort of.  She and Vickie had very little to do with him until they decided to try and start the business.  Even then they had really tried to do it on their own.  Brian had been the one to suggest the sisters ask him for help.  It had been the first nice thing that Beth could remember him doing.  
“The last person to see Brian alive was a Michael Wilde.” The detective flipped back a page in his notebook familiarising himself with the comments made.  He had clearly lost patience with waiting for a response and was getting more insistent.  “We interviewed Michael first thing this morning.  He suggested that the two of you had a pretty good motive for killing the victim.  He said you threatened Brian in a meeting yesterday?”
Why that weasel! Beth thought and felt herself start to shake with shock. What a low down thing to suggest.   She took a deep breath and spoke out loud to the detective, “Look, Brian stole money from our business, a business that we started together.  To add insult to injury, Michael helped him do it.  We were told yesterday.”  Beth took a breath to still her heavily beating heart.  Her mind was racing.
She looked at the detective and said, “At the time I was angry.  I may have said that I wanted to kill him but it was said in the heat of the moment.  I would never…  I just wouldn’t.  People say things like that when they are mad.”  Tears were spilling down her cheeks.  The detective nodded.
“I can understand that,” he agreed, “But you must also understand that because of the situation you are considered one of the potential suspects.” 
Time suddenly stopped.  Beth couldn’t think.  She sat frozen as Scott stood up again.  Vickie put her arm around her sister hugging her close.  Joseph waved his hand to calm them.
He continued, “Each of you will be considered a suspect until we have concluded that your alibis for last night are sound. Both the hotel and David Andrews should be able to confirm Elizabeth’s location yesterday.  We will be speaking to neighbours to see if we can confirm the location of both Vickie and Scott.”
“You can’t seriously suspect Vickie.  Me fine but a woman who is eight months pregnant?  You think she killed Brain?” Scott exclaimed.  He had turned red and his fists were clenched.  This was clearly a man who had had enough with accusations being thrown around his home and at his family.  Vickie reached out to him and pulled him back down on the couch next to her.  She looked washed out.  It was too much to take in.
“I am not excluding anyone from this investigation until I can verify their locations,” the detective stated looking at Scott and then closing his notebook.  “I think we have enough information at present.  We will be getting back in touch with you in the next few days.  Please don’t leave town until we have concluded this line of enquiry.”  Joseph stood up and walked to the front door with his colleague close at his heals.  Scott was left standing looking outraged by the front door.  He had followed the two men out and for a minute Beth was sure he was contemplating actually physically tossing the detectives out on their respective rears.  She stayed on the overstuffed couch with Vickie unable to will herself to move or even think.
Brian was dead.  Horribly murdered in his own home.  She and her sister were being considered suspects.  It was too much to take in.



Chapter 9
The next hour turned into a blur as the sisters consoled one another.  Scott took on the role of butler ferrying tea back and forth, trying to calm them.  It was, Beth figured, Scott’s way of working off some of the frustration of the situation.  As for Brian’s death itself, neither Vickie nor Beth could believe it.  Murder was something that happened on TV or on the streets between gangs.  Brian may not have been an average person but he was normal enough that murder seemed extreme.  Brian always managed to get out of any trouble.  It was hard to believe that he had met an end that he couldn’t recover from.  
“I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about this,” Vickie murmured looking slightly confused.  She was still wearing her dressing gown and bunny slippers looking ten years old.  “I’m sad but not devastated about Brian’s death.  I’m more upset that we are actually being considered suspects,” Vickie admitted with a helpless look.
“I know how to feel about it,” Beth muttered, “Frustrated.  Even when dead, Brian is still managing to drag us down.  How can they think we had anything to do with it?  How can they accuse us?”  Beth felt like spitting she was so angry.  Why this?
“They must have a ton of suspects.  They can’t honestly expect that it’s any of us,” Scott said sitting on the chair that Joseph had vacated trying to placate her.  Beth wasn’t sure she agreed.  The police must be following up on every lead but that didn’t mean they would really consider the other suspects.  It would be much easier for them if she, Vickie or Scott were guilty.  That way the detectives would have finished their entire investigation before 10am.
“Maybe we have a chance once the police realise just how many people Brian has managed to alienate in his lifetime.  They’ll have to look at more realistic suspects,” Beth said trying to sound positive for Vicky’s sake.  “Starting with all of Brian’s so called friends.”  She thought for a moment and realised that under all the frustration and anger, there was something else.
“It’s awful but I somehow feel guilty,” She said quietly.
“Guilty?  Why?” Vickie asked amazed as she looked at her sister.  Scott had a similar look of confusion on his face.
“I’m sad he’s gone,” Beth explained, “but if he were here right now I’d be punching him in the nose.”  She shrugged her shoulders not sure if that made her a really bad person or just human.  Then again it could just be the anger seeping through.
“Oh Beth,” Vickie said quietly laughing, her body shaking. “You are so right.”  Scott shook his head as the twins laughed together.  It was a quiet laughter, a quiet relief that they had each other and were safe in their home.  They were more saddened by Brian’s death, Beth thought, then they realised.  It was only just sinking in.  Brian had been murdered.  Someone had killed him.
“Do you think there is there anything we can do for him?”  Vickie’s voice broke.  The laughter had given way to tears which flowed freely down her face.  Scott got up and sat next to his wife.  He swept her into his arms and rocked her gently. 
“It will be okay,” he murmured.  “I’m sure he didn’t feel anything.”
Beth met Scott’s eyes over her sister’s head.  Deep down, she knew that Brian might have suffered.  She wondered if he had known his killer.  If he had been killed in his bedroom the person who did it must have been a friend surely or at least someone he knew well?  What had happened last night?  She hoped that it had been quick and as much as it was funny to say it, she hoped it had been gentle.  Could murder be gentle?  Beth couldn’t bear to dwell on it.  Brian had been their brother at the end of the day and even he had not deserved to die the way he had.
Beth walked over to the shelves and pulled out two family photo albums.  Brian wasn’t in many of the pictures but he was there.  He looked like a sulky teen when the twins were first born.  His wavy dark hair was swept back in a punk hairstyle.  He was standing next to their father holding a beer in a later picture.  It looked like it had been taken at Christmas.  Sure enough the next few photos showed Vickie and Beth sitting on the floor at Brian’s feet as all three opened wrapped boxes.  The pictures clearly chronicled the family ageing. Brian featured less and less as they all grew older.
The last pictures in the second album were taken a holiday before the accident that killed Beth’s parents.  Brian had come by very briefly at the beginning of the evening Beth remembered.  He had been unimpressed and had pushed off early.  There was only one picture to mark his being there.  It was in the background of a group shot showing a myriad of B&B guests, the twins and their parents.  Brian looked serious and business like at the back.
“I know he’s gone but I agree we should do something for him,” Beth said to Vickie as they looked down at the album.  
“Why don’t we arrange the funeral,” Vickie said softly.  Beth turned to look at her as Scott gently rubbed his wife’s back.  “It’s the least we can do and none of his ex-wives are likely to volunteer.”
“I don’t think his girlfriend would know how to tie her own shoelace let alone organise something like that,” Beth said in agreement.  
“What do you think?” Vickie asked, the words rushing out.  She looked wide eyed as if pleading for them to understand.
“Okay,” Beth said looking serious thinking about it.  “We can do it.  If someone else wants to help they can but we’ll do it.”  The three of them nodded and agreed.  As Brian’s only remaining family it seemed only right and fitting that they would at least see him off.  Brian was unlikely to have appreciated the gesture but he was family and they would bury him.



Chapter 10
David woke up to an irritating pounding.  He groaned and turned over avoiding putting pressure on his right arm and shoulder.  The medicine had done its trick last night, at the time he hadn’t felt more then a nagging pain despite his exertions.  Unfortunately it seemed though that he was going to suffer for it now.  What time was it anyway?  
Memories flooded his brain as he pulled himself up and shook his head.  There was still that persistent pounding.  He looked around.  It was the door.  Someone was banging on the door to his room.  David managed to get himself up feeling groggy.  The other side of the bed was cool to the touch and he wasn’t sure if he had an incredibly erotic drugged up dream or if he had in fact spent the night with a stunning woman.  He stood up and put a hand to his head.  It felt like he had a hangover reminiscent of his university days. 
Glancing down at the bedside table to grab a painkiller, he noticed a note.  Beth.  That’s right.  He could faintly smell her perfume in the air and that smell alone evoked a memory.  Closing his eyes, he breathed in more deeply trying to savour her scent.  The door to the suite banged again pulling him back to the present.  He pulled on a pair of shorts from his bag and ambled through to the entrance hall to see who was so determined to wake him up.  Whoever was there was persistent.  Every few seconds there would be several loud knocks then a break as if waiting for someone to have the time to answer the door.
David looked through the spy hole in the door and saw a rather unhappy looking man on the other side.  Pale and thin he looked like someone who was having a rotten day and willing to share his experiences on any hapless victim.  This had better not be Beth’s husband David thought darkly as he opened the door.
“My name is Joseph Serrate and this is my partner.  We are detectives with Scotland Yard.  May we come in and speak to you?” The man speaking held up a wallet with a picture ID and the other trappings of his position of office.  His partner lurked in the background looking like a wide eyed teenager, a very large and intimidating teenager.  
Nope, not the husband David thought to himself. Nearly as bad as a husband, he amended, but not the husband.  He pulled his thought back to the detective who was explaining that they were there to verify one Elizabeth Grant’s presence here the night before.  When had she arrived, how long was she here etc.
David blinked.  Moving into the sitting in the lounge area of the suite with them he watched as both detectives took off their suit jackets.  They were obviously here for the long haul.  While the one seemed focused on the questions at hand, the other larger detective stayed quiet and unobtrusive.  The second detective, David realised, looked like he had been struck dumb.  He just sat in the chair not taking his eyes off of David and barely blinking.  There was a light sheen of sweat covering his face as if he was concentrating so much on David that it was causing him stress.
“Yes a woman by the name of Elizabeth Grant stayed the night here with me,” David said looking away from the one detective to glance at the other.  “What is this in connection with?”  What had she done he wondered.  Last night had been a fantasy come true and Beth had seemed so genuine that he couldn’t believe that she was involved in something sinister.  He hoped.
‘We need to confirm her alibi.  Last night her brother, Brian Grant was murdered. At this time we don’t know if there is any connection but we need to check all avenues,” Joseph replied smoothly as he moved to a blank page of his notebook.  He proceeded to ask basic questions about time of arrival and departure which David could only partially assist.
“I’m on painkillers for an injury,” David explained.  “I took one in the early hours of this morning at which time Beth was still with me.  The medicine knocked me out.”
“And did you take one last night?” Joseph asked taking notes.
“Look she was there when I went to sleep, there when I woke up the first time and there when I went to sleep again.  I don’t know what you think she’s done but she was with me last night,” David said pushing away the questions.  It sounded like the detective wasn’t convinced.
“How long have you known Elizabeth Grant?” Joseph asked looking at him.  David thought about it.  This was not the easiest thing to explain.  One night stands were explainable when you were in your twenties but over thirty it just seemed, well unbelievable.  It had been a spur of the moment kind of night and not one he thought the detectives would be sympathetic to understanding.  Even if Beth wasn’t the woman that he assumed she was, she was certainly not a professional nor, David thought, a bad person.  She was just a woman caught in the bath on a bad day and it all worked out.  Well it worked out for the two of them until now.
“Long enough Detective,” he replied firmly in a voice that didn’t invite further discussion.  “Beth is an acquaintance of mine and will continue to be so.  She was with me all night as far as I am concerned and therefore isn’t the suspect you are looking for.  Now if you don’t mind, I am a busy man and need to get ready for my first meeting of the day.”  David stood up and after a brief pause both detectives stood as well.  They walked out the door and Joseph added,
“Please call me if you remember anything from last night that might be pertinent.”  Handing David his business card, Joseph and his colleague left the hotel room.  David sighed deeply and threw himself into a chair.  From one night stand to alibi he thought.  One thing for sure though is that he was going to be making a phone call to that number on his bedside table.  If this woman, amazing though she had seemed, had been involved in her brother’s murder, David was going to find out.



Chapter 11
Beth sat down in the study.  What a day and it was only ten in the morning.  After she and her sister reached the decision to hold Brian’s funeral, Beth had gone upstairs to change out of the borrowed clothes.  Piling them carefully into the laundry basket she planned to clean and return them to the hotel the next day.  David was bound to still be there and if not the hotel could forward them.  She pulled on a clean pair of jeans and a pink cotton button down top before heading to the study.
Now sitting in her office Beth took stock.  It was hard to believe that Brian was gone, the business was going under and she had slept with a complete stranger in the space of 24 hours.  There just wasn’t any way of coming to terms with everything that was happening.  Her mind ran wild.  Could they save the business?  Would they would bring Brian’s killer to justice quickly?  Was there was something more to David Andrews then what met the eye?  Beth finally pushed her thoughts away.  Now was not the time to worry.  She just couldn’t think about it.  She looked around the room.  This was where she designed everything.  This was where Vickie made those creations a reality.  It was a sanctuary, a haven and when things weren’t going right it could be a type of hell.
Beth loved it.  There were three plush mismatched overstuffed chairs and a huge rectangular dinning table in the centre of the room.  Everything was covered in scraps of material and pattern pieces.  The dark wooden floor had a large Persian rug which was only slightly worn along the fringes and the massive windows let light in throughout the day.  Topping it all off was a desk.  It was an antique and a piece of beauty.  In this room at this desk Beth spent most of her time playing with different ideas while Vickie pottered around on the pattern table.  They couldn’t loose this.  There had to be a way to salvage some small part of the business.  There just had to be.
Scott and Vickie popped their heads around the door.
“We’re going out for a walk.  Maybe the air will clear our heads.  Do you want anything?” Scott asked.  Beth shook her head and they left.  The two of them just needed some time together.  She envied them their closeness and was so happy that they had one another.  They had met on a blind date set up by one of Scott’s friends.  The two of them had taken one look each other and that was it, they were in love.  It made Beth smile just remembering the first few weeks of the romance.  The two lovebirds had eyes only for one another and nothing had changed.
Thinking about Scott and Vickie made Beth think about David.  She couldn’t get him out of her mind.  That night together was enough to awaken every nerve in her body.  Who was he?  Beth realised that she knew nothing about him other then his name and his more then capable abilities to seduce with searing efficiency.  He was a one night stand but Beth got the feeling that it wasn’t the norm for him.  He made her feel as if being with her was his whole world at that moment.
Beth shook her head and turned back to her design.  After trying to focus for another ten minutes, she finally tossed the lace aside.  It was hard to remain cool and detached while her whole body kept sending soothing thoughts to the brain along the lines of ‘let’s do it again’.  Maybe she should have waited for him to wake up or woken him up.  That would have been fun, waking David up.  Beth leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes letting her imagination take over.  All it would have taken was a strategically placed kiss here and there, maybe a gentle nudge or shake as she was exploring some of his more interesting facets.  Ugh, she needed to focus and tried to submerge herself back in her work.
 After an hour or so Beth gave up again and picked up the phone instead.  She barely managed to get anything done.  When her treacherous nerves weren’t reminding her of the night before, all she could think about was Brian lying lifeless somewhere.  It was time to seek solace with her friends.
Outside of Vickie and Scott, there were three other people in Beth’s life that knew everything about her.  They were her best friends, Karin, Charlotte and Bee.  They had shared snacks, boyfriends, tears, laughter, toys and cocktail dresses throughout the years.  Nothing got in the way of their friendship.
When it came to Brian’s death, these three would truly understand all the nuances of what that meant.  They knew how miserable he had tried to make Beth and Vickie’s lives.  They would be able to understand the detachment she felt and the anger and the frustration.  Picking up the phone, Beth dialled.
Karin answered at first ring.
“Oh Beth are you okay?” she said as soon as she heard Beth’s voice.  Beth could just picture her sitting elegantly on a chair surrounded by packing boxes and the odd empty bookshelf.  Give Karin a month and she would have the entire place looking state of the art.
“You know?” Beth asked surprised.  Had it been on the news?
“Two detectives came by this morning to ask me some questions.  They wanted to know when I had last seen Brian and if I was involved with him.   It was a shock to find out he was dead I can tell you.  The fact that he was murdered is just unbelievable,” Karin explained.  ‘How are you keeping up?”  she sounded worried.
“We’re fine,” Beth answered “It’s been a shock but we’re dealing with it.  We didn’t have a great deal to do with Brian most of the time.  We saw him a bit more when dad was still alive but not much then either.  It’s just awful to think someone, anyone has been murdered; even Brian.”
“I know.  He was a sleaze but a related sleaze,” Karin agreed as something ripped across the phone.  It sounded like she was opening boxes as they talked.  It made Beth feel better somehow.  Karin would be like this for the next month until everything was unpacked and sorted.  It was a reminder that life kept on going even in the face of death or rather murder. 
“Karin, why did the police call you to talk to you about it?”  Beth asked thinking about it.  Karin only knew Brian through her, didn’t she?
“He came round,” Karin admitted sounding sheepish.  She had stopped making any noise which was a sure sign she was trying to hide something.  Beth wondered if Karin was actually holding her breath.
“A detective came round?  That seems a bit of overkill,” Beth paused. “Unless they really think I did it and are following up on it already?”  Beth pondered, starting to worry and getting that sinking feeling in her stomach again.  Was that why Karin was so quiet?  Could they really think she or Vickie was involved?  Beth was scared.  The idea that the sisters could be arrested for something they had nothing to do with was petrifying.  Having the two detectives in the house this morning was a wake up call.  The police represented a huge system that didn’t necessarily dispense justice.  Beth said to Karin, ‘The detective thinks that Vickie, Scott and I are possible suspects.”  She held her breath wondering how Karin would react.
“What?”  Karin asked sounding aghast.  “Why?”  Obviously it had never occurred to her that Beth or Vickie could have anything to do with Brian’s death.  “Tell me exactly what happened,” Karin demanded sounding ultra efficient.  No doubt Karin was thinking through which of her lawyer friends she should be calling.  
Beth explained what Brian had done to the business as Karin gasped on the other end of the phone. “I was a little upset,” she finished in a rush getting it out of her system.
“I can imagine,” Karin agreed. “So what did you do?”
“Well, I may have mentioned wanting to tear Brian limb from limb,” Beth admitted. “At the time it seemed like a fitting punishment.  I would never have actually done it I promise!  Thinking about it just helped get rid of some of the pent up anger,” she paused.  “Unfortunately the detective seems to think that might be significant.  He’s pretty keen on making me one of the suspects.  He’s even looking into Vickie and Scott’s alibi for last night.”
“Oh Beth!  That’s awful,” Karin sounded truly upset for her.  “Do you want me to call someone to help?”
“To be honest, I didn’t think he was too serious but if he’s checking up with my friends… it sounds like he might be,” Beth grew quiet.  She chewed gently on her bottom lip.  This was really not good.  Beth wondered if they would let her design lingerie in prison.  
“No,” Karin rushed to reassure her. “Beth, really no.  He came to see me because I was in Brian’s little black book,” she explained, effectively distracting Beth from her morbid thoughts.
“Brian had a little black book?  What?” Beth thought she must have misheard.
“You’d think we would be use to how sleazy your brother was,” Karin laughed. “He kept a little black book of all the women in his life.  Like a list of his conquests or targets or whatever.”
“You’re kidding?” Beth was stunned.  “Don’t little black books only exist in the movies?  Who actually has a black book?  Oh wait, that’s right - Brian. Please tell me you’re kidding” Beth begged Karin, laughing despite herself.  She wouldn’t put it past him to have a black book.  He also owned a sleeping jacket and smoked a pipe when he thought anyone was looking.  Brian was not known for his good taste.
“Nope – the detective showed it to me.  Page after page of women’s names and numbers.  My name was in there.  Oh and to add icing on the cake …” Karin’s voice hushed.  This was going to be good.  “He added a few comments.”
“No!  What!  Oh Karin, how awful!”  Beth paused and thought for a second. “What did he say about you?” This was going to be even better.
“Oh that creep,” Karin giggled. “Apparently I have a great ass and he ranked me eight out of ten.”  Beth and Karin dissolved in laughter “You can imagine the detective’s face when he had to read it to me,” Karin managed to get out.  “And I can’t believe that he ranked me only an eight… I think I’m insulted!”
“Oh how mortifying!” Beth choked off her laughter.
“Wait a minute, does that mean you were one of Brian’s conquests?” She asked stunned.  There was a silence on the other side of the phone, a complete and utter silence.  It was unheard of for Karin to be that quiet unless she utterly guilty. 
“You slept with Brian?!” Beth’s voice rose an octave. “Ugh – why?” she swallowed and paused. “I mean I’m sorry.  You must be devastated that he’s dead?”  Beth didn’t know what to think.  It seemed impossible that Karin and Brian were an item.  How had she managed to keep it a secret?  Poor Karin.
“Not likely,” Karin retorted putting Beth’s racing mind to rest. “I thought you knew!  It was after one of your parents parties.  One of the themed ones, ‘Roman Rulers’ I think, when they made us dress as vestal virgins and serve up drinks.”  Beth remembered that party particular well.  They had all gotten a kick out of parading around in the draped sheets.
“I remember,” Beth replied as she laughed. “We kept tripping over those sheets that mum had wrapped around us toga style.  We must have been about seventeen?”  That had been a memorable night.
“We must have been.  All I remember is that I was young and stupid.  I thought that under every creep there was a true gentleman just dying to get out,” they laughed together again and Karin continued, “Never slept with him again, thank goodness.  We ended up getting together in the shed in the backyard.  Oh no,” Karin shrieked as Beth sputtered with laughter. Karin rushed on with her explanation, “I can’t believe I told you that.  Listen just ignore the last bit.  As far as Brian is concerned there was nothing going on between us.  I mean every now and then he liked to ask me out but luckily, I don’t make stupid mistakes more then once!  I mean who would be dumb enough to sleep with him once they knew what he was like?”
Both of them were quiet for a long second.
“Charlotte,” they chorused with glee.  Beth made a mental note to discuss the garden shed at a later date.  That little titbit would give her a bit of leverage next time Karin and Charlotte ganged up on her.
“Hang on I’ll conference her in,” Karin said.  Beth could hear the beeps as Charlotte’s phone number was dialled.  She took a deep breath feeling her lungs open up and lighten.  It felt good to be talking about something else, something that wasn’t about the murder, even if that something did revolve yet again around Brian.
“Yello!”  Charlotte’s cheerful voice filled the line.
“Hello Charlotte,” Karin and Beth sang back.  They tended to do conference calls pretty regularly when they wanted to chat.  It helped all four of the friends keep up with the news.  While Karin and Beth were self employed, Charlotte worked for a fashion magazine as an editor.  Nine times out of ten she was in her office whenever they called.  Beth couldn’t even remember what Charlotte’s home even looked like.  She only got a flash of ultra modern sleek metal and glass everywhere.  It suited the flamboyant fashionable Charlotte down to a T.  Of course she wasn’t sure if Charlotte even remembered what her home looked like, let alone where it was.
“Oh Beth.  I heard about Brian.  Are you and Vickie okay?”  Charlotte asked.  They could hear her dropping the papers as she turned her attention to the conversation.  Beth felt her stomach tightened.  Try as she might, every time they mentioned Brian dead, she felt ill.  The fact that two of her closest friends knew Brian on a more intimate level without any hint to her was disturbing as well.  She tried to quell the impulse to wonder if any of them could have had anything to do with his subsequent death.
“It’s all been a bit of a shock but we’ll survive, I think,” Beth replied quietly to Charlotte.  “We didn’t have a great deal to do with him these last few years.”
“Unlike some we might mention,” Karin chirped in unable to contain herself any longer.  Charlotte had a reputation for going through men like tissues.  She was also not too particular as long as she was having fun.  Charlotte was a firm believer in living for the moment.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Charlotte retorted ever in denial.
“Well how did you know he was dead?” Beth asked laughing.  It felt good to smile.  Morbid in a way but smiling was good.
“A detective came by to tell me and ask a few questions,” Charlotte confessed.
“And?” Karin and Beth asked in unison.  This was going to be good.
“And what?” Charlotte asked nonchalantly.
“And how did you end up in Brian’s little black book?” Beth said pointedly.  This was going to be really good.
“And yes, of course I slept with Brian,” Charlotte replied exasperated.  She laughed. “It was about a year ago.  I wanted to find out what all the fuss was about,” she paused for dramatic effect while the other two gasped in laughter, “And I can tell you it was all hype and no action.  I started calling him slinky after that little indiscretion.  The things I do for science,” she added trying to sound huffy.  Beth couldn’t believe it two of her friends had slept with that reprobate.  Just thinking about it was starting to make her skin crawl.  Charlotte continued, “He was just so slimy with it.  I swear that man thought his tongue should be bronzed!”
“Oh stop,” begged Beth laughing so hard she had to wipe tears from her eyes.  “I really don’t want to hear the details.”  The three friends tried to catch their breath.
“Doesn’t sound like he learned anything over the years then,” Karin mused when she could speak again.  
“Like that is it?” Charlotte asked with a note of interest in her voice.  
“Ugh I can’t believe that two of my closest friends have slept with my brother.” Beth said before the two of them could start to compare notes.  She decided she just wasn’t going to think about it.  “Ick you two just ick,” she said shaking her head.  “Did the police tell either one of you that you were a suspect?” Beth added.  Whatever they had experienced with the dearly departed was probably cause enough for his murder.  She wondered if Detective Joe had considered bad sexual performance as a motive in the case.
“No,” they both replied in unison and Beth’s stomach dropped to the floor.
“Hey look at the bright side of all this,” Karin continued cheerfully ignoring the panic that they were all no doubt feeling.
“Bright side?” Beth asked hoarsely.
“It could have been worse!  Brian could have gone through all of your friends.” Karin replied sounding nonchalant and distracting Beth amazingly well from her suspect status.  It wasn’t going to go away but Beth appreciated that her friends were going to such lengths not to let her dwell on what was happening.  Then she thought about what Karin had said.
“There is just no way that …no,” Beth stuttered stunned.  There was silence as they all paused.
“No way... she wouldn’t,” Charlotte confirmed sounding slightly shocked.
“Not in a million years,” Karin agreed, “although there is only one way to truly be sure.  Hang on.” A phone rang in the distance and another voice got on the line.
“Matsuma residence,” a slightly husky eloquent female voice answered slightly breathless.
“Hello Bee,” The three friends chorused.  Beth grinned.  It was such a pleasure to talk among friends after the day she had.  She just wanted to regroup and this was the best possible way.  Sneaking out on a one night stand, finding out her brother had been murdered and being considered a suspect took a lot out of a person.
“Hello!” Bee replied cheerfully and then grew quiet. “Beth, are you okay?” she asked conveying her worry in a few simple words.
“We’re fine thanks,” Beth replied readily.  She really was feeling much better with the support of her friends.  Brian was dead but life had to keep going.  People still worked and even Brian’s own office was business as usual.  If she was really honest the world might probably be a bit better off without him being around.  At least the woman in his office would be safe from his affections.  On the plus side as well, was the fact that Beth wasn’t the only strong suspect the police would be investigating.  She didn’t know how her friends had managed it but once again they were in as much trouble as she was from the sounds of things.
“Cut out all the chitchat you two.  Okay Bee, how did you know?” Charlotte cut in.  She was not one for patience when there was gossip afoot.
“What?”  Bee asked surprised sounding puzzled and then said, “Oh a detective phoned me and asked me some questions.”
“Ah the elusive detective again,” Karin snickered.  If it was the same one that came to visit her, he really did get around Beth thought.  She wondered if this was routine for an investigation or if he had some clue he was pursuing.  Whatever it was, he was looking into Brian’s little black book with gusto.  Maybe he was giving the bad sexual performance motive some credit after all.
“What have I done?” Bee asked with a note of resignation in her voice.  She was used to being dragged into trouble so all the chortling on the other end of the phone didn’t phase her a bit.  Bee had always been calm and collected.  She also had an amazing talent for getting the friends out of the trouble they might have found themselves in.  Nothing shook Bee up. 
“Well we’ve established that Karin was a dumb youth and slept with Brian when we were eighteen,” Beth began gently leading up to their ultimate goal of getting Bee to spill the beans.
“Way to go,” Charlotte hooted in the background.
“That’s gross,” Bee said with a snigger.
“And Charlotte is just a glutton for punishment so she slept with him last year,” Beth had to stop for a second as Bee gleefully screeched in outrage.  As she was giggling, Beth finished, “The question now is how did you end up in Brian’s little black book?”  Could it be that they had caught their sensible friend in some act of rebellion?  Well in an act of rebellion that the other three hadn’t instigated, Beth amended to herself.  
“Oh that.  Well he kept calling me to ask me out.  Blah,” Bee, who was normally never fazed by anything, sounded embarrassed. “I finally had to tell him I was a black belt in judo and wasn’t afraid to use it.  He sort of backed off after that.  Seriously guys, I can’t believe that the two of you slept with that man.  That’s bad even for the two of you.  Yuck.”
“Hey!” Karin yelped.
Before anyone could say anything else, the phone suddenly ticked in Beth’s ear. “Hang on everyone I have another call coming in,” she muttered and clicked over to the other call.



Chapter 12
“Hello,” she said using her best ‘don’t-mess-with-me’ voice in case it was the detective again.
“Elizabeth?” a deep very male voice asked. If a telesales person had this kind of voice they would probably get a much better response rate, Beth thought briefly.  She picked up a pencil from her desk and twiddled it between her fingers.  At least it wasn’t the detective.
“Yes?” she replied wondering who it was.  The voice also sounded warmly familiar.  Where had she heard it before?  Tossing down her pencil, Beth fiddled with the volume buttons on the telephone to get a better earful.
“It’s David Andrews,” Ah yes Beth thought nearly dropping the phone.  That would be why her insides were feeling all warm and gooey.
“Oh. Hello,” Beth replied pensively trying to get the thought of a telesales person out of her mind.  She never thought he would actually call her.  One night stands didn’t call, did they?  She thought about it.  With her luck it could be anything.  She went over the possibilities in her mind, they wore a condom… which ruled out most sexually transmitted diseases and he certainly couldn’t be pregnant.  What was going on?  Believing that he was calling for anything but bad news was just giving in to her romantic side, Beth decided.  Maybe he wanted her to pay half the hotel room rate.  That would just be the type of thing she would expect today.
“What can I do for you?” she asked hoping that she came off nonchalantly.
“Yes that’s sort of the response I figured I’d get,” David replied dryly making her insides churn in their liquid state.  His voice sounded like hot melted chocolate- rich and creamy.  “You sound worried,” he added.
“What do you mean?” Beth asked feeling breathless, so much for sounding nonchalant.  Beth tried to stop getting distracted by the sound of his voice flowing over her.
“Well usually after a one night stand,” David said drawing her back into the conversation, “one of the participants doesn’t leave the other to be woken up by the police.” He waiting patiently for the penny to drop.  Beth shook her head to stop herself from being distracted and thought through what he said.  For a brief minute she had forgotten Brian and his murder but it all came flooding back.
“OH!” Beth leaned down and banged her head against the desk top.  “I’m sorry.  My brother was murdered last night.  The police needed to verify everyone’s location.  I wouldn’t have given your name unless it was truly necessary.”  She assured him feeling very contrite.  He must have thought he had slept with someone psychotic.
“And I appreciate that, I assure you.  The detective explained the situation this morning.  They were particularly keen that I give a blow by blow account of your time here,” he said quietly.
“WHAT!” Beth exploded mortified for both their sakes.  There was no accusation or stress in his voice.  Beth realised he actually had called her just to let her know.
“Wanted to be sure that I could account for you the entire time you were here.  I explained that given there was some actual sleeping involved, they couldn’t expect full disclosure.  It sounded like he wanted to find a loophole in your alibi to me.”  David replied sounding slightly amused and then asked, “Exactly how involved are you?  Did you have anything to do with your brother’s death?” There was some wariness in his voice.  No doubt he was thinking of ways to defend himself from a would-be murderer Beth thought and rushed to reassure him.
“Thank you for dealing with the detective and no – yes – I mean I didn’t have anything to do with my brother’s death but the police think I might be a suspect.  They needed to speak to you to prove I was where I said I had been,” Beth wanted to run screaming from the room.  What was she saying?  This conversation was going from bad to worse.  She couldn’t see it getting better either.  Maybe if she hid in her bedroom for a few weeks it would all blow over?
“So you’re a suspect?” David asked.  He sounded bemused and  Beth realised that she wasn’t making things any clearer for him.  Her mind was going in all sorts of different directions.  How was she going to get out of this one?
“No – well maybe – I threatened to kill him so the police have to follow up.” Beth explained taking a deep breath.   This was really going from bad to worse.
“So what you’re telling me is that I slept with a complete stranger who is a murder suspect,” David summarised succinctly.  “Did you do it?” he asked in a matter of fact tone of voice.
“No, absolutely not,” Beth wailed.  What could this guy be thinking?  One thing was for sure, she wasn’t giving him a great deal of comfort with her answers.  She wasn’t giving herself a great deal of comfort come to think of it.  She quickly tried to explain again, “It’s not like that, promise.  I didn’t have anything to do with the murder but the police have to make sure.”  There, that sounded calm and collected.  It even made sense.
“But you did threaten him,” he stated.  David sounded like he didn’t know if he should be laughing or asking her if she was insane.
“Well, yes but he deserved it,” Beth explained.  “He was a sneak.”  She couldn’t believe it.  Even dead Brian was making her life a misery.
“A sneak, I see,” David said.  Beth shook her head.  A man had been murdered, her brother and all she could think about was how amazing David’s voice sounded.  Something must be wrong with her.
“Look it’s not like that.”  Beth still couldn’t believe she was having this conversation.  So much for hearing this sexy voice again she thought and quietly sighed.
“So what exactly was it like?” he asked sounding a bit like he was laughing.
“He was a thief and we had this business deal.  In the end, he stole money from us and I just lost it.  In the heat of the moment I said I wanted to kill him.  It just came out.”  Beth kept trying to explain.  This was sounding weak even to her.
“Uh huh,” David drawled.  There was defiantly a hint of amusement there.
“No.  Look it was a legitimate business deal and he swindled the business out of money,” as Beth bumbled along trying to explain, she heard a muffled snicker.  She frowned.  That wasn’t him.  Where had that come from?  She looked down at the phone.  NO!  This couldn’t be happening.  She heard another muffled noise.  Yes it was happening.  She had conferenced everyone into the call.  Trust her friends to just listen to her bumble into one mess after another without hanging up.  Beth wondered how long they had been listening.  The only time she had touched the phone was when she was trying to adjust the volume.  Oh Beth let her head drop back; she was never going to hear the end of this.
“Look Elizabeth I don’t know what is going on but you can relax.  I told the detective you were with me.  I just wanted to find out what was going on,” David said with his very calm and soothing voice.  “I don’t suppose you made sure you were with me while someone you hired killed your brother?”  he asked after a pause.  Beth wasn’t sure if he was asking because he was seriously concerned or just to listen to her tie herself in a knot again.
“No! I wouldn’t do that,” Beth replied scared that that might be what the detective thought.  She felt the panic begin to build again.  All the worry that had been defused by speaking to her friends came flooding back.  In this state what could she say to David to explain that Brian’s murder had nothing to do with her?  What made it worse is that her rather vocal friends were listening to every word.
“She really wouldn’t,” Charlotte’s voice chimed in just as Beth reminded herself they were there.  Charlotte had decided to finally take pity on her inability to coherently explain the situation.  It was time for more direct intervention.  Beth figured, given her inability to think clearly, the interruption was not a bad thing.
“Who is that?” David demanded surprised to hear a new voice on the line.  Beth could almost feel him shift the phone from his ear to stare at it in shock.
“Charlotte. I’m conferenced in on the call,”  As Charlotte replied, Beth slowly banged her head on the desk top again.  This was going from bad to worse.  This couldn’t be happening… shouldn’t be happening.  And she was getting a headache with all the banging.  While she calmed her racing mind, she reminded herself that she never had to see him again.  As much as that thought saddened her, it also meant that once she got through this conversation she could forget about it.  Well forget as much of it as her body would let her.  Shut up body!  Beth thought sternly and put her attention back to the call
By the time she was focused again, all three of her friends had introduced themselves.  They were currently trying to give David a bit of background on her relationship with her brother.  All at the same time.
“Enough everyone!” Beth said pulling herself together and taking charge of the situation. “I am sure that Mr Andrews has better things to do then listen to us go on about my problems.  Thank you, David for answering the detective’s questions.  I appreciate your honesty.  Now I think we’ll let you get on with your day.  Best of luck,” Beth paused hoping that David would take the hint and hang up.
Never again she told herself.  Never again would she have a one night stand or for that matter was she ever having sex again.  It just wasn’t worth the embarrassment.  Beth quietly sighed to herself.  There was still the option of hiding in her room until it all just went away.
“Bet it was a shock waking up to a police man knocking on your door,” Bee said after a brief silence, her dulcet tones encouraging an answer.
David gave a chuckle and replied, “I thought it was her husband and spent a few minutes panicking.  They don’t make back doors to hotel rooms.”  Karin, Charlotte and Bee all started giggling.  Beth sat in her study hoping that she could find a way to rewind the whole conversation and pretend it never happened.  Now, more then ever, the world needed a time machine she decided.
“Beth’s not married,” Karin said slyly once they had all paused for breath.  Beth groaned quietly to herself.
“And rest assured I am saying thank you with every fibre of my being,” David responded to Karin with another chuckle.  He sounded relieved.
Ugh!  Beth looked at the phone.  There was no going back in time, no erasing this from living memory and no hiding in her bedroom until it was all over.  She looked at the phone a minute longer and then quietly hung up.  How mortifying!  There was no way her wayward friends were going to let this one go until they were good and ready.  She didn’t even want to think about what her friends were saying to David.
*
David shook his head as he hung up the phone minutes later.  He wasn’t sure what had just happened.  This woman had, he decided, a strange ability to blindside him.  Beth also had a very devoted and confident group of friends.  Just by their protective manner and gentle bickering, he could tell they were a very close and special group of people.  They obviously were devoted to Beth and it seemed to underline that she was the kind of person that David had thought she was.  He may not have known her for long, David smiled but he did see quality there.  She was interesting.  More then that, she made him want to see her again and talk to her face to face.
David left the hotel feeling cheerful.  He strolled down the embankment with his hands in his jean pockets relishing the fresh air.  It was a start he thought.  Finding a group of friends and one potential girlfriend in the first day of arriving back was definitely a good start he decided.  A good start indeed.



Chapter 13
Twenty minutes later Bee rang Beth back. “So how are you?” she asked with a note of sympathy in her voice.  Bee, ever the pacifier, had obviously been nominated to neutralise the neurotic murder suspect Beth thought.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she replied quietly.  She had been sitting here surrounded by the most amazing variety of colours and textures unable to get her mind around a single creative idea.  Her thoughts kept bouncing back to the night before and she felt warm and bothered.  Beth tried to get herself pulled together so she would stop thinking about him but David kept haunting her thoughts.  The problem was, when she wasn’t thinking about David, she was thinking about Brian and who murdered him.  And what she was going to do about the detectives who thought she did it.  Consequently by the time Bee called, Beth was not in a good mood.
“He sounded nice and he liked you, I could tell, Beth.  Maybe he’ll call you again and you can go out or something,” Bee said earnestly before she could say a thing.  Not only did Bee always see the best in people, she was sure that everyone would love each of her friends as much as she did.  If one of those friends liked a guy then of course he would like her.  Things just worked that way in Bee’s life.  Meet someone, fall in love, get married - how hard could it be?  Beth closed her eyes.  Put like that it even sounded easy.
Not long ago Bee’s parents had arranged a meeting between her and a ‘suitable’ man.  Much to Bee’s surprise that man, Ken, had turned out to be someone she could relate to.  Three months after their initial meeting Ken took Bee out for dinner, dropped on one knee after dessert and popped the question.  Apparently he had asked Bee’s father’s permission two days after meeting Bee.  The wedding was planned to take place in three weeks and in typical Bee fashion it was completely arranged.  Flowers, outfits, venues, seating plans proved to be no match for Bee’s organised mind.  No last minute plans were needed.
Now though, with time on her hands until the actual wedding day arrived, Bee was focused on helping her poor single friends find salvation or at least dates for the big day.  Beth knew that if they ignored Bee it would be at their peril.  She had a way of sneaking up on you when you least expected it.
“I don’t even want to contemplate the idea.  I never want to see this guy again. And nothing the three of you can cook up is going to change that!”  Beth said with a pitiful wail.  It was hopeless.  No matter what she said Bee was going to be planning some way of throwing David and Beth together.  Not only that, Beth realised that Charlotte and Karin were no doubt in on it as well.
Charlotte, unlike their friends, did not believe in the one man for everyone theory.  No, she felt there were lots of men out there and all of them should be sampled.  Her ambition in hooking Beth up would merely be to ensure that her friend was living life to the fullest.  Charlotte wouldn’t care if Beth kept him or not as long as she enjoyed him while she could.  Beth shook her head.  She was doomed.
“Best not watch any rugby then,” said a voice from the door making Beth jump.  Speak of the devils.  Charlotte and Karin had let themselves in with the emergency key kept under the flower pot outside.  They stood framed in the doorway looking like angels or demigods.  Beth wasn’t sure which.  Both were blond with fair skin.  Karin was a tiny petite china doll like woman while Charlotte was a more curvy Barbie type.  They were desperately trying to keep the smiles off their faces.  Neither one looked like they were going to let her sit here and stew all day.  Demigods, definitely demigods Beth thought rubbing a hand over her forehead
“What do you mean ‘don’t watch rugby’?”  Beth asked confused looking up again.  How did rugby feature in this
“You should have stuck around Beth,” said Karin with a grin as she pressed speaker phone so that Bee could hear as well.  “Charlotte gave him the third degree,” she had sauntered up in her high heels and perched herself on the edge of the desk.  Despite the fact that her home was no doubt in shambles, Karin looked perfectly turned out.  Not one hair was out of place.  Beth groaned her frustration.  She just had to look at a packing box and a nail would break.  How did Karin do it?
“You really should have stayed on,” Bee added through the phone.  “We found out all about him.”
Beth looked at Karin and Charlotte.  It looked like her fate was sealed.  David had passed the friend exam.  Okay, with Charlotte that didn’t take much nor Karin for that matter but if Bee was also on the bandwagon it didn’t bode well.  They were going to pester her forever Beth decided.  David had defiantly convinced them.   She had slept with a guy and her friends knew more about him then she did.  Beth shook her head.  Meeting David coupled with the Brian situation was mind boggling.  How did she get herself into these predicaments?
“He’s a captain of one of the biggest rugby teams and you didn’t recognise him,” Charlotte laughed looking at Beth’s puzzled and frustrated face.  “Even Bee knew once he mentioned rugby.” Beth just covered her face with her hands and hoped she would wake up soon.  Could this day get worse?
“What else?” she asked finally giving in to her curiosity.  Okay she may not want to see him again but she couldn’t stop herself from asking.  She wanted to know more about him.  Maybe it would stop her from thinking about him all the time. Anyway she told herself it was ludicrous not to know at least the bare essentials.
“Well he is solvent, has two brothers and a sister, is about to retire and is planning on settling down in the area,” Karin cheerfully told her, practically bouncing with glee. She just loved Beth being in the firing line.  Usually it was Karin that did something silly, at Charlotte’s suggestion, and had to be hauled over the coals.  It was no doubt refreshing to have the shoe on the other foot.
“Oh god … you really did give him the third degree,” Beth sunk low in her chair.  She should be happy she thought.  There was really no way David was going to go anywhere near her again.  In fact he was probably frantically changing his identity in a bid to avoid any chance of her tracking him down.  Well on the plus side of things, she wouldn’t need to hide in her bedroom for the rest of her life.  Not that her so called friends would let her of course.
“Yup, though to be honest, he stopped being so interested in answering once he figured out you weren’t on the call anymore,” Charlotte said peering at her impeccably pink painted nails.  In true Charlotte fashion she was wearing a pale blue silk wrap top with white trim over tight blue jeans.  Her shoes were an intricate weave of multicoloured ribbons.  She looked every inch the elegant sophisticated fashion editor that she was.  She appeared delicate, model-like and far too smug for Beth’s tastes.
“Think he likes you,” sang Bee on the other side of the phone. Charlotte and Karin shared a grin.  Beth put her elbows on the desk and dropped her head into her hands.  She groaned.  They really would never let this one go.
“Guys this isn’t the time,” she muttered into her palms.  “There are police out there trying to prove that I killed my brother.  Trying to make a one night stand turn into something is really not my priority.”
“It should be,” Bee said quietly, “The police will get the bottom of it, Beth.”
“And if they can’t, we will,” Karin said with an elegant shrug of her shoulders.
“So,” Charlotte said nonchalantly perching on the other end of the desk to Karin and studiously avoiding being drawn off topic, “Care to tell us about last night?”  
Beth looked up at the two faces beaming down at her and groaned.  Talk about being between a rock and a hard place.  Either discuss the savage murder of her brother or how she managed to throw herself, naked into a strangers arms.  She could tell Bee was holding her breath on the other end of the phone.  They were like vultures waiting for her to reveal all.  “No I don’t think I do,” she said looking back at her friends and shaking her head to emphasis how determined she was to keep her mouth shut.
“Come on,” Charlotte begged. “He wouldn’t tell us anything,” she sounded disgruntled.  It was rare for a man to refuse Charlotte.  In fact this was probably the first time it had happened since Charlotte grew into that sultry Barbie doll figure of hers.
“I can’t believe you asked him,” Beth shook her head in despair.  Maybe they should go back to talking about Brian.
Karin pushed away from the desk heading to the table to play with a piece of ribbon. “Bet he was really hot,” she said over her shoulder as she played the ribbon between her fingers trying to look innocent.  In her fiery red sheaf dress with its loose chiffon trim she looked anything but innocent.  She grinned wickedly back at Beth. “Rugby players have such nice sexy bodies. Not an ounce of fat anywhere.  It must have been joy pure joy to be in bed with him,” she ended with a sigh and a far away look in her eye.
Bee was giggling over the phone.  No doubt she could picture exactly what was going on in Beth’s study.  Beth sitting trapped between two very curious, very determined and very single-minded blonds.  There was no escape.  They really should go back to taking about the murder.
“No, I’m not telling any of you anything.  This has all just been a nightmare and I am going to pretend its all not happening,” Beth said firmly.  She pushed the pattern she was working on to the side and leaned back in her chair.  There was no way she was going to get any work done today.  There was no way that they were going to leave her alone so why fight the inevitable?
“That good huh?” Charlotte said.  She and Karin then set about wheedling Beth out of her office, dragging her to lunch.  Beth was surprised that she was hungry; she didn’t think she would be.
She grabbed her scarf, following Charlotte and Karin out the door.  Why not take a break from all the stresses and what better way to get her mind off David.  And enjoy her freedom until they locked her up.



Chapter 14
The three of them ended up going around the corner to a local Italian restaurant.  It was filled with the family running the place.  The teenagers waited on tables, the grandparents rushed into the kitchen to prepare meals and everyone else snatched quick conversations with one another by the till as they helped out.  There was a relaxed atmosphere and, to Beth’s super charged nerves, it was just the break from reality she craved.  She just needed some normalcy in her life for even the briefest of minutes.
Bee arrived about ten minutes later glowing.  Her forest green A-cut skirt swirled around her knees as she pulled up a chair.  Throwing her matching suit jacket over the wooden back of the chair she gave Beth a comforting smile.  The friends were all together again and even if they teased her unmercifully, Beth felt comforted by their support.
After placing their order, they discussed the visit from the detective that morning.  While Brian’s death was difficult to come to terms with, it was a nightmare to even conceive that Beth and her family were suspects.   From what the friends could figure out, the detective must have gone from Beth’s to the hotel to speak to David and then directly to Karin’s house.  It made sense as Karin’s new home was about ten minutes from there.  
“I was vacuuming so didn’t hear the door at first.  I can tell you they weren’t too pleased when I finally did let them in.  What a shock.  When I first saw them I thought for a minute someone had died,” Karin said and then thought for a minute. “I mean someone important, not Brian,” she amended after a few seconds pursing her lips.
“I know what you mean,” Charlotte agreed nodding. “Seeing those two standing on my doorstep made me think something horrible had happened.  I was scared witless that I would have to identify one of your bodies.  Don’t ever do that to me guys.  Just don’t okay?”  After getting what information they could from Karin, the detectives had ended up on Charlotte’s doorstep about one hour later.  Bee on the other hand had been phoned by someone from the station around the same time that Karin was being interviewed.  All they wanted from her was a brief background on her relationship with Brian.
“It seems like they just went through Brian’s black book and interviewed everyone in it,” Charlotte mused as she dug into her meal.
“It does seem strange doesn’t it?  I wonder why the book was so important,” Bee frowned thinking about it.  Beth worried that if they were desperate enough to be trolling through all of Brian’s old flings that there were no other leads.  That did not bode well for her or any of the other potential suspects.
“I don’t care,” Beth lied, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. “I just want them to leave me and everyone around me alone.  The police spent all morning canvassing our neighbourhood.  Talk about overkill.  There must be a real suspect out there.  Someone Brian pissed off somewhere, anywhere.  Why can’t they chase that person?”  How could this be happening?  Why them?
“Don’t worry Beth,” Bee said looking sympathetic. “They have to look into all sorts of potential scenarios.  There is no way it could be you or anyone of us for that matter.”  She gently patted Beth’s hand trying to make her feel better.  Beth opened her eyes and looked at her three friends.  All of them looked earnest and were trying their best to put her mind at rest.
“Look that detective seemed like he actually had a brain so he’s bound to find the killer,” Karin agreed as Charlotte nodded.  “It must be routine to ask you.  They need to make sure of everyone’s alibi.”  There was a quiet pause as they thought about it.  She continued, “Enough of worrying about it, there is nothing we can do for now so …”
“Enough stalling,” Charlotte interrupted leaning forward. “You need to tell us a little more about David.  It is imperative that you tell us everything about how you met him, where you met him and what you did with him.” She gave a cheeky grin that looked out of place with her squared shoulders and model like pose.
Beth smiled back and looked at the eager faces sitting around the table. “I think you know more then I do,” she replied slowly with a teasing smile willing to let them drag her away from her panicking thoughts.  Charlotte waved Beth’s comments away, she wasn’t going to get out of it that easily.
“Yes, yes we know all the boring mundane stuff,” Charlotte said. “We want the dirt!”  She and Karin looked like two kids staring in the window of a massive candy store.  No doubt they were going to try and commit the entire conversation to memory in order to regurgitate it at the most embarrassing moment possible.
“Leave her alone,” Bee said exasperated.  “We don’t need all the details,” she continued watching Beth closely with a gleam in her eye.  No doubt she was planning how she could orchestrate getting David and Beth face to face again.  Beth wondered briefly how Bee might manage to get David to visit her while she was in jail.
“That’s right,” Karin agreed with mock sobriety.  “We don’t want all the details.  All we want to know is how she met him,” Karin gave Bee an exasperated glare.  Charlotte and Karin were not about to give up on a good story that easily.  Bee shrugged back.  She had obviously been trying for a more subtle approach.
“And it seems there is a story to tell,” Charlotte agreed.  They started laughing as Beth’s face turned a dark red.  Beth thought about it and realised that if they didn’t get the story from her, they would get it from Vickie.  These three had a special talent to getting the truth out of their victims.  Finally relenting, she gave them a brief outline of what happened, refrained from going into detail.  Once she explained how she had literally fallen at his feet there was no need to say much more.  Beth had given them enough to dine out on for the rest of the year, she decided as they laughed themselves silly.   



Chapter 15
Early Friday morning Beth pulled together all the paperwork that they had on their company.  It seemed strange to have to deal with it all now given how everything around Brian’s death was still very much in the air.  Still somewhere in the mess of papers there just might be an answer to their financial problem or at least an explanation of how it could have happened.  They had to prove that Brian had taken their money to try and claim against the estate. If not, with Brian dead, their money was going to rot in a Swiss bank account somewhere or end up being willed between the numerous ex-wives and mistresses.  If they couldn’t find someway to identify their funds Vickie and Beth would have to start from scratch.
“The real piece missing from the puzzle is how Brian took the money without anyone noticing.  Copies of the account were reviewed by the loaning bank quarterly to ensure the investment was safe, there was also a failsafe in place to raise the alarm if there was obvious miss spending,” Scott said running a frustrated hand through his hair.
“Vickie and I are issued with quarterly reports accounting for spend and at the last review there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary,” Beth agreed looking lost at all the papers in front of them.  “All we know from all this is that sometime in the past three months Brian made off with everything and in a way that didn’t raise any red flags with the bank.”  
“If we could get the monthly bank statements for the last three months it would help but that’s one of the things we don’t have,” Scott murmured frowning as he paged through another pile of documents.  The bank was willing to issue new statements but that would take at minimum five working days if they were lucky. 
It was frustrating work and Vickie wandered out every half hour or so to fetch more coffee and tea in a bid to help revitalise.  Finally in desperation, Beth called Brian’s office.  At the best of times the office treated the twins like deranged halfwits.  Calling just after their boss, the twin’s brother had died and asking for paperwork was going to seem to prove every misconception right.  Not to mention rubbing salt in a wound.  Knowing their seedy accountant, the news that Beth had threatened to kill her brother would be common knowledge on the office grapevine.
Anne, Brian’s ultra efficient senior secretary picked up at first ring.  She was an intimidating woman in her mid twenties with a no nonsense reserve that even Brian couldn’t crack.  The only woman in his office he hadn’t slept with or at least made a play for.  Anne didn’t take kindly to being leered at by the slightly overweight Casanovas.
Beth took another deep breath and after asking after the welfare of Anne and Brian’s business in the wake of his demise, worked her way up to requesting any information regarding their venture and any private family papers to be sent over.  
Anne was surprisingly upbeat.  She didn’t miss a step when she heard Beth’s voice over the phone.  There was no flicker of disapproval or anger which calmed Beth’s nervous anticipation. Sounding very much her usual efficient self, Anne assured them that she would make all the arrangements without fail.  Vickie and Scott sat watching Beth as she talked and when she hung up they both leaned forward eagerly. 
“Okay she’ll box everything up and send it over,” Beth said with relief.
“That was easy.  I thought things would be more in an uproar and they wouldn’t able to help for weeks.  How is the office holding up?” Scott asked.  He tended to watch his wife and Beth field the office politics like a soap opera addict.  From his point of view, calling Brian meant a new instalment of the latest gossip.  Beth had to admit that it could be amusing to find out just who Brian was sleeping with and what he had done with the last fling but being the one gathering the information was never fun.
“They seem to be trying to get through things the best they can.  Anne sounded capable as always and didn’t seem to think it was out of the ordinary for us to ask for the paperwork.  She even said that she hoped we weren’t being worried too much by the police as everyone knew we wouldn’t do anything.  She offered to help us go through the paperwork if it would help.  I guess nothing stops business these days,” Beth explained with a shrug.  She was relieved that they would be able to have a look at the files and maybe just maybe if they got lucky there would be something in there to help.
“I guess so.  Kind of a let down though.  I thought for sure that even Anne would have lost her composure after what’s happened,” Vickie replied.  She looked uncomfortable as she shifted in her chair.
“Not likely,” Scott laughed pushing away the paperwork lying in front of them to give his wife a gentle rub on her lower back.  The two of them were sitting next to one another on the couch.  Around the room on every surface there was a pile or a page of crucial information. The three of them were in the family room and the papers were simply everywhere.  Each surface had a pile or a page documenting the business and not one page seemed to make any sense.  Beth looked helplessly around from the armchair she was lazing in.  Why couldn’t the answer just be there?  Scott must have seen the dismay in Beth’s face, he said, “Look the situation is not as bad as it could be.  You have the actual clothing stock which means that it can be sold.”
“And if we can sell the stock we have money to make the bank payments,” Beth nodded. “But we have to find a way to sell it.”  If all the pieces fell into place there was a real chance they could save the business but it wouldn’t be easy.
“And there is a time constraint,” Scott continued dragging Beth back into the conversation.  He sighed.  Vickie and Beth looked at him over the piles of paperwork.  “I spoke to the bank.  They need the payment on Friday.  That’s a week from today.”  Okay Beth thought, maybe they would need to just concentrate on paying back the loan.   To sell enough of their stock in a week would take nothing short of a miracle but it was worth a try.
“Isn’t there anyway we can delay the payment?”  Vickie asked looking earnestly at Scott.  
“The most they can do for us is take payment in good faith.  Which means, if you sell enough stock by Friday they will give you credit against the receipts,” he answered running a hand through his hair.
“How does that help us?” Beth asked frowning down at the loan agreement in her hand.  It was a confusion of rules and regulations.  There had to be an idiot’s guide to understanding these things, Beth decided.
“It means you don’t have to have cash in hand as long as you have proof that the cash is coming in by a certain date.  If they had wanted cash in hand it would have been too late already,” Scott explained.
“So we get a week stay of execution?”  Beth asked throwing up her hands with a laugh.    
“Yup. We get a week to try and sell the stock,” Scott replied shrugging back at her.  
“I think we should try it,” Vickie said as Scott and Beth turned to look at her. “Look it’s worth a try.  Our lingerie is the best out there.  All we need to do is find other people who agree with us.”  They were right, Beth thought sitting across at the determined couple.  There was nothing to loose.  If they could start with targeting the best potential leads that would sell their stock exclusively then work their way down to the high street chains there was a chance they could pay off the loan and create a good reputation for the company.
“I wish Brian had at least made the appointments with a few businesses.  Fine, take the money but why not at least give us a fighting chance?”  Beth said thinking out loud.  If they were going to do this then they had to do it right.  Figuring out where to start was probably the biggest stumbling block but once past that they did stand a chance even if it was a small one. 
“I don’t think he even thought beyond taking the money.  He was a weasel but he wasn’t vindictive.  He didn’t deliberately try to ruin us,” Vickie seemed determined to be positive even when it came to Brian.
“He just took the money and ran,” Scott agreed as he sifted through another pile of papers.
“Okay so we plan on finding someway of getting a few good orders for our lingerie… we can do that in a week,” Beth stated quietly in agreement.  They really didn’t have anything to loose.  Hard as it may be, there was a way and they had a week to give it a go.  Besides Beth consoled herself, most businesses have this sort of set back so it was only a delay.  It didn’t mean that their company was at its end.
“And all we need is just one order.  One really large order,” Scott clarified.
With a plan in mind, Vickie and Beth focused on trying to get that elusive appointment.    Despite their determination it was like fighting a loosing battle.  It seemed that to get an appointment with even a middle level buyer for a shop, there was a strict rule of ‘who did you know’.  If you don’t have the right names to drop you don’t even get in the door.
Beth ran a hand through her hair.  How did these shops ever get anything new or innovative in their stores?  Of course she thought that could explain why everything was becoming so generic in the shops.  A little silk and lace could go a long way in making it a better, or rather, more fun London Beth decided.



Chapter 16
David sat and looked through his financials again.  He couldn’t believe it.  Having finally managed to get his hands on Thomas and his investment records, he couldn’t believe it.  He could see why Thomas had been trying to get to the bottom of everything before he handed it all over to David.
Thomas, a good friend and excellent business manager, had been responsible for all of David’s earnings from the past six months.  With retirement looming there had been a great deal of personal appearances, television spots and newspaper interviews that were all money in the bank for David.  Now half the money was gone.  David shook his head.  He couldn’t even blame Thomas for messing up.
In his infinite wisdom Thomas had put half David’s newly earned funds in high rate savings accounts. A safety net to ensure the funds were protected.  When Thomas went on his annual leave, he left instructions that the other half of the funds be over a number of investments which would, if all went well, double their returns. Investments hand picked by Thomas.  Somehow all the money he had left in the so called capable hands of the management company, disappeared.  It didn’t work that way.  Thomas had come back to find that the management company had decided to invest through another company rather then manage the funds themselves.
“Basically they outsourced it,” Thomas said with disgust in his voice when David picked up the phone to talk to him about it.  “Instead of making investments by looking at trends in the market, their manager’s feedback and the personal preferences for investors; the company gave everything over to another company, BG Investments, to handle.  It was a very bad idea.  Sometime after the money was transferred to BG Investments and before it actually arrived in the account the money had disappeared.  All of it,” Thomas sounded exasperated. “There was no trace, no paper trail, nothing.  The company can prove that they had given the money to BG Investments and equally BG Investments could prove that the money was not in their accounts nor had it been withdrawn.”
“So what have they been doing about it?” David asked knowing it was going to pray on his friend’s mind until they got to the bottom of it.  “And why did it take so long for everyone to figure out what’s going on?”
“For the past month it was put down as a banking error and everyone was trying to rectify the situation.  As of last Thursday proof had come to light that the money had been deposited with BG Investments,” David could practically hear Thomas shaking his head.  “Someone there simply took it all.  It took three accountants to figure out what had happened. Apparently it looked like legitimate spending but couldn’t be linked to any real activity.”
Thomas, since his return from holiday, had been hot on the trail of David’s funds along with the funds of his other clients.  He was nearly frothing at the mouth that his company could have done something so stupid.  David trusted Thomas completely.  From a financial point of view the money wasn’t that great a loss for him but he had to agree with Thomas it was the principle of the thing.  Truth be told, David relished the idea of going after both Thomas’s employer and BG Investments.



Chapter 17
By 6pm it was apparent that Anne wasn’t going to send over the paperwork that day so Vickie called to ask if they could pick it up instead.  Beth refused to make the call herself figuring it was Vickie’s turn to face the music.  Vickie suggested that it would be easier if they swung by and got it out of Anne’s hair. Anne however was as efficient as ever.  She assured Vickie that the paperwork was in the office and would make its way over to them.
“I’m getting the distinct impression that our paperwork is not high on the priority list,” Vickie said having come off the phone sounding a bit let down.  “Sounds like Anne won’t be sending it until next week at the earliest.  She also didn’t sound incredibly pleased with the idea of us descending on them.”  They were sitting in the kitchen getting ready to eat dinner.  It was already starting to get dark outside, a sure sign that winter was well on its way.  Beth tugged her sweater more closely around her.  It was almost time to put the heat on.
“Well that’s understandable I guess,” Beth replied and picked up her cup of tea between her hands to warm them up.  It had been a frustrating day and it wasn’t getting any better.  “Funny though, I’m pretty sure that the paperwork would be in his flat and not the office.  Don’t you remember?  He had everything there when we went to see him about the loan,” Beth frowned puzzled.  Brian usually kept it all in his flat she was sure of it.  The last time they had gone to see him; he had shown them all the loose papers in the sideboard of his sitting room.  He had joked about it being the most valuable thing in the flat.  No family photo albums for Brian.  No, he liked to keep his investment portfolios closer then anything else.  Beth wondered idly why Anne would think it was in the office.
“Maybe she hasn’t ventured there yet which is why she hasn’t sorted it out yet,” said Vickie. “She was so adamant about it being somewhere in the office.  Surely she knew that Brian had a whole load of papers in that sideboard.  Brian was never one to keep a secret about things like that.”
“Maybe she knows something we don’t,” said Beth and shrugged at her sister.  “But if it’s in his flat it would be easier.  Otherwise someone from the office is going to have to go through everything to make sure what’s ours is returned to us and what’s theirs is kept.  To be honest, I don’t relish anyone looking through our paperwork until we’ve had a chance to see what Brian’s done.”
She tilted her head to watch as Vickie shifted in the chair which creaked under her weight. 
“Enough work for today I think,’ Vickie finally said after they had finished their tea and talked for a few more minutes.  She was right, they needed a break.  Both of the sisters were exhausted.  They gave up work and headed into the family room to put up their collective feet.  Scott had left an hour earlier for an evening of male bonding over football in the local pub so it was just the two of them alone.  The family room was comfortable and relaxing which is just what they needed.  Beth and Scott had stacked the paperwork into a huge pile in the corner of the room to be ignored for as long as possible.  Sitting back both sisters took a deep breath and visibly tried to de-stress.
“I’ve been waiting all day for this,” she said to Beth and gave her sister a much relieved look.
“To put your dirty feet on our nice clean coffee table?” Beth asked flicking her sister’s feet with the magazine in her hand.  The two of them were sitting side by side on the couch in sweatpants and sweatshirts.  It was the perfect autumn evening to enjoy sitting under a cosy blanket with a good movie.  Brian’s death seemed more unreal then ever as they sunk into their normal evening routine.
“Mmm that’s just what I dreamed of… really.  No, oh obnoxious sister, what I have been waiting to do is putting my feet up.  Might as well enjoy this piece and quiet while I can,” Vickie replied exasperated.  Beth knew that Vickie wouldn’t be putting her feet up for long.  With all that tea in her system, she figured that Vickie would be making a break for the bathroom in less then five minutes.
“Absolutely,” Beth nodded vigorously in agreement.  “In a few weeks it’s going to be all screaming baby, nappies and a husband acting like a girl’s blouse when it comes to the icky stuff,” she replied.  Actually, Beth was as excited as Scott and Vickie about the upcoming birth.  It was funny to think that in just a week or so there would be a new life in the house, a new member of the family.  The idea that something so small and fragile would be depending on them was daunting but exhilarating.  Beth was planning on spoiling her niece or nephew to the extreme.  
“Very funny.  It’s all going to be lovely.  This baby is never going to cry and my husband will be changing all the nappies,” Vickie said brightly sipping her tea and stroking a hand fondly over her belly.
“Oh right.  Have you mentioned that last bit to your husband?”  Beth asked with a laugh.  Both of them knew that Scott would do what he could but there was no way that he was going to be able to handle any of it without a great deal of support from his wife.
“Not yet,” Vickie replied with a wicked smile.  “I figured I would wait until the baby is here.  Much better that way, don’t you think?”  They laughed.
“More like he is going to be so besotted with his prodigy and so guilty about you going through labour that he is going to agree with everything you say,”  Beth paused and snorted, “Well for a little while at least!” The two sisters smiled at one another.  Scott was going to be head over heals for this child forever.
“Which is why I better take advantage of these quiet moments while I can,” Vickie continued looking vaguely at the magazines she had piled up next to her.
“Yup,” Beth cheerfully agreed.  “We both know you are going to be run off your feet once Scott wakes up from his besotted stupor.”  And she was going to love it, Beth thought.  Vickie was as gleeful as Scott about the baby. 
“Um hum.  I figure that will be day four!”  Vickie smiled and toasted her tea cup to Beth.
“So you are planning on sitting here with your feet up for the next two weeks?”  Beth asked with a cheerful grin, “You deserve it of course.”
“Well,” Vickie slowly drawled looking back at Beth.  “Actually…”
“Yes?” Beth replied sitting up straight on the couch.  She eyed her innocent looking sister.  Vickie really was looking like a beached whale Beth thought fondly, a cute whale but a beached whale.
“Wouldn’t now be the time to, oh I don’t know, get out and about while I still can?” 
Vickie asked sweetly.  She looked innocently up at the ceiling as if she were contemplating deep meditation rather then some mischief.
“Well now that you mention it,” Beth said nonchalantly looking at her nails.  “How would you feel about taking a little drive?  Nothing strenuous of course.”
“Were you thinking of taking a drive past, say Brian’s offices?”  Vickie asked quirking an eyebrow. “It could sort of be in memory of Brian”
“Hmm a Brian memorial drive.  I like it.  And it might be nice of us to save Anne the trouble of sending the paperwork if we fetch it ourselves.  I’m positive it will be in his flat so we’ll actually be doing her a favour by sorting it out ourselves.  It wouldn’t be too strenuous and it would get you out and about,” Beth figured it was simple logic.  She almost had herself convinced.
“How true,” Vickie giggled. “And with so many benefits, I can’t see the down side, she drawled putting down her mug, “Although wouldn’t it be more sensible to wait until tomorrow when it’s daytime?”
“Where is your sense of adventure?  We’re just picking up paperwork.  Anyway, if we go tonight then Anne won’t be there to get worried about us showing up there upsetting everyone,” Beth laughed. “And aren’t you curious?  He’s bound to have some other info in there on the family.”
“Yeah right.  Bet we have some great grand aunt who was a prostitute or something suitably impressive,” Vickie agreed and then asked as she sighed, “Heave me out of this chair would you?  Only I can’t get up on my own any more.”  It was time for the bathroom run.



Chapter 18
One phone call and twenty minutes later the twins were sitting in their shared car outside of Brian’s offices.  The building was a typical Edwardian which gleamed white in the night.  The building looked soulless in the night, empty as if Brian’s presence was already being wiped away.  It was now just an impressive building, nothing else.  There were lights based under each of the ground floor windows which gave the building the ambiance of a sensational classy place to work.  The pillars framing the front door added a touch of intimidation and professionalism.  The building looked immaculate.  It was enough to give the twins second thoughts.
“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” Beth said to Vickie as they huddled in their seats.  It had gotten very dark all of a sudden and there was the feeling of rain in the air.  Generally an evening that should have been spent curled up on the couch watching a movie.  Not an evening spent loitering outside the residence of a dead man. 
“Me?!  What do you mean I talked you into this?  I seem to remember it was all your bright idea,” Vickie retorted giving the building a worried look through the car windshield.  Being brave at home was completely different then being virtually a stones throw from almost certain trouble.  Something was going to go wrong with the plan despite their scheming.  No, Beth tried to convince herself, all they were doing was picking up paperwork it would work out fine.  So what if it was night.  They had every right to be here and pick up what belonged to them.  The police would have done all their investigating the day before, once the body was discovered.  The front door to Brian’s flat wasn’t even marked off with crime tape.  They had a key so it wasn’t breaking in.  There was no reason this would be a big deal.  Well, other then the fact that whatever mischief Beth and Vickie got up to, they inevitably didn’t do it alone.  Oh and that there was a murderer on the loose.
“Would you two stop bickering?  And anyway what are you complaining about?” piped an irate voice from the back seat of the car.  Charlotte was sitting sideways looking slightly cross as Bee helped tie the back of the black leather corset she was wearing.  
“Oh hush,” said Beth trying to stifle her laugh.  Charlotte looked like a cupie doll in bondage and Vickie looked like she had something incredibly large stuffed up her shirt.  Anyone passing by would be able to give an accurate description of not only the car but most of the occupants as well.  So much for subtle.  She said to Charlotte, “You know you’re going to love this.” Trying to keep a straight face Beth widened her eyes at her friend.
It was true that Charlotte thrived on seeing how far her charms could get her with the opposite sex.  It was really an unfair advantage given that most men couldn’t take their eyes off her long enough to realise what she was up to.  This sort of thing was just up Charlotte’s alley.
Charlotte snickered in agreement then gasped as Bee gave another pull on the ties, “Yes I know but I’m still going to make you guys pay for making me do this.  How did I manage to draw the short straw by the way?”
“We didn’t draw straws,” Bee explained as she tied the satin bow at the top of the corset, giving it a little pat when she was finished. “We took an executive decision that you were the best for the job.”
“What!” Charlotte said outraged turning to face Bee.  She gave a quiet whimper as the move made her try to suck air in to a much compressed chest.  “I’m hurt!” she said batting her eyes pitifully back at Bee.
“No you aren’t,” Karin said as she stuck her head in the car window.  The four friends in the car gave various screams in shock.  Beth put a hand to her chest trying to calm her beating heart down.  Vickie looked like she was wilting in her seat.
“Are you ready?” Karin continued with a grin ignoring the irate looks she received, gleeful that she had managed to take them by surprise.
“As close as I’ll ever be,” Charlotte mumbled as she tried to scramble out of the car in her ultra high heels and tightly clinched corset.  When it looked like she wasn’t going to quite manage it, Bee helpfully put her foot on Charlotte’s bum and pushed.
“Hey!” there was a yelp and Charlotte ended up half sprawled, half standing on the curb looking disgruntled but like every security guard’s fantasy.  Plan A was well under way.



Chapter 19
With Charlotte chatting up the security guard, asking for directions to a fictitious dress up party, the next phase of Plan A could begin.  Beth opened the private door to Brian’s flat with the spare keys Brian left at their home.  With his frequent break-ups with both girlfriends and wives, Brian felt it was much safer to leave the keys with his rarely seen sisters.  Beth just hoped that the security cameras weren’t being watched enough to draw attention.  They just weren’t up for discussing things with private security about if and when they should be able to go into their brother’s flat.  With Charlotte’s cleavage they had the best of chances to go undetected but still, Beth thought, you never know.
Legit visit or not, Beth and Karin still cast anxious looks over their shoulders as she unlocked the door.  They were dressed in black from head to toe which made their pale faces look like they were floating in the darkness without bodies.  Not exactly inconspicuous Beth thought.  Studiously ignoring the duo were Vickie and Bee still sitting in the car.  They were supposed to be keeping an eye out for any office staff working late.  Okay, okay it was highly unlikely anyone was going to work that late but it had been used as a good excuse to keep the suitably rotund sibling in the car.
Beth was surprised that the excuse had worked but wasn’t willing to kick a gift horse in the mouth.  Bee’s quiet agreement when she came up with the plan had probably helped a great deal.  Still Beth wouldn’t put it past Vickie to show up inside if they didn’t hurry.  Mainly for the use of any bathrooms but Beth was determined to keep her sister out of it if at all possible.
“This is spooky,” said Karin as the two of them stepped through the wide entryway. The massive door led into a dimly lit dark wood floored entryway that was about six feet across and eighteen feet long.  To the right was a majestic staircase with a curved banister, massive gold framed oil paintings were hanging on the wall to the left and at the end of the hall was a door.
“What’s that?” Karin asked pointing to the door which had a big code lock.
“It leads to the office reception,” Beth replied. “Brian could stroll right in without leaving the comforts of home.  The lock was there to stop the employees returning the favour.  They have to go around to the front door and ring the bell like good little minions.  Oh and the ultra big lock also seemed to impress whichever latest squeeze he might have brought home,” she added as an afterthought glancing in the tiny and neatly arranged cupboard under the stairs.  She wondered if that was the door that murderer had walked through.  Beth shook her head not wanting to think about it.
“Oh nice,” Karin said rolling her eyes.
“Oh it gets better,” Beth laughed. “Do you see that board to the right of the door?  It’s a speaker system wired into the offices.  Brian liked to listen in to the office gossip.”
“He really was a sad excuse for a man wasn’t he?  Hey, why are all the lights on?” Karin asked looking around as they walked around the hallway and Beth opened up the doors of the sideboard.
“Automatic timers.  Brian never knew when he was going to be around so all the lights go on and off automatically unless the system is turned off.  He hated coming home to a dark house.”  Beth shrugged.  Brian had his quirks.
Together they walked to the right and up the broad stairway that led to Brian’s actual apartment.  The hallway was empty.  Karin was right, Beth thought as she looked around, the atmosphere was heavy and there was an almost sinister feel about the place.  While the police tape had been removed and their searches had been neat enough it just didn’t feel like Brian’s place anymore.  It felt abandoned.
Memories flooded back of the last time Beth had been in the flat.  Only four weeks before the sisters had come to discuss the business plan in order to demonstrate to Brian that they were meeting the development targets as planned. Brian had sat there like the king of the castle with his financial papers and spreadsheets.  He had shown them trends in the market and how hard it would be to make it without the right connections.  He had made it impossible for them not to make him a partner rather then just another shareholder.
As they walked up the stairs, Beth kept expecting to hear Brian’s voice making some droll comment about unwanted guests.  It felt strange to think that he was gone and that he wouldn’t be saying anything again, unless, of course, Brian decided to come back to haunt them as a ghost.  She shook her head.  Better not to even think about it.  Knowing Brian, if he thought that it would irritate them, he would come back from the dead and do exactly that.
Beth shivered.  “Whose bright idea was this anyway?” she asked looking back at Karin.  Karin looked as pale as Beth felt but there was a determined glint in her eye.  They had come this far there was no turning back.
“Yours wasn’t it?” Karin replied with a grin as they headed into the open plan living room.  The room echoed with their footsteps on the wooden floor.  The pristine white couches looked like the latest vogue style.  The Persian rug underneath was elegant and far too expensive to be walked on and huge windows showed views of the street, park and buildings across the square.  High ceilings and a state of the art entertaining system finished the room off with style. It really did look like the set for a magazine or movie.  Whatever could be said about Brian, he lived in style and lived it up.
“Lets make like real thieves and find everything quickly okay?”  Karin said looking over her shoulder at Beth.  They shared a glance.  Planning this had been all fun and games but it was kind of scary actually doing it.
“Agreed!” Beth said with false cheerfulness. “Look all we want to do is get our paperwork.  Just leave anything that looks like stuff to do with Brian,” she said to Karin casting a wary glance around the room.
They made quick work of going through the apartment.  Not that they wouldn’t have been happy to snoop longer but everything was so pristine and neat that there just wasn’t anything to go through.  There was nothing in the sideboard in the living room, the kitchen looked like it was designed for a gourmet chef who only needed limited cupboard space and the dinning room fit to entertain the highest of high rollers without the benefit of drawers or equably suitable storage places.
Brian had lived the high life without a doubt.  Minimalist in style, the flat looked pristine.  With nothing on the first floor of Brian’s home, the friends reluctantly headed up to what Beth affectionately considered ‘the Lion’s den’.  She wondered how many conquests Brian had persuaded up the gleaming wood stairs before meeting his untimely death there.
The master bedroom stretched half the length of the living space below.  With its on-suite bathroom and dressing room, not a single luxury had been left out or missed.  The huge king size bed in the centre of the room was piled high with a jumble of silk cushions.  Heavy chocolate coloured silk drapes framed the windows and the scenic night outside.  This was definitely seduction territory.    Only the fine dusting of powder and the missing bed sheets seemed to signify anything out of the ordinary had occurred.
Karin was standing to the side of the bed near the windows.  She was staring down.  Beth wandered closer.  There was a dark stain on the wooden floor.  It didn’t have an outline of where the body was but it was undoubtedly the spot where Brian had died.  Beth shivered rubbing her hands up her arms.  The room felt cold.  It felt unreal that it had all happened here and that all these things had born witness to Brian’s last gasping moments.
Shaking herself out of it, Beth said, “Let’s hurry,” which jerked Karin into action.  “The faster we find our papers, the faster we can get out of here.”  They opened drawers and the closets searching thoroughly but found nothing.
“It has to be here somewhere.  I know he had a whole load of family paperwork.  Our paperwork will be with that.  I’ve seen it.” Beth said with frustration.  Each of the closets and drawers revealed neatly arranged rows of their contents.  It looked like a boutique for shopping in, not a home where someone actually lived and certainly not Brian.  He had been, quite simply, a slob.
Karin suddenly turned toward the door to the bedroom.  Her eyes wide and panicked she said, “I can hear something! What do we do? What if it’s the murderer?” She gasped out in a rush before hurrying over to the windows.  Beth couldn’t figure out what Karin planned to do when she got there.  Unless, of course, she had a pair of wings under her suit jacket.
“Quick,” Beth said pulling her mind back to what was happening. “We’ll have to hide in here.”  Opening a door to one of the walk-in closets, Beth dove in with Karin on her heels, pulling shut the door behind them.  There just wasn’t enough junk in there to conceal the two of them so they headed into the back corner and kept low to the floor.  Outside there were the sound of footsteps on the first flight of stairs.
Clapping a hand over Karin’s mouth, Beth held her breath.  They heard a man and woman’s voices.  The woman sounded posh like… Anne maybe?  Beth felt a shiver go up her spine.  What would the capable untouchable Anne be doing in Brian’s flat?  Beth crawled forward and put her ear against the closet door.  There had to be a reasonable explanation.  And not the explanation that Beth was currently thinking about.  Anne was not the type to have a fling in the boss’s place, especially a dead boss.
Karin crept up beside Beth.  There was more talking and then a heavy tread on the stairs leading to the floor they were on.  The two friends crept back toward their corner in the closet.  There was someone just outside in the master bedroom.  Then the sound that something heavy had been dropped on the floor making both friends jump.  Beth looked over with Karin with wide eyes.  Had Brian’s flat just become murder central?  Was there some sort of new rule that anyone with a dead body should dump it here?  Beth shook her head.  There was no way of knowing what had been dropped.  She clung to Karin’s hand and hoped that maybe this once her run of bad luck would change and it would all be okay.
There was a sound of a heavy weight shifting across the wooden floor and a grunt.  A low muttering made it sound as if the man outside the door was talking to himself.  He was still moving around in the bedroom.  Beth could just make out the sounds.  What was he doing?  Was he the murderer?  She and Karin were crammed up against the back wall of the closet.
Suddenly there was a loud bang against the closet door.  Karin and Beth scrambled frantically into the corner away from the closet door, pushing aside all the designer shoes.  Beth was sure that anyone outside would be able to hear the pounding of their hearts.  That is once their hearts had started beating again after the shock.  There was someone in the on-suite bathroom looking around.  The open bathroom door must have banged against the closet making the heart stopping noise.  Karin and Beth were safe so far but with Beth’s luck that was only a matter of time.  Beth bit her lip to stop a hysterical laugh from escaping.  They were going to die.
*
David sat staring at his mobile.  He wasn’t sure why he was behaving like an eighteen year old when it came to Beth but he was.  Should he call her or shouldn’t he?  She was without a doubt deranged but he thought, in an interesting way.  She had also sent his jeans and sweater, neatly folded and freshly clean back that afternoon.  He should thank her for that at the very least.  Shouldn’t he?
As he debated it, the phone on his desk rang.  It was Thomas.
“I found the guy who did it,” Thomas said succinctly.  He sounded very pleased with himself. “The only person who could have accessed those accounts and taken all the money without going through the failsafe was the owner of BG Investments.”  David started to chuckle.  It was so satisfying to know they were going to get them.
“Tell me,” David asked leaning forward in his chair, Beth forgotten for a moment.  He wanted to know just who was responsible for taking all the money.
“We’re not the only one’s looking for him.  From what I gathered from my contact, the three accountants looking into his accounts found a number of irregularities in the company.  There are rumours of money missing and general misappropriation of funds.  It’s not going to be a pretty when this guy is done with all his explanations,” the usually cool and collected Thomas sounded positively gleeful.
“So we watch and make sure the guy doesn’t walk away without paying his dues,” David finished for his friend.  As long as the guy didn’t get away with it, David was happy.  Thomas agreed and minutes later David was once again staring at his mobile.  Thomas’s call had distracted him for a minute but Beth was once again on David’s mind.
Finally biting the bullet he called her, laughing softly to himself.  David felt like a teenager again. No doubt about it, he thought as the phone rang and rang, he needed to get her mobile number.  At the very least it would help him keep tabs on her.  David had a funny feeling that Beth was out there somewhere up to her neck in trouble.  He turned his attention back to his statements.  He’d call her tomorrow.
*



Chapter 20
Before Karin and Beth could get comfortable in their corner of the closet, the noises in the bathroom stopped.  They could hear more faint movements and then the woman’s voice calling from the first floor.  The footsteps walked back to the stairs and they could hear the creak as the man went down.  There was a murmur of voices and then no sound.  Karin and Beth looked at one another.
Karin whispered, “How long do you think we should wait before getting out of here?”
Beth shrugged back and crawled to the front of the closet again.  She peeked around the door and said “I think the coast is clear.”
Karin stood up and swore.  Beth swung around and started laughing.  She couldn’t help herself.  Karin was standing entangled in what looked like a pink and blue neon swirl patterned bra.  She looked disgruntled and extremely put out having the nylon wrapped around her head.  By the time Beth stopped laughing, Karin had just about managed to extract herself.  She strategically draped the underwear as if she had never had a close encounter with it.    Both were trying to hold back their giggles.
“I don’t even want to think about who that belonged to,” Karin whispered as they quietly walked back into the bedroom.  Beth wasn’t sure what they expected.  A body maybe?  The room looked empty and just the way they left it.  No bodies, no murder weapons, nothing.  They crept to the door of the master bedroom and from downstairs they could hear the sound of a door shutting.
“Phew,” Karin said sagging against the door frame. “I thought for a minute there we were goners.”
“Don’t I know it,” Beth replied grimly.  “Come on let’s see what’s under the bed and get out of here.”  It was the only place Beth figured someone could stash something in the pristine room.
“We haven’t found the paperwork yet,” Karin said. 
“I have a feeling that we may not want to stick around after we look under the bed,” Beth admitted.
“Good point,” Karin replied succinctly eyeing the bed.  Together they got down on their knees and looked.  Beth was surprised.  It was a box.  Just an ordinary cardboard file box.  She shared a glance with Karin and reached in to pull the box out.  Lifting the lid she flicked through a few of the papers.
“That’s strange,” she said looking at a page in her hand.
“What is?”  Karin asked.  “Something important?”
“This is our paperwork.” Beth replied surprised.  “And look, here is our dad’s birth certificate.”  She handed the paper over to Karin who looked confused as she stared down at it.
“Why would someone be hiding that under Brian’s bed? And tonight of all nights?” Karin asked mystified.  It was all very strange.  
“Why would someone have had it in the first place? It’s not exactly the most life altering stuff in the world,” Beth added looking through more of the papers.  There didn’t seem to be anything else in the box other then their paperwork.  
“Maybe your luck has finally changed,” Karin suggested hopefully and Beth shot her an evil look.
“Very funny.  Let’s just take it and figure out what is going out once we are home free,”  She put the lid back on the box and glanced around the room.  There didn’t seem to be anything else for them there.
“Oh agreed,” Karin said climbing quickly to her feet and brushing the dust off her clothes.  “Let’s go.”
They grabbed the heavy box between them and made a hasty exit out the front door.  Having found what they were looking for and having been nearly discovered made them rush.
As they approached the car, Vickie said, “At last!  We thought you two were going to be in there forever!” She blew a relieved sigh patting frantically at her tummy as Beth and Karin dragged the box around to the back of the car.  While they were busy, Bee got quickly out of the car and shimmied out of her jacket.  Underneath she was wearing a revealing slinky red dress that set off her long straight black hair.  Bee was the grand finale of Plan A.  With her exotic far eastern features and tight dress, she was there to rescue Charlotte.
She gave everyone a cheeky grin, slid her hands down over her hips and headed in to the office reception toward the flirting couple.  Beth and Karin heaved the box in the boot of the car.  That done, they climbed back in the car.
“Some guard you turned out to be.  Didn’t you see the people that came into the flat while we were there?” Karin asked as Beth gently hit her head against the dashboard.  Why did the these things always happen to her, Beth wondered?  She goes to pick up paperwork and ends up playing a quick game of hide your life may depend on it.  Beth wondered just what she had done to make fate try so hard to make things difficult.
“No!” Vickie exclaimed. “How did they get in?  They didn’t go though the front door!”  Vickie asked looking first at her sister and then at Karin in the back seat.
“It must have been through the office door,” Beth said frowning.  Why would anyone from the office have had their paperwork?  It made no sense. 
“I thought Brian was the only one with that code,” Vickie paused and then gave a start. “Oh no!  Did they see you?”
“No, we heard them coming and hid in the closet.” Karin admitted looking embarrassed.  Beth quickly glanced out the window to see how Charlotte and Bee were doing, avoiding her sister’s wide eyed stare.
“You hid in the closet?”  Vickie asked her jaw dropping. “You could have just explained you were picking up the papers.”
“After Anne went on and on about them being in the office? Anyway we didn’t know who it was until they got up to the room.  We thought it could have been the murderer coming back.  It could have been anyone from the office,” Beth explained.  She realised that it had never occurred to either of them to explain why they were there.  Maybe it wasn’t fate that had it in for Beth after all.  Maybe there was just something instinctive that made Beth turn even the most uneventful situation into an adventure.
“You were lucky you didn’t find any skeletons in the closet with you,” Vickie said raising an eyebrow. She was obviously thinking along the same lines as Beth.  Still what was life without a bit of adventure?
“No skeletons.  Only a bra,” Karin confessed nonchalantly. Beth tried to smother her giggle and looked back out the window.  It really was funny she thought.  
“What?” Vickie asked scandalised as she pulled away from the curb.  Karin and Beth were laughing so hard they couldn’t tell her the details as they drove away.  Charlotte and Bee would follow in Karin’s car once they had extracted themselves from the security guard’s attention.  Given their attire that might be more difficult then just saying goodbye.  Vickie had waited until she saw them leave the offices so they knew the two wouldn’t be far behind.  Indeed they arrived at the house just as Beth pulled out a bottle of chilled white wine from the fridge to help the debrief.  Vickie opted for her usual tea and after a much needed break in the downstairs loo, it was time to tell all.
With Scott still at the pub they had the house to themselves.  Amid much laughter Karin and Beth managed to explain what had happened.  Hiding in the closet was a cliché that was too good to pass up.  Getting entangled in a bra while in said closet was just icing on the cake.  There was no doubt about it.  This was going to be a Friday night out that was going down in the history books.  They would be reliving this one when they were all old and grey with a slew of grandchildren gathered around their feet.
“But who would have put that box in Brian’s room and why?” Charlotte asked looking slightly crossed eyed thanks to the wine they were consuming.  It was the third time she had asked the question in the last hour.  Beth decided that if they ever were going to get to the bottom of the mystery and Brian’s murder the whole lot of them were going to sober up, or maybe drinking more might help?  She couldn’t decide.
“That’s what’s so strange.  Who would have wanted it?” Beth replied reasonably after swallowing more wine.  ‘There’s nothing in there of any interest to anyone but us.”  She flung an arm out causing the wine in her glass to slosh over the side.  Beth stuck her finger in her mouth to catch the spill and tucked her feet more tightly under her.
“It could have been anyone from Brian’s office.  We’re never going to figure it out until we know why they took the box in the first place,” Vickie pointed out, balancing a cup of tea on her round belly.  They had already figured out it had to be someone from the office.  The guard’s reception was to the front of the building with a wall between it and the main office reception.  It would have been easy to get into Brian’s flat without anyone seeing them especially as Charlotte was distracting the guard from the video surveillance.  
“Ooh and what about the bra?” Bee asked looking around wide eyed.  She and Charlotte were sitting on the couch with Beth and as the evening progressed they were all sinking closer and closer into the middle.  Eventually Beth was sure they would end up a bundle of arms and legs, all in a pile.
“You would think whoever was wearing that thing would have noticed it was missing,” Karin muttered.  She was sprawled in one of the wing back chairs with her legs over one arm and the rest of her propped against the other.  One of her shoes was dangling by its laces still wrapped around her ankle.  Karin had gotten bored halfway through taking them off.  She was now staring contentedly into the bottom of her glass.
“Oh it had to belong to his latest squeeze,” Charlotte said with a nonchalant wave of her hand.  ‘She probably wouldn’t care if it were missing.  Brian was not known for dating the classiest of women,” she said seriously to Vickie waving her finger.  Well Charlotte looked as serious as she could given her current condition.  Vickie just smiled and shook her head.  She was the only one sober having been drinking herbal tea since arriving back.  Beth just hoped that Vickie would remember if any of the rest of them came up with any revelations about the situation.
‘Question is why did it end up in the closet/ Maybe Brian liked to do it in closets,” Beth said sitting up suddenly and raising an eyebrow suggestively at her friends.  They had slept with him, they would know.
“No,” Karin and Charlotte replied in unison and then glanced at each other with lecherous grins on their faces.
“No,” Charlotte said more calmly.  “Brian was very much a missionary style man. He wouldn’t have done anything as depraved as try a new position.  Let alone try a location other then his king sized bed,” she shook her head.  Brian had obviously not impressed their rather sociable friend, Beth thought.
“In typical Brian fashion, he probably stuffed some girlfriend in the closet when another one turned up on his doorstep,” Karin suggested.  “What I would have done to be a fly on the wall when they found out about one another.”
“What makes you think they did,” Vickie asked curiously.
“Why else leave your underwear hanging?” Karin asked. “Either she left it there after storming out or had to leave it there when she was dragged out kicking and screaming.  Either way she was large enough to notice it was missing!” They all started giggling hysterically.  Even Vickie, sober enough not to loose that much control, was laughing. Before they could go back around the circle of questions, the cabs arrived to take everyone to their respective places of rest.
Beth realised that by the time the five of them had run the adventure into the ground, they had gone through several bottles of wine and at least a gallon of tea.  The repercussions of their evening Beth couldn’t bear to think much about.  Vickie would no doubt be in the bathroom all night while the rest of them would suffer tomorrow.
Now late into the evening, the whole jaunt into Brian’s house seemed like a distant memory or a very far fetched dream. What had they been thinking of?  Why on earth had they decided to go into Brian’s flat the day after there was a murder , for paperwork of all things?  It seemed that somewhere over the course of the last few days they had lost their minds.  Actually Beth reflected maybe it was all her fault.  Given that in the past few days she had threatened to kill someone, slept with a complete stranger and had led the infiltration of a murder victims flat, it seemed likely her bad sense was contagious.
As she got ready for bed Beth wondered briefly if the police had spotted the bra.  It had been at the very back of the closet and surely they should have taken it had they seen it?  She had never known a policeman to not to seize the chance or the bra in this case. How to let the police know it was there would take some explaining she decided.
Turning over Beth vowed to herself that she would be good once all this blew over.  No more adventures getting into who knows what trouble.  She was done with her less then sensible ways.  Her last thought before falling asleep was that she would promise herself to be good unless David Andrews was around.  With him she didn’t think it was reasonable to expect that she might behave.  Beth knew herself too well.



Chapter 21
On Saturday morning Beth and Vickie sat down at the breakfast table to figure out what they were going to do for Brian’s funeral.  The coroner had called the afternoon releasing the body for collection.  On this cool and clear day it was time to decide what could be done for Brian.  Deciding that it was too much for them to do on their own, Beth and Vickie called a funeral broker.  Beth couldn’t believe that there were actually brokers for funerals but there were and apparently the brokers never sleep.  Within an hour of calling Vickie and Beth were here sitting down with their newly appointed funeral ‘associate’.  
“It is understandable that you need to arrange everything sooner rather then later.  That’s what I’m here for,” he said pulling out numerous different catalogues of coffins, venues, flower arrangements and price lists. The associate had come rushing to them from another job with a flurry of paperwork trailing in his wake.  He obviously had come prepared. 
“There is almost as much to decide about as there was for my wedding,” Vickie said looking dismayed at all the pamphlets he had spread on the table.  Beth picked up one of the brochures and paged through it.  Who knew there were that many different styles of a coffin?  She looked more closely at one of the styles, were those cherubs on the handles???  Beth glanced up trying to keep her expression neutral.
“It’s crucial,” the associate insisted noticing Beth’s attention, “that you choose the right setting and trappings for your loved one’s service.”  He flipped through another binder which had photos of various funerals he had organised to demonstrate the variety and styles that the twins could choose from.
“We aren’t looking for anything extravagant,” Beth said putting the brochure back down again.  “We want something simple and elegant where people can just say goodbye.”
“Something more intimate.  Yes that is very popular these days,” he said as he pulled out a pad of paper and a pen.  He started asking questions: what style coffin, what would they like him buried in, how long a funeral did they have in mind, what sort of venue would they like for the funeral, who should be invited and who would do the inviting, arrangement of service and so it went on.  It really was like planning a wedding.
Finally in a bid to simplify the whole decision making process the twins decided to hold a wake at their home.  The associate was over the moon.
“How classy and with just a touch of trendy.  Perfect,” he was fairly gushing as they hashed out the details.  “Everyone can come here to the house and we will have caterers put on a brunch.  The mourners can then pay their respects to Brian in their own time without fuss and bother at a local funeral parlour.”  He frantically dialled on his mobile phone to get a list of available suppliers.
The decisions finally whittled down, the twins could relax.  They chose caterers and arranged through Brian’s housekeeper to have his tux sent to the local funeral parlour while the associate haggled with a contact at the local funeral home.   The funeral parlour would be fully responsible for preparing the body and the cremation, the details of which neither sister wanted to clarify.  By the time he left the house, all the twins had to do was fax the coroner the details and the funeral was arranged.  Beth thought it was kind of sad that even death was big business these days.
By noon Beth, Vickie and Scott were settling down to watch rugby in the family room.  Today was the last game of the season.  Beth hadn’t remembered watching a game since university and had been a bit reluctant to start paying attention now.
“But it’s a crucial game!” Scott looked shocked that she might consider not showing her support.  “Think of it as your national duty,” he said as he steered his wife into the family room.  Beth sighed.  It didn’t look like she was going to be able to get out of this one easily.  So far she had managed to avoid discussing her run in with the team captain with Scott and she hoped her luck would hold.  Vickie gave her a wink.
“That’s right Beth,” she said with a cheery smile. “It’s your national duty to come and watch your one night stand in action.  Oh and you know if you don’t watch, Charlotte, Karin and Bee will make your life miserable forever,” she ended getting, once again, the last word.  Beth gave her sister a mock frown and followed the two of them into the room.  If she was honest, she really did want to clap eyes on him again.  Just to remind herself that he had been real and not a figment of her overactive imagination.
Scott had quickly given both the sisters a run down on David Andrews as they watched the pre-game run up.  David was apparently a well liked and strong captain; one Scott seemed to think was crucial to the game.  A year ago David announced he was planning on retiring but up until the last few months most people didn’t actually believe him.  With his departure there would be a shake up in the team. Everyone agreed that David was leaving on a high note with the team in the best possible condition.  This apparently was important Beth thought and shook her head as she watched Scott’s enthusiastic explanation.  Men were all children at heart she decided.
A minute later Beth’s mobile rang.
“I’ve been nominated,” Bee’s voice filled the line sounding pained.  “Are you going to be watching the rugby game?”  she asked.  Beth laughed.  
“Yes I’m watching,” she replied putting Bee’s mind to rest. There was no way she was going to be able to avoid the inevitable.  Besides she was curious to see David again.  It was kind of a nice sensation the way all the nerves in her body just melted at the thought of him.
“Good.  Call me when it’s over and I promise to keep the other two off your back so you can enjoy the view in peace,” Bee cheerfully replied and hung up.  Beth just shook her head.  Fate or at least family and friends were conspiring against her.  Rugby it was.
As the game started Beth had to admit deep down that she was glad to see David in action.  The man she had met seemed a far cry from the sports personality that everyone was raving about.  No doubt about it he was a popular and well liked team captain but as an individual he was even more interesting.  She tried to tell her heart to stop pounding as the cameras zoomed in on the sidelines and focused on his face before turning back to the game.  Just looking at the man made her tremble.
Having met him, it made David seem so much more real then any of the other people on the television screen.  He was wearing the rugby uniform with what looked like a lightweight fleece with the team colours.  She glued her eyes to the screen and watched David’s changing expressions as he stood on the sidelines as the match played on.  He and the coach often conferred making crucial decision after crucial decision for the team. 
Finally in the second half David played.  Beth took the opportunity to let her eyes wander over his body as he shed the warm up suit and revealed almost indecent shorts and muscular legs.  Even at this distance his body looked as strong and tight as she remembered.  He was a handsome man and had an energy that seemed to surround him as he led his team into an exciting last victory.
*
There was a thrilling buzz in the air as David walked into the sponsors box after the game.  He smiled. What a day.  Turning David accepted a glass of expensive Champaign that one of the sponsors had fetched for him.  Around the room the team was in high spirits and the excitement boomed.  David laughed watching their antics and he headed over to join a group by the window.  He wondered if Beth had watched the game.  He had to take it for granted that her friends would have told her who he was.  There was no way they were going to keep that from her.
No, he decided with a smirk taking a sip from his glass. David figured that Beth’s friends would have to pull her kicking and screaming toward a television today.   That’s one of the things he liked about her, he thought.  She was exciting and interested in him as a man.  She couldn’t care less what he did for a profession.  He didn’t miss the catch in her voice when she spoke to him on the telephone before she had any idea.  Beth was as interested in him as he was in her.
*
By evening Beth was more then ready to curl up under the covers and loose herself in sleep.  She was exhausted from worry about the business, arranging the funeral and just generally ready to have a quiet moment to herself.  In the calm of the evening those moments before she drifted off the sleep; Beth lay back and thought about David.  He had been exciting to watch in the game and she had held her breath when things had gotten exciting.  She wondered how his shoulder was feeling now that the adrenaline had worn off and all the muscles used during the day would be reminding him they were there.  As her eyes drifted shut she hoped that David was somewhere celebrating in style.  He deserved it.



Chapter 22 
Sunday turned into a mad rush from one end of the house to the other.  Beth spent most of the time putting together samples of stock to take into the meetings they had managed to arrange for the week ahead.  Vickie followed her around the house at a speedy waddle trying to help while Scott put the final touches on the presentation.  They were going to give their business every chance of succeeding come hell or high water.  By Monday morning they were all feeling the strain.  Beth just wanted to stand in the garden and scream.  Given that the neighbours might object to her turning into a raving lunatic in public, she decided she may as well hold off the screaming until a more appropriate occasion – like Brian’s funeral.
They had managed, by pulling favours and sheer obstinacy, to set up eight interviews over the week.  Beth was going to beg borrow and plead for a chance.  Before leaving for the first of three meetings, she checked herself in the mirror and decided she was as ready as she would ever be.  The charcoal grey suit with a pencil straight skirt made her look like a proper business woman.  The light pink shirt gave her a soft and feminine appeal.  Black satin pumps with pink bows tied the whole outfit together.  Vickie stood hovering next to her.
“I wish I could go with you,” Vickie said as she handed her sister a hair clip and met her eyes in the mirror.
“I know,” Beth agreed and then snickered. “But you have to admit that you might get stuck in a doorway somewhere along the line.”  Vickie laughed back and rubbed a hand over her enlarged stomach.  She looked stretched beyond the point of no return.  Beth smiled and pulled her hair back into its usual twist which looked efficient, sort of.  
“Well here goes,” she said and picked up the sample case by the front door.  She turned to Vickie who handed Beth the presentation and gave her one last hug.  Beth took a deep breath and headed toward the underground with a case of samples, their presentation and the dredges of her pride.  She hoped this was going to work.
Walking into the first meeting Beth felt positive, this was a typical high street chain so the quality of their products was not going to be an issue.  That is unless the high street chains had something against quality.  Beth thought about it.  Given what they often stocked on the shelves it could be possible but unlikely she decided after a minute.  From Beth and Vickie’s point of view they had been wary of approaching a high street chain because it wasn’t the type of outlet they were looking for; it wasn’t the right image for their lingerie.  The current situation had changed all that and meant that they had reassessed.  By the end of the week they hoped to have two or even three retailers they could choose from.  Luckily when Beth finally got through to the sales manager of this High Street store, he had been keen on seeing Beth and Vickie’s merchandise.
“We’re trying to improve the store’s image and one sure way to do that was to include higher quality merchandise for the more discerning buyer,’ he sounded smarmy on the phone but when push came to shove, Beth and Vickie couldn’t be picky.
So Beth walked into their offices feeling positive and as luck would have it the meeting started better then she could have expected.  The store buyers were a high spirited bunch and picked through all the samples with zeal.
“I think this would go down a scream in our under eighteen market,” a lady with bleach blond hair gushed as she picked up one of the more elegant pieces.  Beth had to restrain herself from rolling her eyes.  Under eighteens?  Did this woman have no sense?  That particular number was of the peek-a-boo variety and bound to get parent groups on the rampage.
“I think this would the perfect present from a boyfriend, don’t you,” another of the buyers giggled as she picked up a sheer black lace bra with vertical satin stripes sewn in stripes.  It was certainly a great gift from a boyfriend Beth had to concede but more likely a boyfriend of the over twenty-five variety rather then an under aged pimply faced boy.  She was starting to get a very clear picture just why these high street chains were just on that shade of trashy rather then classy.  Still at least the buyers were interested.  Beth crossed her fingers behind her back.
Unfortunately, mere seconds later, the mood of the meeting began to deteriorate rapidly. It always would Beth was afraid when they got down to details.
“No we can’t provide these items in a nylon or poly blend.  The entire point is that these are high quality unique items,” Beth explained patiently for the third time.  The buyer she was speaking to was actually pouting back at her with bottom lip protruding and big puppy dog eyes batting great lashes up at Beth.  She turned to look at the boss of the group, a podgy middle aged woman who looked, quite frankly, bored with the whole proceeding.
“While we’re keen on bringing in higher quality of product, we are looking for a more affordable option for the average young buyer.  We want a happy and cheaper medium.”  The boss explained when she realised that everyone had fallen silent to listen to her decision on the matter.  She thought for a minute, an activity that Beth prayed wouldn’t do the woman any long term damage.  The woman leaned forward looking excited.
“Why don’t we incorporate your designs into our current stock?” she asked sounding impressed with her own idea.  Beth wondered if jumping up and strangling the woman would be deemed justifiable homicide given the circumstances.  “You could sew some small pieces lace to the rayon and viscose underwear options we already have stocked.  That way we can increase the price and boost the shops image with an affordable alternative,” the sales director looked positively chirpy as she made her suggestion.  Beth shook her head.  They just weren’t getting it and from the looks of things they weren’t going to.  She thanked them for the opportunity and told them she would think about their suggestion.  Feeling let down but with dignity still intact Beth took a deep breath and moved on to the next meeting of the day.  One down and two more to go, there was still every chance it would all work out.
Heading to the second meeting Beth felt positive.  She and Vickie hadn’t been happy with the high street store alternative anyway.  Their rejection was just confirmation that it was the wrong place for the lingerie to be.
“The right retailer coupled with their merchandise would make for a very happy marriage,” an earnest sales executive explained to Beth as she was ushered into the boardroom where they were meeting.  Boardroom was perhaps an exaggeration of course as it looked more like a store room that had quickly had everything pushed to one side so they could hold a meeting.  Once again all the sales executives crammed into the room were thrilled at the materials she showed them.  They virtually crooned over the bra and panty sets with their feathers, lace and silk.  They were excited at the prospect of carrying the range.  They were over the moon that Beth had come to them.
Beth felt herself get excited.  Could this be it she wondered?   No was the simple answer.  The very same sales executives who had been so overjoyed mere moments before did an about-face when it came to the costs.  In fact the sales team looked, in Beth’s mind, like a pack of pit bull terriers who wanted to have the whole cow rather then just a juicy bone.
“We feel that the inventory, while elegant and exclusive of course, should be provided at a much lower cost,” the same sales executive said after clearing his voice.  Beth noticed that he was still lovingly stroking his finger over the satin trim of the piece lying near his hand.
“With the pricing structure we’ve developed it takes into account the retail costs and still gives you a large profit margin on every item you sell,” Beth responded calmly and clearly.  She knew it worked, what was this guy going on about?  They liked the merchandise, it would work in their shop and it was affordable no matter what he said.
“That was neither here nor there,” the chief sales executive clarified. “The store needs more profit on each garment.  In fact, we would actually sell the items at a higher then you’ve outlined.  People will pay more for this type of exclusive looking product and we can take advantage of that,” he continued leaning forward in his cheap suit looking smug and sounding condescending.  “It’s not just the overheads and salaries being considered but the shareholders who all needed to make a profit from their investments.  We need, as a retailer, to make a profit of about 80% on each item to make it worth our while.”  Beth disagreed, 80% profit???  There was no point in arguing with the man and packed up her presentation. Somewhere in their organisation there was an accountant with a clip board screaming that in order to succeed a company had to take all suppliers to the cleaners- there was just no arguing with pure greed.
As Beth thanked them once again for meeting her, she found herself being escorted to the building’s entry by the same chief sales executive.   On the whole way there, the executive slyly tried to convince her that if she and her sister weren’t willing to sell at a lower cost perhaps they would consider selling the patterns to the retailer for a flat fee.  Beth managed to mutter a quiet refusal as she headed out the glass revolving door.  She felt stunned.  Basically they were looking for high quality lingerie which they could sell for a fortune but buy at cut rate prices.  Not likely.  What was wrong with paying a fair price for something Beth wondered?  Why should the retailer’s shareholders make more of a profit per item then the very people who made and designed the materials?  It made no sense.
‘What world did they live in?’ Beth thought to herself as she walked up Oxford Street to her next meeting.  A middle aged lady walking past her the other way jumped.  Beth gave her an apologetic look.  Okay Beth thought sternly to herself, speaking out loud was really not a sign of mental stability.  Beth tried to walk off some of the growing tension but it was no use.  Did these companies really expect anyone to say ‘Hmm that sounds good’?  Were there people who worked all the hours in the day struggling to make ends meet so some big chain store could make a huge profit?  Were she and Vickie so ideological to think this would work?  No, Beth thought abruptly, their work and their business were about quality and well worth the price.  Someone would recognise that or the world would have to deal with the cheap quality generic underwear rather real quality.
Beth started wondered who she could talk to about the last hours.  She didn’t want to stress Vickie or Scott, they had enough to deal with, but she wanted to share all the day’s events with someone.  Everything just seemed to be going around and around in her head.  She could tell the girls but knowing them they would try to help and that would mean disaster.  That was definitely a last resort.  Beth smiled to herself as she looked in a few of the shop windows she passed.
It was great to have good friends and family but it was times like these that she missed having a partner.  The last year had been so busy she hadn’t had time to meet anyone let alone miss having someone.  The biggest problem she decided was that she had plenty of company.  It made her lazy.  Finding someone to fit in with everyone seemed too much work.  It was only now that Beth really wished she had done something different.  She shook her head; there was no use worrying about it.  Goodness knows Beth had enough to stress to deal with about the business.  There had to be a way forward, they had to succeed. 
By the third meeting Beth decided she was ready for anything.  She had stopped for a rejuvenating cup of coffee and was feeling strong enough to take on the next challenge.  Unfortunately for her, if possible, the third meeting of the day was turning out to be even worse then the first and second.  A sure sign Beth felt that fate was upset with her for something.  The plus side however, as far as Beth was concerned, was that the meeting looked like it wasn’t going to last longer then a few minutes.
She was following the Head of Purchasing into a quiet meeting room at the end of a long corridor.  So far it was not going well.  The man had greeted her with a ‘So are you the gal I’m meeting?’ as he openly leered down her top.  The room he led her into was made up of temporary partitions held together with what looked like wood coloured masking tape.  Hmm classy Beth thought with a quiet snicker to herself.  She wondered what accountant had thought it was a good idea to cut costs by removing normal nice boardrooms with, gasp, windows.
Throwing himself into a chair as he arrived, the Head of Purchasing put his hands behind his chair and said,
“All right then show it to me.”  Arrogant little man Beth thought as she tried to calmly count to a hundred while she shut the door and started unpacking their sample case.  Swallowing her pride would be a small price to pay if this guy actually bought some of the range. He was the Head of Purchasing for one of the major department stores.  Just one order from him would solve all their problems.
Beth cleared her throat and plugged in their laptop with the presentation.  Just as the logo appeared on the screen, the Head of Purchasing leaned forward to snag a particularly sexy number in beaded velvet and silk piped straps.
“Start with this one,” he said and sent another leering look at Beth’s cleavage.  She looked at him and at the bra in his hand.
“Okay,” Beth replied as she accepted the piece he handed her. “This is a winter style with hand piped adjustable straps and the beading has been …”
“No, no,” he said waiving his hand interrupting her. “Just put it on would you?”
“Pardon me?” Beth asked raising her eyebrows.  Fate really couldn’t be that angry with her could it?
“You don’t have to bother with all that business stuff.   I’ll buy some of the range just as soon as you demonstrate how user-friendly the items are.  Convince me, know what I mean?” he asked putting enough intonation on the words ‘convince me’ that a rock would have understood what he meant.  Yup it looked like fate really was not happy with Beth at the moment.  Beth gave the guy an uneasy look as he stood up.
“What the hell,” he said.  “Why don’t we just get down to negotiations?”  As he reached out a hand and tweaked her breast Beth slammed her knee between his legs.  It was an automatic reaction – honest it was, she told herself as he doubled up on the floor.
By the time the department store security arrived to escort her out of the building, Beth had packed up her samples and was more then ready to leave.  She barely had to explain to the security guard why she had kneed his boss in the balls.  The guy was laughing so hard he could barely hear her.  Apparently the Head of Purchasing was known for these kinds of negotiations.   So much so in fact that the office staff took bets on how potential victims would react.  From what Beth could figure out, standing by the elevator doors next to the guard who was wiping tears of laugher from his eyes, she had managed to make the CEO’s secretary a rather wealthy woman today.  Honestly there was no such thing as ethical business anymore Beth decided as she left the building.
What was even more frightening was that she had probably just been introduced to an accurate cross-section of the retail sales force – the cheap, the greedy and the sex craved.  Now all she had to do was find that small percentage of ‘normal’ and ‘honest’ and they just might get a sale.  Was it possible in business that that small percentage still existed?



Chapter 23
*
“He’s WHAT?” David asked.  He couldn’t believe what he just heard.  It had taken days to pin Thomas down and actually find time in all their schedules to sit face to face.  David wasn’t sure it was worth it.
“Dead,” Thomas replied almost cheerfully as he shoved another forkful of food into his mouth, apparently unconcerned.  He kept his eyes on David who sat across from him and David didn’t miss the small smile that quirked on Thomas’s lips.  The reprobate was enjoying this, David thought.  No doubt he thought it was funny.  David could feel his jaw had dropped, it just seemed so unbelievable and he had to admit sort of amusing.  The guy David had been hell bent on tracking down, the guy he had looked everywhere for but couldn’t find was dead.  That would explain, at least, why he couldn’t find him, David thought.
“He’s dead?” he said watching his friend take a swallow of his pint.  David still wasn’t quite sure that Thomas was being completely straight with him.  He could believe this was some elaborate hoax cooked up by overactive imaginations but he couldn’t believe it was actually true.  It just didn’t seem possible. 
“Yup,” Thomas sounded positively cheerful this time around.  He really was enjoying this.  David couldn’t help himself, he laughed.  He just couldn’t get his head around it.  It seemed so off the wall.  Dead?  The guy was actually dead?  Between them Pete was convulsed in his chair with laughter.  He knew the entire story of the missing funds from David and had been instrumental in helping track Thomas down.  Now though he seemed as gleeful as Thomas watching David’s reaction to the news that his thief was dead.  So much so that David briefly wondered somewhat sourly if Pete had been in on it as well.
They were sitting in the gastro pub around the corner from the new offices having lunch.  It was a pub David had been assured by his new secretary where they served ‘real food’.  David figured anything would be an improvement from the pie shaped cardboard with a congealed gravy type liquid poured on top he remembered being the usual fare.  Things had changed while he had been travelling.  This was one change he could get use to as he looked down at his plate of fish and chips, gourmet style.  He looked back up at his companions.
“So how sure are we that this guy is actually dead?  A guy who managed to convince half the investors in town that he was legit and above board,” David asked somewhat dryly.  He had a great deal of satisfaction in watching Thomas turn an unhealthy purple colour as he choked down his food.  Thomas despite appearances was still feeling bruised that his company had believed in BG investments long enough to actually invest any money with them. Thomas took it as a personal affront to his profession.   Pete who had been struggling to regain his breath went into another fit of laughter.
“No the guy is really dead,” Thomas assured David after taking a minute to think about it.  “He was murdered and it was on the news.  How could he fake it?”
“It just seems too neat and easy,” David wasn’t satisfied.  “This guy sounds like he could have convinced his own mother he was dead and buried.”  David admitted to himself that he had been looking forward to finding the weasel and destroying his company.  It had been so long since he had the time to even think about business that it was almost a relief to be in the midsts of it again.  And now the guy had gone and gotten himself murdered.  How many people were murdered a week in London these days, he thought?  No it was all just too neat and easy.
He was going to follow up and if this guy was faking it, he would take great delight in exposing the criminal and getting on with his own life.  David smiled.  He had a feeling that getting on with his life would entail meeting a particular lady again.  ‘Watch out Beth, I’m coming’ he thought smiling at the view in front of him.
*
After the morning of let downs, Beth was pleased to be meeting up with Bee, Karin and Charlotte.  Deep down she had known she would need the pick-me-up after her forage into industry and she was not wrong.  With a sigh of relief Beth pushed open the glass door to the trendy bar where they had arranged to meet.  It was a new arrival to the Covent Gardens collection of eateries and so far none of the friends had tried it.  Rated as one of the best restaurants around, there had been no debate about meeting within its hallowed walls.
By the time she arrived, Bee and Charlotte were already there having a chat over cocktails.  Both were dressed in their usual business attire.  Bee’s red brushed leather jacket set off her looks and added a dramatic flare to the black dress she wore underneath.  Around her neck she had tied a scarf and she looked every inch the professional successful financial consultant.  Charlotte in her more creative role as editor was wearing an elegant trouser suit in pale violet with bangles, bracelets and necklaces layered on.  With her hair swept back into a bun, she gave off the look of a stylish gypsy that could easily fit into polite society.  Only an ex-model could achieve that without looking decidedly worse for wear Beth thought as she smiled at her friends.
“I see neither of you are planning on returning to your respective jobs today,” Beth laughed as she sat down at the table.  She had just placed an order for a pink frothy alcoholic beverage when Karin came swinging in.  Karin, true to moving style, was wearing jeans and a white Chinese collar shirt.  She had made no concessions to her outfit despite the fact they were in one of the trendiest places around.  A thick chocker strung with trading beads and simple single beaded earrings completed the outfit.  Her effortless outfit suited Karin down to the tee.  As she wandered over to their table more then one ‘working’ lunch watched her progress.
“Another for me,” Karin said breathlessly to the waiter as she dropped into the chair.  The friends all chatted for a few minutes just catching up on all the gossip.  Charlotte was seeing a new man.  He had swept into her life about a week before bearing wine and chocolates.  Apparently he had tapped into some cosmic guide that told him exactly what to say and what to do in order to convince a woman that he was the ideal partner.  Of course, Charlotte therefore thought he was just shining perfection.
“He wants us to go to Switzerland this winter to go skiing,” Charlotte explained glowing with satisfaction.
Everyone else around the table just laughed.  Every boyfriend Charlotte went out with tapped into that cosmic guide and each one was perfect for the first week.  Next month the sagas would begin and they could look forward to some juicy gossip about the poor guy’s personal habits.
“I’ve had an offer on my flat,” Karin told them which caused a great deal more excitement.
“What!  Already?” Bee asked delighted.  “You haven’t even finished moving in!”
“Let alone finished fixing it up,” Beth said with a smile on her face.  Karin was really a victim of her own success.
“Oh no, does this mean we’re going to be boxing everything and moving you again?” Charlotte groaned suddenly.
“No, no. The buyers haven’t even seen the place yet and they don’t want to move in until I’ve finished doing it up,” Karin explained after sticking her tongue out at Charlotte.  It was a mark on how well respected Karin was as a designer that people were willing to buy sight unseen.  “Its kind of a relief to be honest,” she continued.  “It means I can actually take my time.  They aren’t going to be ready to move in until summer so until then I can actually live in the place for a while before moving on.”  Beth was pleased and she could tell from the expressions on everyone else’s faces that they were as well.  With Karin being able to take her time it meant more lunches with all the friends together and less conference calls because Karin would be able to lead a more normal life.  It was good news.
Bee added to the excitement.  She had decided with the wedding only three weeks away that it was time to treat them all to a spa day.
“I just think that we all deserve a few mud baths, facials, hot stone massages.  You guys know the type of thing,” she said with a grin waving her hand in the air.  It was always fun to take some time out and have fun with friends Beth decided as they all got excited over the prospect of the treat.
“Actually it was Ken who came up with the idea and its kind of a gift from him to all of you,” Bee admitted shyly.  Her soon-to-be husband, Ken, was just the kind of guy who would think of doing something like this Beth thought.
“What do you see in that man?” Charlotte asked sarcastically raising her eyebrow at Bee.  They had all considered Ken almost too good to be true from the moment they met him.  So far he had not failed them.  Kind, considerate, handsome and gentle, he wasn’t jealous of Bee’s friends or frustrated by their antics.  In fact he seemed to enjoy the tales Bee brought home to him almost as much as Scott, Vickie’s husband did.  Without a doubt it was a perfect match.
“I just see myself growing old with him,” Bee said with a smile.  Bee always glowed when she talked about Ken, Beth realised.  Together they made a strong and incredibly happy team.  One day Beth thought it might be nice to have that as well.  Someone she could everything with, someone who could make her glow. 
“I guess it just goes to show that the right one is out there for everyone,” Karin laughed as they toasted their blushing friend.  Bee was so happy and it rubbed off on the rest of them.  They smiled together.
“Yes and speaking of which,” Bee replied shooting a look at Beth. “Have you heard from David recently?”  It was a rather pointed question from the one person who usually eased gently into potentially tricky situations.  It just goes to show that Bee was as convinced as Karin that David just might be something interesting for Beth.
“No I haven’t heard from him since that terrible phone call.  Think he is very much out of the picture.”  Even as Beth said it she could feel her inner romantic self whimpering.  It would have been nice to at least see him again.  Okay she had to be honest it would have been nice to have another roll in the hay with him.  That man definitely knew his way around a woman’s body.  He could certainly make her glow.  And she wasn’t going to see him again.  Damn it!
“I’m sure he will call again,” Karin said with a smug grin.  “Or you could call him.”  She had shot a quiet glance at Beth after making the pointed comment about there being a man for everyone.  There was no subtle tact as far as Karin was concerned.  He was a guy, Beth was a girl, what more was there to discuss?
“Yeah don’t worry about it, he will call,” Charlotte agreed.  At that moment Charlotte was flagging down the waiter to get them more drinks.  He responded as if her every wish was his command.  For a trendy bar this sort of treatment was virtually unheard of and Beth watched in awe as Charlotte worked her magic.  Usually in places like these the staff tended to be more aloof then the patrons but in this case it was probably an acceptable lapse of cultured behaviour.  Charlotte had after all beckoned him over.  No man yet had managed to stand up against the crock of that particular finger.  Charlotte was just one of those women who had men falling at her feet.  The rest of them could only watch and learn.
“Listen guys I’m really not bothered,” Beth lied.  She was bothered but she was too much of a wimp to admit it.  She said, “Its fine,” just as her mobile rang.  “No, this was not going to be him. Really it isn’t,” she reassured them looking at the amused expressions on her friends faces.  Karin, Bee and Charlotte stayed quiet and looked back at Beth with speculative eyebrows raised.
“Right,” said Charlotte. “I believe you. Now answer that phone,” Beth picked up.
“Hi, it’s me,” Vickie’s breathless voice came over the phone.  Beth tried to tell herself that she was relieved but inside the romantic side of her heart was breaking down.  It would have been nice.  Okay it would never have actually happened but it was always nice to dream.  Beth smiled listening to her sister’s laboured breathing.  As the pregnancy advanced even getting up to make a phone call was the equivalent to running a sprint for Vickie.
“Hi. I’m with the girls – we’re having lunch.  Can I call you back?” she replied to her sister’s voice.  No doubt Vickie wanted her to pick up something on the way home.  
“It’s not important. I just wanted to tell you that David rang,” Vickie said smugly. She sounded like a ten year old again who knew something her sister didn’t.  Beth was surprised that she wasn’t blowing raspberries down the phone at her.
“What!”  Beth exclaimed realising what Vickie had just said.  Her sister started giggling quietly over the phone.  Bee, Charlotte and Karin were watching the conversation with eyes wide.  A fresh range of drinks had arrived and they were all partaking with grins watching as Beth’s face turned redder with each passing second.
“And I gave him your mobile number,” Vickie continued.  This time she sounded truly gleeful over the phone.  She was enjoying having her sister at tenterhooks far too much Beth decided.
“Why?”  Beth exploded again. Panic set in as her stomach started to flutter.  David was looking for her?  He wanted to talk to her again.
“He said it was important so expect his call.”  Vickie gave one last laugh as she hung up.
Beth stared at the phone feeling the eyes of her three friends on her back.  What a coincidence.  They looked amused and far to interested in what was going on.  She really was going to have to stop being their resident soap opera drama queen before they became addicted.  Before she could even hope to escape their focused attention the phone in her hand rang again.  She gave Bee, Charlotte and Karin a weak smile and glanced down.  Private number.  Didn’t this kind of thing only happen in the movies?



Chapter 24
Beth took a deep breath and stared at her phone.  He was calling her.  After the disastrous call and being woken up by the police it seemed inconceivable.  She thought he would have gone running for cover.  The phone gave a second ring.  Her whole body felt warm and her heart started to beat wildly at the thought of speaking to him again.  
“Err, Hello?”  She asked sounding like someone with her mouth full of marbles.  It was just hard to speak with every cell in her body buzzing.  After one short phone conversation and a delicious night in bed, Beth had found a man she couldn’t get out of her system.  Maybe once she started talking to him it would wear off... or not.
“Nice phone etiquette there,” David’s voice came across the line.  Searing heat spread like lightening across Beth’s stomach and through her body.  This man had one of the sexiest voices.  And he was calling her.  After everything he was really calling her.
“You called me to complain about how I answer the phone?” she asked teasingly, hoping that she wasn’t glowing like a massive red beacon.  That’s all she needed.  More weaponry for her so-called friends to crucify her with.  They were never going to let her forget how she handled the last phone conversation with David.  If she could keep this one relatively normal, she could get brownie points for regaining control. There was a vague hope.
In the background Karin asked, “Who is it Beth?”  All three of her friends were eyeing her with interested expressions on their faces.  The level of their drinks were sinking slowly as the watched the story unfold in front of them.  No hope for it, Beth concluded, as she felt her face turn an interesting shade of puce.  There was no doubt they knew exactly who she was speaking to.  Beth resolved to put them out of her mind and listen to the man on the other end of the phone.  If this was the last time she got to speak to him she wanted to savour each word.
“Isn’t it incredibly rude when someone speaks on the phone while she’s out to lunch with friends?” Charlotte said loudly to Bee and Karin who laughed in response.  Oh goody, they were starting in on her already Beth thought and groaned.  
“Is that the same lot from before?  Are your friends physically attached to you in some way that I missed?”  David asked sounding amused.  Obviously he could hear them over the phone.  Beth stared out into the street.  She was jinxed she decided.  There was nothing she could do about it.  Fate was out to get her.
“I’m having lunch with them,” she replied. “Which is a much more fun prospect then waiting for you to ring me,” she hoped she sound sophisticated and aloof.  Around the restaurant there was a general hubbub which was getting louder as the drinks and conversations wore on.  Her friends were gasping for breath they were laughing so hard.  Beth’s face was obviously priceless.
“So you wanted me to call you again,” David stated sounding smug.  Beth stuttered for a second.  What could she say to that?  He was right.  Before Beth could think of a suitable reply, Charlotte neatly removed the phone from her hand.
“Hey!” she said stunned by the quick grab of the phone.  She couldn’t believe it.  With one quick retort David had managed to disarm her and if she was honest about it, charm her.  So much for sophisticated and aloof.  She wanted to talk to him again.  She reached out for the phone.  “Hey.”
“Hello there, oh rugby man.  When are you going to introduce yourself to us in person?”  Charlotte was saying into the phone waving Beth’s reaching hands away.  There was a pause and she continued, “Yes, it’s me again…  How are you?” Another pause.  “Yes she is still here and looking mighty fetching I might add,” Charlotte laughed while Karin and Bee attempted to keep straight faces.  Beth tried harder to get the mobile phone away from her former friend.
“Yes well she isn’t looking to happy with me at the moment,” Charlotte continued into the phone watching Beth’s thunderous face. She glanced at the others around the table, gave a quick grin and said, “Oh hang on, Bee wants to say hello.”  The mobile was handed over and Bee started chatting to David.  There was no way Beth was going to get the phone back until they were good and ready she realised.
Beth turned to stare pointedly at Karin who shrugged back and said, “It would be rude not to at least say hello.”  Beth wondered if it was possible to divorce friends.
Bee handed the phone over and Karin started chatting.  Beth made retching faces.  They were all as bad as school girls the way they flirted with him.  Okay if she were honest they were probably about as bad as Beth herself.  She wanted to talk to David without the audience.  She couldn’t believe how jealous she was feeling just because her friends were able to talk to him and she couldn’t get the phone from them.  It was a shock.  In all their years together, she had never felt like that about anyone.  Sure they had coveted and even, in some cases, dated the same guys.  It had never bothered Beth before in the slightest.  She tried to figure out what she was feeling but all she could come up with was the simple fact that David, in her mind, was hers.  Before she did something completely out of character like turn into a raging lunatic the phone was handed back and David was back on the line.
“Hello,” she said quietly after taking a deep breath.  Charlotte, Bee and Karin had focused rapt attention on her as if waiting for the first screening of the latest season of their favourite television show.  Beth fingered the knife at her plate setting.  Nope not sharp enough to slit her wrists with.  No other option but to talk to him with three far too interested parties watching.  They were probably going to take notes on everything she said.  She could probably expect a critic of her performance after it was all over.
“Quite a group of friends you have there,” David sounded like he was laughing.  So he had a sense of humour.  It just kept getting better and better.
“I know and I am going to kill them all as soon as we finish this conversation,” she said mock glaring at Bee, Karin and Charlotte in turn.  Now that she had David on the phone again she felt much better.  She knew in her rational mind that they were only interested in him for her but she wanted to the chance to get to know him on her own.
“I’ll bear that in mind if Detective Serrate comes to visit me again,” he replied laughing.  Beth smiled in reaction.  He had a wonderful laugh.
“Don’t even suggest it,” she asked laughing with him.  “How are you? Vickie said there was something important you wanted to talk to me about.  Is everything okay?” she asked.  Maybe there was a particular reason he called.  Was he okay?  Beth felt panic set in but realised that he sounded very relaxed on the phone so it was likely not to be something dire.
“Actually I was just hoping to have a normal straight forward conversation with you,” he admitted sheepishly.
“A normal conversation.  That’s what you consider ultra important?”  Beth was stunned.  Had she heard him correctly?  She turned and looked at the phone before putting it back to her ear.
“We haven’t had one of those yet.  I thought it might be quite an interesting thing to try out,” he said drolly. “And I didn’t say it was important that I had to speak to you, Just important that I get your mobile number.”  He was grinning.  Beth could tell even if he was at the other end of the phone.
“Uh huh.” Beth replied not believing him for a second.  She started laughing again.
“Well, getting the number of a woman I want to have a normal conversation with is important,” David explained.  Beth could practically hear him shrug.  For such a big guy he had an endearing quality about him.  She felt soothed just speaking to him.  A handsome guy, with a very sexy voice, a sense of humour and it seemed like a great personality.
“Somehow I don’t think this conversation is going to qualify.”  Beth said rubbing a hand over her face, giggling quietly.  Inside her body felt like it was melting.
“No, this one isn’t going to qualify,” he agreed with a laugh.
“I’m sorry,” she was actually sorry. She liked speaking to him and her nerves just loved hearing the sound of that sexy voice.  She couldn’t think of a way to prolong the conversation.  Beth realised that she didn’t want him to go.
“Don’t be. It gives me something to look forward to when I call you next time,” his voice dropped his octave as he spoke to her.  Beth felt a shiver of delight travel down her spine.  Yum.
“So you’re going to call me again,” Beth felt her own voice getting husky in response.  She felt breathless and light-headed.
“Oh yeah I’m calling you again.  Let’s say tomorrow,” he agreed trying to sound nonchalant.  “Are you going to be waiting by the phone by any chance?”  Yes Beth thought she was going to glue herself to it…
“Not likely,” she snorted back at him.  It was never good to let a guy know just how much you like him she decided.  Deep down she knew that David was well aware of the effect he had on her.  She also knew something about her made him keep calling.  Reluctantly they said good byes gently and hung up.  Beth took another breath.  She really felt light-headed.  Speaking to David had made her feel as thought she was wrapped up in a warm blanket on a cold night.  Toasty warm and safe and cherished.
“Oh ugh,” Beth said as she settled down to eat with her three friends.  Her face was a dark red and she tried to pick up as if David never phoned.  Not a chance.
“Uh huh,” Karin said nodding in solemn agreement.  Bee couldn’t stop herself from chuckling.  Charlotte on the other hand was giving Beth a pitying look.  Obviously Beth had once again managed to let down sophisticated women everywhere.  Charlotte couldn’t understand having a problem speaking to a man.  Men had trouble speaking to her.
“My brain just turns to mush when I hear his voice okay?” Beth tried to explain with a pitiful shrug at her more competent friend.
“I think its sweet,” Bee said putting an understanding hand on Beth’s arm.  Karin just laughed and shook her head at Bath.  There was no hope for it, Beth decided.  Her friends knew she was a complete mess when she spoke to David. Why even try to hide it? Of all the people in her life these were the ones who appreciated her despite her faults.  Needless to say, her friends spent the rest of the meal teasing Beth mercilessly.   Beth realised that sometime in the last 24 hours they had decided unanimously that she should keep him.  She knew this because they blatantly told her so.
“Look I haven’t even had a full conversation with the guy.  Keeping him is not an option,” Beth tried to explain.  Looking at the three faces at the table she could tell she wasn’t convincing anyone.  Including herself.
“Ha,” Karin replied reiterating Beth’s very thought.  There was mischief in her eyes as she watched Beth squirm.
“Double Ha,” said Charlotte agreed taking another sip of her drink with a knowing wink.
“I have to agree with them on the ‘ha’,” Bee said softly watching Beth’s face. “You like him don’t you?” she said later to Beth as they were leaving the restaurant.  They had somehow managed to stay for most of the afternoon and the evening was darkening around them.  Pulling her jacket more tightly around her Beth met her friend’s eyes.  She smiled.  David might be out of her league but she did like him.  As she walked home Beth felt a lingering warmth fill her spirit.  He was going to call her tomorrow.  Well at least that’s what he said.
*
David quietly laughed to himself.  She had done it to him again.  He just couldn’t believe it.  It was stimulating speaking to her and he couldn’t help himself he just wanted to find out what made her tick.  David stood up and walked over to get himself a drink.  He couldn’t believe that she had him so tied up.
David couldn’t stop thinking about Beth.  She was such a soft, special dynamic powerful woman.  He had the urge to sweep her off her feet.  Was that normal?  David had never thought like that about anyone.  He wondered if it was because he was romanticising her in some way.  Tomorrow, when he called her, David decided he was asking her out.  They had to see one another again.  That was the only way to tell.  David stood looking out the hotel room window.  He would call her tomorrow afternoon. Didn’t want to come across as too eager by calling first thing.
*



Chapter 25 
The phone rang the next morning as Beth was eating her toast.  She had woken up early and pulled on a pair of black cords with a fleecy cherry red pullover.  Scott and Vickie weren’t up yet so Beth was luxuriating on her own.  She was feeling very relaxed but a bit frustrated.  Having a last waking thought about David had led to some very erotic dreams and some not so restful sleep.  Beth smiled to herself and answered the phone.  
“So how is the suspect?” It was as if she had conjured him.  It was David sounding husky and amused.  A familiar heat filled her body.
“Oh nice greeting...  How is the big poor injured alibi?” Beth said with a laugh “Didn’t your mother teach you any phone manners?” she teased, sitting back to make herself comfortable.
“Of course she taught me phone manners,” he said with mock hurt in his voice.  Beth giggled.  It felt like she had known him forever.  It was so easy to speak to him and she looked forward to actually getting to know him a bit more.  
“Um-hum,” she replied laughing. “I believe you. Thousands wouldn’t but I believe you.” He chuckled back.  Beth found it easy to sink into a conversation with him.  He sounded interested in what she was talking about.  More importantly he was interesting.  They talked about the mundane things and funny things.  They talked about life.
Beth found herself telling him everything, even about her parents,  “My mother bought the house that my sister and I live in.  Our mother,” she explained, “turned the house into a B&B.  She was about 30 at the time so considered positively on the shelf.  A modernised woman, a hippy with a twist.  Her neighbour had been this grouchy old man.  He was not impressed by the B&B of a woman 15 years his junior.  That grumpy man became my father,” Beth told David.  “It took my mother 3 months to convince him that they were meant to be together.”
“Slow movers weren’t they?” David asked with a laugh.  “So what happened?”  
“When they died in the car crash, our brother inherited the house next door, our dad’s place, while Vickie and I got the B&B.  We were 19 and promised each other to keep the house come hell or high-water.  So far we’ve managed to keep the promise to ourselves!” 
“It sounds like you and Vickie are a lot like your mother.  You know what you want and you go out and get it,” he said
“and you, who do you take after?” Beth asked intrigued.
“I’m like my dad,’ David admitted sounding sheepish and Beth laughed encouraging him to say more.  “My parents appear to be completely staid and normal when you first see them,” David assured Beth.  “But give them a few minutes and there is pandemonium.  My father, although well in his seventies, likes to travel.  As in put on a backpack and fly off to some country,” he explained.
“For instance?” Beth asked prompting him again.
“Last month he white water rafted down a river in South America,” David said quietly.  Beth just shook her head in utter amazement.  “He likes to prove that he can do anything he sets his mind to. My mother just watches from the sidelines cheering him on.  She’s usually knee deep in the politics at the local university,” David continued.
An hour into their conversation the doorbell rang.  Beth walked with the phone to the door and asked David to hold on while she saw who was there.  It was so frustrating to be distracted.  She felt like she was really getting to know David and she liked him.  It was just her luck that just as they had a normal conversation someone tries to interrupt.  She opened the front door.
Oh no.  Beth couldn’t believe it.  Standing on her doorstep were Joseph Serrate and his partner.  The two detectives were dressed in the same style clothes they were wearing the day before.  Beth felt like the bottom had dropped out of her stomach.  They may not be the one night stand police but they were a damper on any relationship when it came to Beth’s potential love life.  She held the phone back to her ear and said,
“Um David could I call you back?”  She loathed the fact that her voice sounded weak.  She had managed to forget briefly that the police considered her a suspect, had even managed to laugh it off.   Now standing in front of her were two rather irritating reminders that she was still in the firing line.
“You okay?” David sounded worried.  Beth suddenly wished he was there with her.  It would make it so much easier to face what was no doubt ahead.
“Yes,” she said quietly staring at the two detectives.  Both were patiently waiting for her with bored expressions on their faces.  This was not going to be good.
“Is there someone there?” David asked trying to find out what was going on.
“Yes, you could say that,” she was sounding pitiful but the two detectives on her doorstep were not instilling confidence.  She knew she had nothing to do with Brian’s death but did they?  Beth figured she should look at the positives.  They weren’t dragging her away in handcuffs.  That was a positive wasn’t it?
“It’s the detective again isn’t it” David said with a sigh.  He sounded resigned and slightly amused.
“Um what makes you say that?” Beth asked curious.  How had he figured it out so quickly?  Did he think that she was guilty and just assumed that the detectives would be back?  Beth hoped it wasn’t that.  She was determined to prove to the detectives were wrong in their assumptions but hoped that she wouldn’t have to prove her innocents to anyone else.
“You’re replying in monosyllables and you sound worried,” David said replying to her question. “Joseph Serrate also has an unfortunate habit of turning up,” he added with a dry chuckle.
“Well in this case you just might be right,” Beth said sounding very faint.  The detectives were looking less patient and Joseph looked pointedly at his watch.  Behind her she heard, Scott and Vickie come down the stairs and turned to look at them.  They didn’t look very happy to see the detectives either.  At least these guys could be sure of the type of welcome they would get when they arrived anywhere.  It seemed pretty unanimous from where Beth was standing that no-one was particularly pleased to see them.
“Am I going to be visiting you in a jail cell soon?” David asked bringing her attention back to him.  It sounded like he was laughing quietly as he said it.  At least he was making jokes about it Beth thought.  It could be worse.  Then again, she thought for a minute, should it worry her that he just wasn’t bothered that he might have slept with a murderer?  Or maybe just maybe he might believe she was innocent.  They had spent enough time on the phone for him to get to know her well enough Beth thought.  Surely he could tell she was a pretty normal average person rather then a raging psycho with a bend to killing family members.  Either way he seemed amused by the turn of events.  She heard an audible snicker across the phone.
“Are you laughing?” Beth asked incredulously. “This isn’t funny,” she muttered looking back at the two detectives.  Scott and Vickie had waved them in toward the living room while Beth shut the door.  It looked like her luck had not changed overnight.
“You and I both know that you didn’t do it,” David said drawing her back into the conversation.  Beth suddenly felt warm.  He really believed that she had nothing to do with it.   David believed in her.  She felt relief flood her and had to stifle an urge to dance for joy.  He continued, “I’ve had the pleasure of talking to you and your numerous friends.  You couldn’t even have planned this.  You’re a good person Beth.” Beth gave a laugh which surprised her in the face of the impending doom waiting in the living room.  She felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She might just stand a chance of facing off with the two quietly waiting policemen.
“Thank you,” she said gently.  It warmed her just knowing that he truly believed in her.
“Are you going to be okay?  Can I help or do you need to go?” He asked sounding concerned despite lightening the mood.
“I better go,” Beth replied feeling calmer and ready to face whatever questions came her way.  “Um should I call you back?” she asked as her nerves began to tingle.  As the worry faded her body felt like it was coming alive.   She wanted to speak to him again.  She wanted to see him again.  She liked this man.
“Don’t worry I’ll call you,” he laughed. “You can rest assured.”
“Why?” Beth asked just as they were both about to hang up.  It puzzled her that disaster after disaster he was still calling her and from the sounds of it determined to call her again.
“Because this is all far too interesting to walk away from,” David answered gently.  She could feel him smile over the phone as they said goodbye.  Taking a deep breath Beth walked into the living room after the detectives.  She could face their questions she decided.  Her family, her friends and David all believed in her.  Not one of them doubted for an instant that she wasn’t innocent.  Beth squared her shoulders.  It was about time the detectives figured out she was innocent as well.



Chapter 26 
*
David stood staring at his phone.  Again?  He was amused and vaguely shocked.  Somehow even in the course of the most normal and riveting, he had to admit, conversation she had managed to once again turn it into a fiasco.  She really needed help David decided, just to get through life peacefully from the sounds of it.  
Actually he thought after a minute, what she really needed was a keeper.  David stopped what he was doing and stood stunned.  What was he thinking?  He barely knew this woman and now he was thinking of taking care of her as in long term?  Surely he should get to know her a little better before planning a life together?  Thinking about it a bit more David had to admit to himself that he actually would be more then happy to have something more long term with Beth.  They had just spent nearly an hour on the phone talking about everything.  He felt free to say what he wanted to her and knew that she wouldn’t judge him for it.  Honesty, trust.  That was the basis of something.  Wasn’t it?
*
“We have some follow up questions which have come up in the course of the investigation,” Joseph said.  He looked uncomfortable and ill at ease.  Beth could understand why.  She, Vickie and Scott were sitting solemn and staring unimpressed back at the detectives.
 “What do you want to know?” Scott said quietly without inviting any further conversation.
“We are specifically keen to understand how involved any of you are in Brian’s business dealings,” Joseph said watching the unresponsive faces sitting on the couch opposite him.  He offered an understanding smile but none of them responded.  The other detective gave a wary glance to them and then back at his colleague.
“There is a feeling that the business was pivotal in regards to the murder.  There were rumours that his business was in bad shape financially.  Could you substantiate any of the rumours that are circulating?” Joseph continued prompted trying again to get them to respond.  The room was quiet for minute.  Joseph cleared his throat and asked directly watching Beth, “Do any of you know anything about it Brian’s financial and business difficulties?”
“Our business is distinct from Brian’s company.  We had a separate partnership agreement,” Beth replied calmly.  These detectives had better get the message soon; this family had nothing to do with Brian’s murder.  She found herself sort of wishing that Joseph had a toupee that she could stomp on.  Beth wished she had done it to their accountant when they had the chance because without him they wouldn’t be in this mess.  She sighed.
Joseph asked a few more questions and the three of them answered the best they could.  Most of the time he was asking for details Scott, Vickie and Beth just couldn’t provide, none of them knew much about what Brian did.  The detectives didn’t look too convinced by the end of the questioning.
“With this link to the business you can’t really suspect any of us any more can you?’ Vickie asked hopefully.  She was no doubt hoping that this would be the last visit of the terrible two.
“I’m afraid its not that clear cut,” Joseph said.  An uncomfortable silence filled the room.  He couldn’t be serious Beth thought.  She looked back at his face.  He was.  It looked like Joseph despite all evidence to the contrary was determined to involve Beth and even her friends in the murder.
“Look none of us were near Brian the night he was killed.  How can you still think its us?” Beth asked pleading the detective to try and explain his warped logic.
“Vickie and Scott do have an iron clad alibi,” Joseph admitted. The neighbour across the street was a nosey biddy-body who, when a policeman interviewed her, was irate that Scott and Vickie liked to sit in the family room in the evening without drawing the curtains.  She had watched them from her house all evening.
‘Can you imagine?’ she had asked the policeman, ‘the nerve of youngsters today’.  Beth and Vickie could well imagine.  That particular neighbour was well known for ‘knowing’ everything.  Still on this occasion it gave Vickie and Scott an alibi.  The detective looked almost disappointed when he told them but he wasn’t convinced that Beth wasn’t involved in some way.
“We spoke to the bar manager who corroborated your story Ms. Grant and David Andrews confirmed you were with him from approximately 19:30 pm,” Joseph forged on oblivious to the obvious growing displeasure being aimed his way.  “On further questioning, despite his claims that you were with him the entire evening, he can not completely vouch for your whereabouts.”  Beth gasped.  What?   Joseph continued, “I am aware that he has been prescribed serious painkillers for a shoulder injury.  The doctor has confirmed that these would render him near unconscious.  You must appreciate that for the hours that Brian was murdered we have no alibi that can be corroborated for your location.  Hotel staff did see you depart yesterday morning.  However with a conference taking up most of their attention, no one was able to confirm or deny that you may have left in the late evening and returned later,” he sounded serious and very formal.  He had the grace to look a little uncomfortable.
Beth felt a jolt at the news.  The detective was still seriously considering her.  She felt like someone had punched her in the stomach.  Beth wouldn’t hurt a fly, in fact often let flies out when caught in the house, and here the detective thought she was guilty.  She was being considered a real suspect!  A headache began to pound behind her eyes and her shoulders felt tense.  Vickie reached an arm around her somehow knowing that she needed the comfort of another’s touch.  She sat trembling as the detectives stood.
Apparently having asked all they needed to, the detectives took their leave but not before requesting that Beth not take any trips away.  From Beth’s point of view, they seemed far too sure that she was someway involved.  Even more frightening they seemed determined to gather the proof they needed to arrest her.  Beth slid down on the couch feeling drained.  What was she going to do?  One thing was for sure though was that it seemed her bad luck was holding.
“Beth, he has nothing concrete to link you into Brian’s death.” Scott said in his ever sensible voice.  “He’s just speculating.  If he had anything on you, we would be on our way to the station for questioning.  He can’t take it that far because there is nothing to pin on you.”  Scott looked relax and calm in jeans and a sweater.  He looked believable and not fazed by the fact that he had come downstairs to be greeted by accusations and policemen.
“Why me?” Beth wailed “Why does he think I did it?  Why not someone from work?  Why not Vickie as well even with an alibi?  I’m surprised that he isn’t accusing me of hiring a hit man!” she said.  Okay this was pitiful but Beth felt like the centre of a target in a national darts competition.  A competition scheduled to last at least a week with really sharp darts.
Vickie laughed at her sister’s pitiful outcry.  She looked soft and sweet in her pink sweatshirt and loose white cotton trousers.  There was no way anyone looking at her could even consider she might be involved in anything untoward.  “It can’t be me, Beth” she explained. “Heavily pregnant women can’t be suspects in murder cases.  It’s just not politically correct.  He has to pin all his hopes and fears on you.”  Vickie sounded positively cheerful when she finished.  Proudly she patted her rounded stomach with a look satisfaction; Scott laughing quietly next to her.
“Of course,” Beth said smiling through her misery. “The poor detective.  He really has no choice but to suspect me.  After all, Brian didn’t have a butler and the only other family member who might want to kill him is a poor defenceless pregnant mum-to-be. What was I thinking?” The light-hearted banter made Beth feel a lot more secure.  The detective was doing his job.  In the face of no big leads, he was trying to shake loose a murderer.  He needed to put the pressure on everyone linked to Brian.  No doubt he had planned to put both sisters on the spot when he first started investigating. 
“The theory of course was no doubt easier then the practice.  He met the obviously pregnant Vickie,” Scott continued with a nod toward his wife, “with a protective husband and an iron clad alibi.  When push came to shove, upsetting the pregnant sister was just not something even Joseph had the nerve to do.” Scott gave a grin and Beth smiled back. 
“Upsetting the sister of said pregnant woman, however, would put everyone on edge without him having to play the bad guy,” Beth had to agree as she thought about it. Beth wondered if the detective was really that clever or if she had been watching too many mysteries on television.
Sitting together, Beth, Vickie and Scott talked through the murder.  They still didn’t have enough details to know what happened.  What they did know was that it was going to be okay.  There was no evidence linking Beth to the murder.  Both Vickie and Scott were determined to calm Beth down.  By the time they finished with her the headache had lessened and she was feeling a great deal more like facing the rest of the day.
It was inconceivable that she could be linked to Brian’s murder in any way.  There was no way the detectives would be able to find any evidence to prove otherwise.  Anything they might find would have to be circumstantial and even that would be hard to find.  Having set Beth’s mind at ease over the detective’s suspicions, they faced the next big problem.  What to do about the company.  They sat chatting for hours just playing through the options.  It was a great morning for reflection.  By lunchtime they had figured out a plan of action for both their best and worst case scenario.  It was a relief to have an end game in sight.
“The long and the short of it is that we have the collateral to pay off the loan from the bank.  We own the house free and clear.  If we take out a mortgage or a loan against the house we can make all the main financial worries behind us,” Beth summarised as she pushed back from the papers on the coffee table.
“It’s heartbreaking but we can do it.”  Vickie agreed with a smile.
‘Look I can cover the majority of the monthly payments with my salary” Scott said with a nod when he sat back from his figures.
“If I can get a job, even a secretarial position I can cover the rest.  We’ll be fine,” Beth agreed grinning.  It was actually true they would be okay with Vickie receiving maternity benefits from her job and although she wasn’t planning on returning that option was still open to them as well.  They had no idea how crippling the repayments might be but if they put the business on hold they would be able to live comfortably enough.  



Chapter 27 
The next two days sped by in a blur.  Before they knew it, Beth was heading to the last meeting hoping to find a last minute reprieve or out for the business.  By the end of it only one company was interested but they had already bought their new season’s range.  A new order wouldn’t be placed for at least another six months.  The net result of all the meeting and running around was that their worst case scenario plan became their next course of action.
In a last ditch effort to see what they could salvage, Beth decided to go through the box of papers from Brian’s house.  There was a chance that they could prove how Brian had siphoned the funds away.  If they could get that they could try just try to claim it back from his estate.  If it worked and within the timeframe.  Given her luck of course it was a long shot but worth looking through a few papers for the potential chance of saving the business.
Beth poured through the business plan, the projected finances and the action plan.  Everything was on target and looked sound.  The only thing that was really destroying them was the fact that the money was no longer in the bank account.  Brian must have stashed it somewhere but it wasn’t here.  Beth opened another file from the box.  The bank statements, the crucial missing link they had been looking for.  It should show how much Brian had taken and when.  If they could find evidence that Brian withdrew the money from the account, surely there would be a way to claim it back from his estate.  
Beth flipped through the pages. Just lists of numbers, dates and references.  There was nothing duller she decided then bank statements.  At first the activity seemed normal.  There were withdrawals for stock, debits to suppliers and the usual sundries.  Beth kept looking.  There was no lump sum withdrawal.  There was no direct debit to Brian’s account. There was nothing to explain where all the money had gone.  Beth looked back at the figures again.
Hang on.  She had purchased materials for the line they were working over the last three months.  All the payments she had made were there and accounted for.  She looked at the next month.  Similar payments were made in addition to her own orders.  That wasn’t right.  The next month showed the same again.  Beth pulled out her order book and studied the costs against the stock purchased.  There it was.  She had found out how he did it.  Brian had been skimming them from the beginning.  He had taken legitimate spending figures and echoed them with slight variations month after month.  There were cash withdrawals and direct debits with replica descriptions of the legitimate expenditure.  That sneak!  No wonder they hadn’t noticed.  It all looked legit.
While it was a plus to know exactly how he had done it, the draw back was that they probably wouldn’t be able to claim against the estate.  So much for saving the business.  Beth ran a hand through her hair.  At least they knew.  She looked through the papers over and over again but there was no way she could see that would show the legitimate spending vs. the illegitimate spending.  All the illegitimate expenses went into one of three separate accounts.  Nothing linked the spend with Brian or the accounts as his. She put all the business paperwork to the side and went back to the box from Brian’s flat.  The family papers would need to be put in the safe.  Anything that didn’t relate to them needed to be returned to Brian’s office.  Neatly Beth sorted everything into piles of keep, file and return.
Beth looked at the return pile.  They would have to go back to Brian’s office.  All she had to do was figure out how to get the papers back again without anyone asking how Beth got them in the first place.  Although the paperwork they retrieved belonged to them, Beth realised she still felt guilty about sneaking into Brian’s flat.  It had seemed like a good idea at the time but now, well it hadn’t been the most mature response even if it had worked.
Beth put the other papers away, family documents went into the safe and the business bank statements were piled with the rest of their paperwork.  She headed down the hall to talk to Scott and Vickie in the kitchen.  Vickie was busy putting the finishing touches on dinner so as the three of them sat down to eat, Beth explained about the bank accounts.
“It’s clever,” Scott said. “None of his withdrawals would have flagged a problem.  After you made your payments to the suppliers, you wouldn’t check the accounts again until the next order.  Brian just made dummy orders for the times the two of you weren’t ordering.  Then he just pocketed the cash.   The bank that loaned the business the money would see it as an legitimate expenditure.  They wouldn’t raise the alarm.  Basically the only thing that would have caught Brian out was time.  Once the next order was placed and one of you looked at the account again, it would have been clear there was an issue.”
“Which must be why he dissolved his partnership when he did,” Beth mused.  “He knew that the range we were working on was nearly finished and that I was looking at new materials.”
“One of us could have placed an order any day.  That’s why he had to get out quickly.”  Vickie agreed nodding.  No doubt about it, in a scam like this Brian would have been in his element.
While Beth and Scott were cleaning up after dinner, someone came to the front door.
Beth’s heart had jumped when the bell first rang.  For a brief second she thought it had been the telephone.  David had called her every day this week and the two of them had fallen into a routine of talking to one another.  She was hoping he would call again soon because she wanted to hear his voice again.  They talked about everything together.  It felt good to share and know that someone was there for her.  Okay if she was honest, Beth thought, deep down she wanted to beg him to take her away everything.  All the suspicions, the financial stresses and just the loneliness of having to face it day in and day out were starting to wear on her.  In the face of it Beth thought she had been dealing with the situation but deep down she dreamt of being swept away from it all.
Vickie, who had answered the door, walked back into the kitchen looking stunned.  Beth turned to look at her.  Vickie was pale and even more enormous then ever.  In the last few days it seemed that the baby had grown.  It certainly had shifted and Vickie was finding it incredibly hard to get comfortable.  Beth had a feeling that any day now the baby would arrive.  She and Scott had been trying to keep Vickie as relaxed as possible in the light of the impending birth.  At the moment though, Vickie was looking anything but calm.  She was shaking gently.
“Is it that detective again?” Scott asked looking angry as he rushed over to his wife.  This would be the last straw, Beth thought, if the detective was once again on their doorstep causing upset.  She knew he had a job to do but this was getting ridiculous.  Just how many times was he going to come and harass them?
“No, it’s the funeral home,” Vickie answered faintly as Scott moved to pull out a chair and help her sit down.  For a minute Beth felt relief.  At least it wasn’t the detective.  She could see that a problem with the funeral would throw Vickie although she was surprised how much her sister was reacting.  Beth figured it would be something they could fix and went back to finishing up the dishes quickly.
“They’re delivering Brian’s body,” Vickie said quietly as if she couldn’t believe it.  She was still shivered in her seat.
“What?” Scott asked frowning thinking he misheard.  Beth swung around to look at her sister and repeated the question.  The forgotten pot in her hand dripped bubbles and water onto the terracotta tiled floor.  The sleeves of her top were rolled up to the elbows and she tried to tuck an errant hair behind her ear without getting her entire face wet.  She wasn’t very successful.
“Apparently there was a miscommunication,” Vickie said looking wide eyed at her family.  Both Scott and Beth looked astonished.  What was going on here?  “They assumed that the memorial service would include the body.”  Huh?
“But we’re having the memorial service here,” Beth said stunned.  She tossed the scrub brush and pot back into the sink, grabbing a dish towel. “Tomorrow,” she squeaked.  Vickie couldn’t be serious.  Someone had brought a dead body to their house?  Here?   She shared a glance at Scott.  So much for keeping Vickie relaxed.
“That’s why they’re delivering the body,” Vickie explained.  Her skin had taken on the slightly green tinge of someone who is about to be physically ill.  She shifted slightly in her chair as Scott propped an extra seat cushion under her.
Leaving her sitting as comfortably as possible, Scott and Beth rushed to the front room where, in fact, Brian’s body had already been installed.  The funeral director was a small Italian man who was beside himself with the pleasure of having done his job so well.  He was wearing a black formal suit which set off his silvered hair and black moustache.  His ultra efficient team of young twenty something’s had eagerly moved the settee from the windows and placed Brian’s coffin on a specially designed table.  Luckily the curtains were pulled shut so at the very least none of their noisy neighbours would be having heart palpitations.  Beth was incredibly thankful for both that small piece of luck and for the fact that the lid of the coffin was still sealed shut.
When she ventured to say that the guests had planned to go to the funeral home to pay their last respects, the funeral director waved Beth away.
“So much better this way,” he said gesturing with his hands.  “Everyone would be able to spend some real quality time saying their goodbyes.  So few families actually did it right anymore,” he added with a tear in his eye.  While he explicated on the merits of doing the funeral this way, Beth was silently cursing the funeral broker’s associate.  Obviously somewhere in the mess of his paperwork something had gone wrong. Beth planned on calling him as soon as she could get her mind around what was happening.  She looked over the shoulder of the funeral director as his team shuffled around putting the finishing touches together.  There really was a coffin in their sitting room.
Before either Scott or Beth could muster comment in regards to the return of the body, the ever helpful funeral director lifted the lid of the coffin to show them how lifelike Brian looked.  He explained that as long as they didn’t leave the lid up for longer then a few hours, the body would be fine until it was picked up again.  Well that was one less thing to worry about, Beth thought.  Not a huge relief but things could have been a great deal worse.  With that last comment made the director and his team vacated the house, wishing Beth, Scott and Vickie their heartfelt condolences.
Beth and Scott retreated to the kitchen to sit with Vickie.  There didn’t seem to be anything they could say, well at least nothing appropriate.  All three of them were faintly stunned and wary of going anywhere near the formal sitting room.  With no answer at the brokerage so there was nothing to be done until the next morning.  Mustering the last of her energy, Vickie had made them tea and as they drank it each seemed lost in their own thoughts.  There was no hope for it.  After a brief attempt at talking about something else entirely, all three decided that it was a good day to retire early.  There was just no way the three of them were going to be staying near the corpse any longer then necessary.
Later as Beth took stock, lying in her bed, she realised that David hadn’t called her.  She missed him.  She wanted to hear his voice and listen to his day.  She wanted to talk to him.  More importantly, she wanted to share with him the fact that at this moment was that there was a dead man lying in their front room wearing too much make-up and a dated tux.



Chapter 28
Since Brian’s death, Beth and Vickie had gone through every family and friend they had to notify them of Brian’s death and his funeral.  His secretaries at the office had called around to do the same with all his business associates.  By the big day, Beth felt they had contacted just about everyone possible.  Where they couldn’t speak to people directly, they left messages to explain about the funeral.
The net result of all that work was that there could be any number of mourners turning up to pay their respects.  Beth rather thought it was more likely to be in the single digits given the response of some of the people she had spoken to.  Brian had burnt a lot of bridges.
At about eight in the morning of the funeral, Beth came downstairs to find Vickie and Scott making breakfast.  Around them the caterers were starting to unpack the tools of their trade.  All the pre-prepared food was already lined up on the kitchen counters.  The bar was being set up at the one end of the kitchen and the doors to the garden were open.  Thankfully the weather was nice enough that the majority of people would probably loiter outside with the help of the gas heaters scattered on the lawn.  The perfect day, Beth decided, for a brunch with wine and a dead body holding court in the front room.
After a long discussion with the funeral brokerage earlier in the morning on the merits of a few of the finer points of funeral details Beth had extracted numerous apologies but no retrieval of the body.  Apparently, if it were any consolation, there was a family not far from here who were irate that their dearly beloved was still packed away in a freezer rather then being ensconced in the family home.  No Beth decided, it really wasn’t a consolation.  The funeral home where the body was to be held in state was not available.  The long and the short of it was that Brian’s body was staying with them.
Beth was downing some much deserved coffee as she walked up the entry hall to answer the door.  There standing on her doorstep were Karin, Charlotte and Bee bearing comical expressions of extreme sadness.  Beth laughed.  It was just what she needed to help her face the rest of the day.  En-mass they headed into the study to hide from any more disasters that might be lurking waiting for them.  It was a room thankfully dead body free.  Instead it was filled to the brim with lingerie in piles, patterns pinned to the walls and stacked boxes filled with fabrics.  With sighs of relief, her three friends threw themselves into the overstuffed chairs that were buried under everything.
“Ugh I can’t believe that you have a dead body in the house,” Bee started after Beth explained about the uninvited guest residing in a coffin in the front room.  Charlotte just rolled her eyes and Karin sat hunched in the chair quietly snickering.  They had all come to expect this kind of thing when she was involved, Beth decided.
Charlotte smirked, “What, don’t you remember Beth’s last boyfriend?  We had bets going to whether he had a pulse or not.”  They all laughed including Beth.  That had been a short-lived and uneventful relationship.
“To tell you the truth I sometimes wondered as well. Now tell me why all of you are here so early.  I can’t believe that all three of you are willing to spend even a minute more time then you have to with Brian.  Even if he is dead,” Beth said slinging her legs up on the desk as she leaned and surveying her kingdom.
“We thought you would need a little help getting ready for the party,” Charlotte muttered as she pawed through a box at her feet.  She pulled out a bra and held it in front of her, “what do you think girls?  Do I suit red lace and feathers?”
“Mmm, I think you might be more of a purple silk with pink ribbons,” said Beth as she tossed a version of it to her friend.  “By the way, I am expecting all of you to last to the end of this.  We need to celebrate another death in style.”
“Oh goodie… who are we going to kill today then?” asked Karin who was practically bouncing in her chair with glee.
“It’s not a joking matter Karin,” Bee said as she made a shushing movement with her hand.  “They really think Beth may have had something to do with it.”  Beth looked fondly over at her friend.  Bee was sitting perched at the edge of her chair trying not to crush the materials under her.  Charlotte had simply pushed most of the contents of her seat onto the floor and Karin was sitting squarely on top of everything.  They really were all one of a kind.
“Nonsense,” said Charlotte. “They must know that they are barking up the wrong tree.  Besides they don’t have any evidence to suggest any of us were anywhere near him.  And at the time he met his untimely end he had made quite a few enemies.  All we have to do is wait for the police to use their brains and find the real killer.”  
“There’s no hope for us then is there?” Karin retorted and they all laughed.  She continued, “Which brings us back to whose death we are celebrating after the funeral.”
Beth took a deep breath and put her feet back down on the floor.  “Not whose… what.  We’ve decided its time to call it a day with the business,” she said quietly.  She didn’t want it to be a big issue.  After all the discussions and debates, it seemed like it was the right thing to do.
“I’m sorry Beth,” Karin said.  Her former gaiety stilled.  The study was quiet and all three friends had sat up to look at Beth.
“So am I,” Bee said looking sincere and sad.  None of them would have wanted it to come to this Beth knew.
“Isn’t there anything we can do?” Charlotte, ever the optimist, asked.  She had stopped fiddling with the bra and looked like she was really concentrating as if she was trying to come up with one of her outrageous ideas.
“Look there is no real option.  If we don’t get orders in by the end of the week, as in tomorrow, we won’t be able to make the payments,” Beth took a deep breath and tried to smile.  “So we’re going to mortgage this house to make the repayment in full.  That way, in a few years, we can try and launch the company again.  It just makes sense,” Beth explained with a shrugged.  It didn’t even hurt that much to think about it anymore.  The tears would come she was sure but for now, well they had a plan and a plan that would work.  She couldn’t ask for anything else.
“How are you feeling about it?”  Bee asked gently.
“Doesn’t this add a big financial drain?  You might loose the house if you can’t make the repayments.  You’ve managed so far to keep it free and clear.  Isn’t there anything else you can do?”  Karin looked like she was going to cry for Beth.  They had come so close to realising their dream.  It was an emotionally charged moment.
“Well Vickie, Scott and I figured it will be okay.  With the baby coming and trying to sort out things, it’s probably better to take time out for a few years.  I’ve even got a job interview lined up.   Repayments shouldn’t be too difficult.  Scott and I will pool our salaries.  We’re just really lucky that Vickie and I inherited this house; otherwise it would have been a complete disaster.  It could be a lot worse.”  Beth explained.  She had actually come to terms with putting the company on hold.  It was heartening though that her friends were heartbroken for her.  They would always be there with their support and to Beth that was worth more then any company.
“Agreed,” Charlotte said pulling herself upright.  She had done the bra up over her top and looked ridiculous but she sounded serious.
“Yup if you are feeling okay with this then we’re behind you,” Karin nodded.
“Hey I think we should see the company out in style,” Charlotte suddenly said smiling at Beth.
“What?” Bee glanced at Charlotte and started giggling.
“Let’s see it off in style,” she repeated tossing a bra at Beth and another at Karin.  “I think we should use the funeral to parade your wares one last time.  It’s what Brian would have wanted,” Charlotte continued earnestly.  Well it was one of Charlotte’s crazy ideas, Beth had to admit.  It wasn’t about to save the company but it might be fun so why not she thought.
“This is his funeral!  How could he have wanted that?” Karin asked with a big smile on her face.  Beth started laughing.  She couldn’t help it.  Only her friends would consider doing what she thought they were about to do.  Beth shook her head in mock despair as she picked up the bra that Charlotte had thrown her way.
“Well a load of women in sexy underwear wandering around his sublime body would have made him a very happy man.”  Charlotte said with a shrug as she dug once again through the pile of silks next to her.
“He’s dead!”  Bee exclaimed outraged.  Apparently she wasn’t sure that what they were planning was entirely appropriate for the occasion.
“Yes, well you can’t have it all. Or rather he couldn’t,” Charlotte said nonchalantly and shrugged again.  “Think of it as a kind of launch,’ she pursed her lips at one of the outfits she found and then dropped it back into its pile.  She gave a cheerful grin at Beth and winked.
“Okay you’re on,” Beth agreed suddenly moving into action. “Why not?”
Ten minutes later, Vickie poked her head around the door and burst into laughter. 
“What on earth are you four doing?” she asked coming more fully into the room with a hand over her mouth.  She was trying to stifle her giggles but it wasn’t working.  Beth smiled at her sister fondly.  It was fun to see their creations at work so to speak.  It was the levity they needed.
Standing in the middle of the room Karin was braced against the work table.  She was being tied into a black leather bra and corset combo with black faux feathers which framed her pushed up bust.  With her pale porcelain doll like face and her blond hair falling in curls from a high up ponytail, Karin looked like an exotic dessert in bondage.  A topless Charlotte was cursing under her breath as she tugged at the ribbons at Karin’s back trying to get everything tucked in.  Karin, Bee, Vickie and Beth were beside themselves with laughter watching as Charlotte fought with the ties.
“We’re dressing up for the occasion.  Care to join us?”  Beth asked holding up a peek-a-boo number.  Charlotte was right she figured.  This might be the only chance to ‘launch’ the range.  It seemed sort of fitting somehow that it would be at Brian’s funeral.
Vickie giggled.
“Why not?” she asked echoing Beth’s feelings and stepped up to the table.
Bee pulled a white frothy creation from the pile in front of her and said “I have just the thing.”  Beth smiled as she looked up.  That little number would just perfect.  In minutes, Vickie had pulled off the stretchy low black scoop necked top she was wearing and was pulling it on.  When she was redressed, there was a soft flutter of white peeping over the edge of the neckline.  It showed Vickie’s engorged cleavage off to its full pre-birth advantage.
Bee meanwhile had opted for a turquoise number that offset her chocolate brown eyes and sleek black hair.  She had added a matching piece of ribbon to tie all that hair back from her face making her look exotic and sophisticated.  Leaving her top unbuttoned Bee managed to reveal just the ideal glimpse of the turquoise lace.  With a sheer black shirt over the lace trimmed satin brassier she looked like a Christmas present waiting to be unwrapped.
Having finally got Karin into her leather corset, Charlotte put on a halter necked black velvet bra top.  Closer up there was a faint pattern of tiny embroidered leopard paw prints marching across each breast in bronze thread.  Her hair was tousled after her fight with Karin’s outfit.  Charlotte looked wild, sexy and like a combination of Barbie meets Tarzan.
On the other side of the room, Beth had dug through another box and slipped on a bright red velvet piece with trailing ribbons.  With her black wrap around sweater tied low, her breasts looked lush and full, cupped in luscious red.  To top the outfit off she tied a beaded red ribbon around her neck as a choker.  Beth looked in the mirror over the fireplace.  The ensemble against her dark auburn hair and bright blue eyes gave her the look of a fallen angel.  Perfect.
Finally all of them were ready.  Laughing they headed into the kitchen where Scott could happily look down their tops.  Around them the caterers seemed to have a hard time concentrating on their work as they cast furtive looks at the outfits.  The friends ignored the chaos they were causing.
“Celebrating?” Scott asked with a big smile on his face as he looked at his wife then glanced at her companions.  He looked like a kid in a candy store.
“Just seeing Brian out in style,” Karin said as she pulled herself up to sit on the countertop.  She reached over to a close by platter of food and snagged a cut carrot.  She smiled back at everyone with her ankles crossed munching away and looking elegantly relaxed.  They all laughed.
“Hey I’ve just realised… this is the first conversation we’ve all had in ages without the illustrious David Andrews interrupting,” Charlotte said sneaking a glance at Beth.  She was leaning against the kitchen table and had raised an inquiring eyebrow at Beth.  She wanted dirt.  Beth smiled a secret little smile at her.  There was no way she was going to tell them that she had spoken to David every night this week.  No way at all!
“You’re right!”  Bee exclaimed in mock surprise turning to grin wickedly at the group.  She had been watching the caterers struggling to set up the outdoor heaters but was distracted by the conversation inside. “Call him Beth.  It doesn’t feel the same without saying hello to him.  We live for hearing his narky comments about us following you around like lambs to the slaughter.”
“Anyone would think you might be a murder suspect,” Scott commented chewing on another carrot.  He shared a knowing glance at Beth.  Both he and Vickie knew that she was speaking to David on a pretty regular occasion.  Not that Beth had told them so but more by watching Beth flitter around the house chatting away to him.  Scott wasn’t about to let the secret out though.
“What and the rest of you are the poor innocent lambs then I take it?”  Beth laughed playing along. “Why do I not think that will hold up in a court of law?!” she asked.
“I have to agree with Bee,” Vickie said giggling at the expression on Beth’s face. “I think you should call him so we can get some sympathy.” Beth mock glared at her.  Vickie was playing devil’s advocate.  She knew good and well about the phone conversations.
“Look he was a one night stand nothing more.  Just because he and I talk on the phone now and then doesn’t mean anything.”  Luckily before Beth had to give much more of an argument, the door bell rang.  The first of the guests had arrived.  She stuck her tongue out at her so called friends and family heading toward the foyer to open the front door.  Wandering down the hall she weaved around the caterers scrambling to finish up and heard a comment from the kitchen about someone being saved by the bell.  Boy had she ever been she thought with a grin.



Chapter 29 
An hour later, Beth finally had a chance to look around.  Everything seemed to be running pretty smoothly.  The funeral director with his team had arrived not long after the first guests which had helped.  They were currently running from one end of the house to the other trying to ensure that everything went off without a hitch.  Generally the team were making a nuisance of themselves but it was working.
As for the mourners themselves, as far as Beth could tell, the serious ones were the first to arrive. In the first ten minutes.  After that it was work colleagues, business connections and small town thieves (better known as Brian’s friends).  Beth decided that Brian had either been more popular then they realised or everyone was looking for free booze and a meal.  Definitely free booze and a meal Beth decided a few minutes later.  The house was filled with people dressed from head to toe in black and not one of them looked upset.
In fact they looked downright gleeful.  And most of them were complete strangers.  Beth only recognised a few, most were Brian’s colleagues.  Anne was there.  She came in looking more groomed then ever wearing a dark black double breasted suit and pearls.  Her skin was scrubbed so clean it gleamed in the light.  No doubt about it, Anne had arrived in style in her utterly efficient way.  She had brought one of Brian’s junior partners from the firm with her.
“Frank was kind enough to drive me,” she explained to Beth. “I don’t drive.  It’s far too stressful.”   A tall woman with brown upswept hair she looked 18 rather then the 26 she was.  Not one hair was out of place and her sheer elegance was a sight to behold.  Beth couldn’t believe that Anne had ever been a child; she was so perfectly turned out she must have been born fully grown.  Beth could also believe that Anne had no problem getting any number of eager men to give her a lift when she needed it.  A woman like her didn’t need to drive.  A woman like her just stood still while men everywhere fawned over her every need.  It would drive Beth mad to have everything done for her but for Anne it seemed perfect.
Frank smiled vacantly, murmuring that he was sorry for their loss as he steered Anne towards the buffet.  Okay, so Anne didn’t pick up the brightest men around Beth had to admit.  Still Frank looked like he would do anything Anne wanted him to do so it couldn’t be all bad.
Just a few minutes later a greasy fellow with slicked back, receding brown hair walked over to Beth.  She had joined her sister and the two of them were standing to the side of the kitchen avoiding the crush of people around the food.  
“James Vere,” he introduced himself as he reached a sweaty palm out to shake hands with Beth. “Brian was a good man and I wanted to convey my deepest regrets for your loss.”  He pumped her arm up and down enthusiastically.
“Thank you.” Beth said nodding. Surreptitiously she wiped her hand on her skirt.  Ugh. Vickie had turned to face the table behind them, snickering.  Oh this was not going to be good, Beth thought realising she was on her own dealing with this one.
“If I can help with any problems just call me.  Any at all day or night” James continued, leering openly at Beth’s red framed cleavage.  He seemed completely oblivious to the less then enthusiastic reaction he was getting.  Beth didn’t think he would care even if he did notice.
“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.” Beth said elbowing Vickie who was coughing next to her in an effort not to laugh out loud.
“For instance, I understand that Brian left a business behind that might need some business advice,” he started as he rubbed his hands together.  Ah that’s what he was after.  Beth could practically hear him say ‘just you move over little lady and let the men folk take care of the money’.
“I’m afraid that you’ll need to speak to his business partners about that.” Beth explained as she nodded toward Frank and a few other men from Brian’s business.  She watched slightly amused as he paled.
“Oh I see.  Um,” James paused.  “What sort of business partners are they?” he asked glancing over his shoulder.  He wasn’t looking nearly as sure as he had when he first approached them.  Clearly the ‘little lady’ already had a posse step into the gaping void of her man free existence.  Beth shook her head.  Men could be so strange sometimes.
“I’m not sure,” Beth replied. “But I’d be happy to introduce you.”  She made a move toward the work colleagues.  She watched wide eyed this time at his reaction.  He looked absolutely terrified.
“No! I mean no thank you.  That won’t be necessary,” he responded shuffling away.  He lost himself quickly in the crowd.  He reminded Beth of a cockroach running for cover when the lights have suddenly been switched on.
Vickie gave up her silent battle next to her and burst out laughing, causing everyone around them to give the sisters horrified looks.   Their guests obviously didn’t see the humour.
“Laughing is not appropriate for a funeral,” Beth whispered at her sister trying not to giggle back.  The two were holding onto one another trying to stay upright despite their chuckles when Scott came up with drinks and asked what was so funny.
“Oh just Beth dealing with another one of the small time thieves,” Vickie said taking her drink from him.  Scott smiled. “What kind of business partners did he think you were talking about I wonder?” he asked Beth with a raised eyebrow after they told him what had happened.
“Knowing Brian it could have been one of the more seedy interpretations of that one,” Beth gave Vickie and Scott a conspiratory look tapping the side of her nose.
“Oh one of those businesses,” Vickie said in a voice of exaggerated awe.  They started to laugh quietly again.
“Don’t joke.  They are probably around here for all we know.  It’s a really interesting group of people who’ve come to give their respects to Brian,” Scott said looking around.  There was a real mixture there Beth had to admit.  The well dressed rubbed elbows with the badly dressed and everyone wore something expensive.  There had to be no doubt that the thieves were there, probably the ones who would be least suspected.
“You’re telling me.  It seems a mix of legitimate business associates and every small time thief in a 50 mile radius.”  Vickie agreed looking around with Beth and Scott. “Thank goodness we locked up all the silverware just in case.” They all smiled and headed into the crowd to accept more condolences.
Beth moved into the living room.  There was a cluster of people hanging close to the body.  They probably thought it was what they were meant to do.  Beth shivered, as far as she was concerned the body was going to stay as far away from her as possible.  Moving around the back edge of the room she could see that Bee was trapped.
Bee had been cornered by a short skinny yellow haired fellow wearing what looked like a dark green suit.  Beth looked at her friend fondly.  Bee was the soft sweet one of the group.  She would happily put up with the slimiest fellow in the room because she wouldn’t want to be rude and walk away.
Standing about three feet from her, Karin and Charlotte could barely contain their grins as they watched their friend’s predicament.  No doubt they were listening in to the conversation and just as obviously this guy sounded as corny as he looked.  Beth was heading over to intercede on Bee’s behalf when another man came up to introduce himself.  She shot Karin and Charlotte a dirty look.  Maybe she could guilt trip them into doing something to help Bee.  Giving up, she turned her attention to the man standing next to her.
“Stephen Willash,” he said shaking her hand.  “I’m sorry to intrude but I was just stopping by to pay my respects.”  He seemed to be more of a business associate then petty thief but it was so often hard to tell these days Beth thought.  He was around 50 years old, tall with grey hair and a distinguished look.
“So how did you know Brian?” she asked curious.  This didn’t look like one of Brian’s normal contacts.  He could actually carry out a conversation for one.
“I worked with him on a project or two,” Stephen replied readily glancing down at his drink.  “After the last one though, we parted ways.”  He looked serious and gave a bit of a wince as he said it.  Their parting had obviously not been the most amiable.
“Oh no, did he owe you money?  Beth asked wincing herself.  This would be the fifth person today that had come to her chasing their mislaid funds.  Brian had been thorough and Beth was not impressed.  In fact, she thought she might start sending everyone with questions to Michael Wade.  Let him explain just what he had done with their money at Brian’s request.  Actually… it might be a good idea to send them to Michael she mused; nothing like a bit of subtle revenge.
“Actually I just showed up to make sure he was actually dead.” Stephen replied in a matter a fact tone of voice.  Beth blinked and swallowed a laugh. At least he put her mind at ease about the money.
“What?” she said with a smile on her face. Had he actually just said what she thought he had said?
“I’m sorry but I feel the need to be frank,” Stephen said shaking his head ruefully.  “I always have.  I thought this was another stunt to avoid paying back some of the money he owed,” he replied putting his hands in his pockets.  Beth started laughing; ignoring the dirty looks shot her way.  Laughing really wasn’t considered appropriate for a funeral. Well it wasn’t appreciated even if it was appropriate she amended to herself.
“Honesty is so refreshing!” she said to Stephen waiting to see if he had any other accurate insights into their brother.
“And on that vein,” he continued noting that she was far from upset by what he said. “I couldn’t help but notice the, shall we say, elegantly dressed attributes you and your friends are sporting.” Stephen paused nodding toward Bee, Charlotte and Karin.  He wasn’t leering and he wasn’t being sarcastic which Beth found refreshing.  She noticed the wedding ring on his finger as he pulled a business card out of his pocket.
“I assume it’s the range that Brian mentioned he was worked on.  He called me looking for funding about six months ago,” Stephen explained when Beth looked surprised.  “I told him where to shove it of course.  But seeing that there are actual products this time I shall put my money where my mouth is… Is the line ready?” he asked.  “Or is this an inappropriate time to discuss this?”
“No - Yes!” Beth exclaimed breathless.  ‘I mean its fine to ask and the line is ready.  Can I meet you to discuss it?  The sooner the better would suit us but I’m happy to fit into your schedule.”  Beth thought it was quite fitting that a buyer would approach them not only at Brian’s funeral but in the room he was laid out in.  There was a sick irony to the situation.  Beth crossed her fingers behind her back.
“Come and see me tomorrow and we’ll discuss terms.  Say 9am?  I’ll tell my secretary to set it all up.” Handing her his business card, Stephen smiled and moved back into the crowd.  Beth stood stunned.  Standing not ten feet from Brian’s body with people wandering around her and she had just found their break.  A tiny voice was screaming inside Beth’s mind, he wants to see the range tomorrow.
It seemed far too easy.  No doubt something was going to go wrong.  Beth looked down at the card in her hand.  She had been right.  She thought she had recognised it as he had taken it from his pocket.  The card was distinctive for its quality and for the embossed gold writing.  Stephen Willash was the Director of Sales for one of the top exclusive chain of upper class clothes boutiques. Beth swallowed.  This was it.  This was the contact that they had searched high and low for.  The one Brian held over their heads – the one that might, just might save their business.  Before she could go and tell Vickie and Scott about the meeting, the doorbell rang again.



Chapter 30
Beth turned frustrated and headed back into the front hall to let in another so called mourner.  Where was the funeral director when she needed him?  Wasn’t he supposed to be answering the door?
The door pulled open and she felt the air leave her lungs in one great whoosh.  There on her door step was David Andrews.  And he looked just as handsome and appealing as he had in the hotel room.  He also looked about as shocked as Beth was feeling.  His face grew slightly lecherous as he took down at the red lace bra holding up her cleavage and the pink flush of embarrassment that warmed her cheeks.
*
David couldn’t believe it.  Here she was.  After all the telephone conversations and the faint memories of their night together, she was here in the flesh.  To think that he had almost missed being here, it had been a toss up between him or Thomas actually appearing at the door.  Pete made the decision for them in the end sure that Thomas might just offend the family members if the criminal was actually dead.  Pete figured that David at least would limit himself to snide comments rather then actual violence.
David had planned to drop by in a ten minute stop over before heading on to move into Thomas’s spare room.  He had had enough of the hotel.  The only reason he had stayed as long as he had was that it held such delightful memories.  Now here she was in the flesh, reawakening his very active imagination.  David shook his head.  Trust Beth to end up at the funeral of the con artist looking good enough to eat and more then good enough to keep.  He couldn’t wait to hear the explanation for this one.  He looked at Beth and he smiled.
*
“You look like you’ve just rolled out of bed… or are you about to roll into bed?” David  asked with a grin.
“You, as usual, are quick to judge,” she retorted smiling back at him.  Beth then told every nerve in her body to behave. “What on earth are you doing here?  And how did you find out where I lived?” she asked slightly worried.  That’s all she needed now, Beth thought, a stalker.  Although he was a cute stalker if he was one.  And she kind of knew him thanks to numerous phone calls.  That probably meant he wasn’t a stalker.  Maybe didn’t it?
“I didn’t.  I’m here to find out if a thieving simpleton is actually dead.  He owed me money.”  David rocked back on his heals with his hands in his pockets.  He had a look of polite inquiry on his face.  Beth could practically hear him thinking ‘and what are you doing here’?
“Oh so you’re looking for my brother Brian,” she replied relishing the news.  The look on David’s face when he put two and two together was priceless and well worth it.  This was turning out to be a good day she thought.
“Come in. And yes he is actually dead,” Beth laughed.  Opening the door wider David walked in.  He dropped his bag and jacket on the floor and stood up to look at her again.  Face to face at last.  She had to stop herself from just throwing herself in his harms and saying, take me now.  Around them people milled in to the living room and back out toward the kitchen and gardens.
“How are you?” David asked reaching out to take her hand.  He couldn’t help himself.  There she was not a foot away from him and he had to touch her.
“I’m okay and you?” Beth tried desperately to keep her voice even while every cell in her body felt like it was doing cartwheels and screaming.  She curled her hand around his as he moved closer.  She had been dreaming of seeing him up close and personal again.  Her brain was refusing to function now that it was actually happening.
“Good. Much better now that I know that it was justifiable,” he said quietly smiling down at her.  She could feel the heat radiating from his body and felt her body melt in response.
“What was justifiable?” Beth asked desperately trying to keep track of what he was talking about while her heart pounded faster.  Standing so close to his body was a sweet agony.  She wanted to run her hands over his body again.  She wanted to do everything again.
“You threatening to kill your brother,” David said cheerfully tugging her even closer to him.
She laughed, “Funny how it becomes abundantly clear to anyone who met Brian exactly why I would want to kill him.” As Beth answered David, she felt a sharp push between her shoulder blades and stumbled into David’s chest.
“Oops sorry,” a voice slurred behind them and the pressure on Beth’s back fell away.  Beth turned in David’s arms and together they stood looking at a curvy blond listing in front of them.  Beth raked her mind to remember who the woman was.  She knew her but couldn’t for the life of her place the face.  Not that the face was staying still enough to easily identify.  This woman was putting new meaning into the word sway.
“Can’t believe it. That he’s gone,” she muttered at them looking through her highly styled fringe.  “It issnn’t going to be the same without him,” she slurred with a sniff. “Not going to be stuck in any closets for one.  He liked his games he did,” she gave an exaggerated wink and laughed.  It sounded scratchy and on the brink of complete break down.  Big tears welled up in her eyes and just as Beth took a step forward a man appeared at the woman’s elbow.  It was one of Brian’s senior partners.  Beth frantically dragged through her mind trying to remember his name.  Patrick.  Yes that was it she thought relieved that it had come back to her.  He gave them an uneasy smile as he handed a tissue to the blond.
“Hello Patrick,” Beth said.  “How are you keeping up?”
“Patrick Preston,” he said nodding and reached out a hand to shake David’s hand.  “I’m sorry about this,” he continued to Beth. “Tina has been hit hard by Brian’s passing.  I’ll just make sure she gets a taxi home.”  He steered a now crying Tina toward the front door while Beth stood back in the shelter of David’s arms watching them.  She remembered who Tina was.  She was the junior secretary in the company and as rumour had it Brian’s latest conquest.  Tina’s attributes were more physical then mental but she did look upset.  Beth wondered what she could do to make it easier for her.  It wasn’t Tina’s fault after all that she had been one of Brian’s playthings, the last of a long string of them.
“Stuck in closets?” David murmured into her ear, a question in his voice.
Beth patted the hand he had put around her waist,  “There is actually a logical explanation… or at least an explanation.” And, Beth thought, it cleared up who belonged to the bra in Brian’s closet.  She would have to remember to tell the girls she thought.  At least they had solved one small mystery from their adventure.
“And?” he asked a smile in his voice.
“Well there was this closet and a bra and Karin and I and oh it’s a long story,” she responded waving a dismissive hand.  She leaned a bit more against David relishing the feel of his warm body against hers.  Beth marvelled how easy it was to relax against him.  It felt like she had known him for years.  They fit together.
“I’m all ears,” David said with a smile in his voice.  He was obviously enjoying their closeness as much as she was as he was showing no sign of releasing her.  Beth smiled.  He also sounded like he was going to get the story out of her one way or another.
“I bet you are but it’s a long story and I have to deal with all these guests,” Beth trailed off looking around.  She sighed.  It was time to go back to work.
“Go do the hostess thing,” David said understanding her reluctance to head back into the foray. “I’ll pay my respects,” he added as they moved slowly apart.
“Will I see you later?” Beth asked hating that she needed to know.  She wanted to keep David close now that he was here.  She wanted to tell him everything and share with him.  It seemed so unfair that just as they were thrown together again, life interrupted.  She had to get back to the guests. The funeral was the last thing she and Vickie could do for Brian as a family and they had promised that they would do it right.  That meant there was no help for it and she would have to move on.  After she had paid her dues though, well that was another story.
“Oh yes. I’m not letting you out of my sight until we have a normal conversation,” David said with a laugh as he gently rubbed her back. She was surprised how much she enjoyed it.  Far too much in fact, she could get use to this.
“This one didn’t count?”  Beth raised an eyebrow and leaning back to get a better look at him.  So he was planning on sticking around was he?
“No this one didn’t count,” he replied giving her a wink and smiling. “And I will need the details of the story about you, a closet, a bra and Karin.” Beth laughed with him drawing more frowning looks from the so called mourning guests.   She rested her forehead against his chest for a moment just relishing the support.  It was a moments reprieve from facing the rest of the day.
She waved towards the living room and said, “The body is in there.”  Regretfully they parted and David went into the front room shooting one last look over his shoulder at her.  She stood for a minute in the hall ignoring the occasional comment from a passing mourner.  She was fed up with it all.  She was surrounded by a pack of money hungry beggars with the occasional pocket of humanity scattered between.  It was exhausting.  All Beth wanted to do was take the time to talk to David.  Was that really too much to ask?
Turning back toward the kitchen, Beth suddenly spotted someone she needed to talk to amongst the crowd of people.  Michael Wade.  Just the very man that she needed to speak to, just the man who could tell all these wonderful people just what Brian had done with their money.  Perfect.  She let a small contented smile escape.
Walking quietly up behind him, she said, “Have you figured out how you’re going to get us out of the mess yet?” Michael choked on the cocktail sausage he had just shoved in his mouth and swung around.
“Nnnnoo.  Not yet,” he finally managed to stutter looking sheepish. “But I’m working on it,” he rushed to reassure her his face flushed a dark red from the choking fit and sheer embarrassment.  One of the best numbers men in the business and he had stitched himself up so well that he hadn’t figured a way out yet.  There was a sick and twisted irony to that Beth thought.
“I didn’t think so,” she replied breathing an exaggerated sigh.  “There is just no such thing as a knight in shining armour anymore.”  She patted Michael on the arm and said, “Well do the best you can.  Oh and in the meantime,” Beth added as a seeming after thought just as she turned away.  “Could you explain to Mr. Brough exactly what happened to the funds he invested with Brian?” She gently tugged the sleeve of a man standing at the buffet.  Short and balding he looked innocuous enough but he happened to be one of Brian’s more irate clients.  He was also more then happy to express his feelings on the matter.  Peter Brough had pounced on Beth within minutes of arrival, incensed that Brian had stashed Peter’s money ‘someplace’ and that Brian had not had the decency of telling anyone where.  Peter Brough was not a happy man.  Perfect Beth thought wickedly.
“I believe you handled that transaction,” Beth added as she stepped back.  She walked away smiling to herself.  The two of them deserved each other.  Poor Michael, she thought, he was going to have a lot of explaining to do.  There were several other people who had overheard her comment descending on the hapless accountant in search of their missing funds.  Revenge was sweet.
Finally twenty minutes later, Beth realised that she had spoken to nearly everyone there and that she, at last, had done everything that was expected of her.  The caterers were handling all food decisions, the bar was running without any glitches, the funeral parlour team were keeping a watchful eye on the mourners and generally everything was in full swing.  Wine was flowing despite the early hour and there was a general buzz as people talked and ate.  Mourning aside, the party was looking to be a success.



Chapter 31 
A few minutes later Beth was walking up three flights of stairs.  She had managed to find Vickie and Scott to tell them the news about the sales director.  Amid a great deal of excitement she had even managed to fend off the last advances of Brian’s numerous friends and had shaken hands with the last of the crooks.  Her job today was well and truly done.  She had even taken the time to say one last goodbye to Brian.  The funeral team would take the body after the last of the guests departed so they wouldn’t, once again, have to sleep with a dead body under their roof.
Looking down at Brian’s body Beth realised that what remained didn’t look like Brian anymore.  His personality had overshadowed his looks and in death he looked far more harmless then he had ever been in life.  She wouldn’t miss him but she did regret that he was gone.  She shook her head.  She was exhausted.
Beth was walking upstairs to give herself a chance to calm her nerves and reflect before she headed back into the crowds to find David.  Beth figured she could take a shower and meet him feeling much more herself.  It might even give her a second wind.  Beth wanted to see David face to face again and she wanted to relish every moment of it so she needed to feel refreshed.  Her blood just pounded at the thought of him.  It was time to sit down and find out just what this attraction was all about.
She reached the top of the house and heaved a relieved sigh.  This floor was all hers.  It was her place and quiet despite the funeral still going on downstairs.  Beth had left all the day’s thoughts downstairs.  Everyone there was happily stabbing one another in the back and as long as there wasn’t any actual stabbing taking place Beth was content to leave them to it.  Vickie and Scott would watch out for any blood shed emergencies.  Beth rubbed a hand over her eyes and headed into her sitting room.  She wondered how long the people downstairs would stay.
*
David headed into the front room where the body was laid out. It all looked legit he decided as he made his way over to the coffin.  Stopping and chatting to the occasional guest on his way through the crowds, David was relived to finally reach the dearly deceased.  Glancing over his shoulder he reached into the coffin.  While checking for a pulse on a dead man may not be the most logical thing to do somehow in this case it was justified.
“You’re the fifth person to do that today,” said a youngish sounding voice to his left.  David glanced over.  The guy who had spoken was about twenty and had a name badge pinned to the top pocket of his dark suit.  One of the funeral staff.  The expression on the guy’s face was incredulous.  He must think it was some sort of family tradition for the dead to be checked for any signs of life.
“He was one of the best crooks in the business,” David explained patiently.  The kid had the right to know.  “We just need to make sure he is really dead and gone.” He gave the guy a grin and watched as recognition flittered across that young face.  He loved it when this happened.  For some reason once they knew who he was, no-one ever seemed to question what he was doing.  He could have taken a stake and driven it through Brian’s dead heart and this kid would probably help clean up any spilt blood.  Come to think of it maybe staking Brian would be the prudent thing to do.  David looked down at the body again and raised a speculative eyebrow.
“Whatever you say S.. s… sir,” the lad stuttered back making David look his way again.  He looked ready to faint and nervously plucked at the sleeves of his jacket.  Before he could work up the nerve to ask for an autograph and before David gave in to the urge to turn vampire slayer, David turned and surveyed the room.
He felt a smile break over his face as he spotted what had to be Beth’s friends.  They, like Beth, were wearing revealing satin numbers which ensured that no man within a ten foot radius would remember his own name.  David glanced around.  Where there were two there were bound to be a third.  Ah yes.  Standing with her back pressed against the wall and a polite sweet expression on her face was a lovely Asian woman.  She was watching the hand gestures of the man speaking to her and every now and then wincing slightly as one of his larger then life explanations caused spit to rain into her drink.  David headed over.
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he said not sorry at all as he broke through the man’s focused explanation to Bee’s breasts just why she should think of investing in over-priced real estate.  “But this lady is needed elsewhere.”  David offered Bee a way around the fellow and together they moved away after Bee murmured a quiet apology.
“Hello David.  You are my hero today,” she said with a smile of recognition.  “Unlike some I could mention,” she continued as they walked toward Charlotte and Karin. He laughed.  He felt like he would have recognised Beth’s friend’s even if they had been passing strangers on a street.  They were almost as unique as Beth herself.  Bee introduced him to Karin and Charlotte who had the silliest grins on their faces.  Turning to her friend, Charlotte handed Karin a ten pound note.  David raised an eyebrow at them.
“I didn’t think you would find her for at least another week,” Charlotte said with a shrug. The tilt of her shoulders literally stopped the waiter who was passing by in his tracks.  He seemed mesmerised by the tiny glint of bronze reflecting off Charlotte’s halter top.  She, on the other hand, was completely oblivious to the attention, as were her two friends.  They watched David with beaming smiles.  No man stands a chance with these women around, he thought.
“And you figured I would find her sooner?” David asked Karin raising an eyebrow.  
“Nothing steps in the way of Fate,” Karin sniggered, nodding in agreement.  “There was no way in the world the two of you were going to be kept apart.”  The three friends all laughed as David rolled his eyes.  He didn’t dare say anything.  Fate, if there was such a thing, definitely had him in the good books.  Not only had it thrust Beth into his arms the first time he met her, fate had managed somehow to bring them face together again, believe it or not.
David didn’t get a chance to chat with Beth’s friends for long.  The surrounding men who had been waiting for a bit of attention finally lost patience.  They were moving from the passive to the more active attack.  David smiled, pitying the poor misguided fools.  These three women could more then handle what came their way he decided as he extracted himself.  He liked them he realised and looked forward to getting to know them better.  First however it was time to find Beth and get to know her a bit better.  Just as he turned away, Karin caught his arm.
“Beth lives in a flat at the top of the house,” she said with a gentle smile. ‘It would probably be easier to talk to her there rather then amongst the morbid.”  David thanked her quietly as her attention was pulled away again.  He walked away feeling cheerful.  He was going to see Beth again.
The base of the stairs had a wide black ribbon tied across to stop people from wandering into the upstairs of the house.  David was just about to step over it when he glanced up to see Beth heading down the hallway.  His heart sped up for a moment then just as quickly his heart slowed down again.  It wasn’t Beth.  He watched the woman steer her way closer through the crowd.  Following her was a tall blond man with an open face and ready smile.  This had to be Beth’s sister David realised.  Beth had mentioned her twin, Vickie and husband Scott but he hadn’t realised they were identical.  It had never even occurred to him that they might be.
Just then as the crowd shifted David saw that Vickie was heavily pregnant, hence her slow progress toward the kitchen and past where he stood.  David felt a kick in his gut.  In a flash he could see Beth pregnant with his child.  He wanted that.  Everything around him stopped.  He couldn’t hear the sounds of conversation, the shuffle as people wandered past.  It was as if time had stopped.  When had it gotten that serious he thought?  He had fallen for her hook line and sinker he realised a split second later. They may have only have just met but all he wanted was her in his life.  It felt right.  He just needed to convince Beth of that.
David blinked allowing sound and sight to come back.  Vickie had just made it the base of the stairs and was smiling up at him with a heart-wrenchingly familiar smile.
“You must be David,” she said as her husband gazed fondly down at his wife.  He was a man clearly besotted David decided.  He wondered if he watched Beth with the same look in his eye.  He probably did David admitted.
“That’s me,” David replied smiling helplessly back at Vickie and Scott.  These two were incredibly important in Beth’s life.  If he was going to convince her that they were meant to be together then surely these were the two that he needed on his side.  The problem was that David couldn’t get his nerves calm enough to function.  At the thought of Beth pregnant his entire body sparked to life and felt out of his control.  He felt light and couldn’t get himself to concentrate.  He wanted to see Beth, hold her, talk to her.  He wanted to see her now.
David managed to get through the introductions with Scott and exchange a few pleasantries but he was distracted.  He kept glancing around to see if he could find Beth.  He was aware of the faint amusement in both Vickie and Scott’s faces but he could bring himself to care.  At another time or in anther place he knew they would be friends.  He registered that they were good people but at this moment his mind was consumed by Beth.  He was acting like a love sick puppy.  David watched as Scott gently prodded his wife toward the kitchen again as if from a great distance.  As they departed Scott slapped David on the back and gave a low chuckle.
“You’ve got her in your blood haven’t you?” Scott shook his head.  “Once these Grants have you there is nothing to do but surrender and enjoy.”  Still chuckling softly at David’s expression Scott wandered away with his wife as she gave David a wink.  They were amazing women, David had to agree.  He watched Vickie walk away and couldn’t help wondering if this be what Beth looked like when she was pregnant with his child?
*
One minute Beth was heading toward her couch and the next minute she was flying through the air with the wind whistled past her ears.  Okay it wasn’t whistling but she was definitely flying Beth thought for the brief seconds after launch.  Then she was landing face first on her couch.  How elegant she thought, lifting her head up.  She looked over her shoulder and spotted a brown worn leather carrier bag by the end of the coffee table.  A soft chuckling filled the room.  That warm deep sound was very familiar and melted ever bone in Beth’s body.  Across from her, sitting in the big easy chair was David looking insanely handsome and illegally sexy.
“You really are the clumsiest woman I’ve ever seen,” David said shaking his head in mock despair.
“How can you say that?”  Beth asked trying desperately to pull her flailing limbs together and heave herself out of the soft feather cushions to a semi upright position.  She brushed a loose hair from her face and looked across at David.
“Exhibit A,” he said nodding his head toward her sprawled on the couch.  He gave a cheeky grin and Beth noticed a small dimple near the corner of his mouth.  He looked relaxed and laid back.  He also seemed to be enjoying teasing her far too much.
“Not my fault,” she said “I tripped over a bag.  A bag I might add that is not usually sitting in the middle of my floor.”  Beth looked back at David.  There was something so appealing about him.  He sat back into the chair across from her.  He smiled a very slow and predatorily type smile.
“Its mine,” he said.
“Well I figured that out thanks,” Beth retorted with a grin. “What is it doing in the middle of my living room?”
“I’m moving into a friend's spare room this afternoon and just stopped by on my way there to see if that idiot was trying to pull another fast one.  The fact that you are here is an added bonus to my day.”  He gave her another smile and continued, “the bag just came with me.”
“And you decided to leave it there?” Beth asked trying to stop her lips from quirking into a smile in response.
“I came up here to see if I could get to see you face to face without the posse of friends,” David replied showing off his dimple.
“Did you meet them then?”  Beth asked curious to know how he had fared among the mad and insane.
“I just followed the revealing tops until I met them all,” he said with that same cheeky grin.  “Karin and Charlotte were easy to find in the middle of a circle of men lapping it up.  Bee was harder.  She had been shanghaied by a guy in a really awful suit,” he explained.
“Oh no, poor Bee.” Putting her hand over her mouth Beth remembered that she had been on her way to save her friend before being waylaid.  Trust Karin and Charlotte to let it get out of hand.
“Never fear.  I delivered her to the other two for protection and threatened dire consequences if they abandoned her again.”
“Thank you,” Beth said and smiled back.  “So you wanted to talk?” Beth tossed a lock of hair over her shoulder and looked him in the eye.  There was no way she was going to make a fool of herself in front of him again, she decided.  The only way to do that was to stay as still as possible and let him do the talking.
“Look the last time you and I were together it was… satisfying,” he paused and looked her in the eye. “But…”
“But?” Beth raised an eyebrow.  Where was he going to go from here and did he really expect to survive what ever comment he made?  And come to think of it did she want to hear what he might say next?
“Look we were both scratching an itch,” he said in a reasonable tone of voice.
“Scratching an itch?” Beth said widening her eyes.  Okay it might be true but said out loud it just sounded sordid and mortifying.  In her mind she had practically planned a life together with him over the past week and he was talking about scratching an itch.
“It was hot, it was sexy and it was one night stand sex,” David said, his voice deepening and his eyes darkening as he reminded her of their night together.  “Neither of us planned on seeing one another again.  Neither one of us thought it was anything more then it was.  Am I wrong?”
“No,” Beth grudgingly admitted twitching her nose. “I’d have to agree.” Beth decided she didn’t want to hear what he said next.  Didn’t want to hear how he wasn’t planning on seeing her again.  That the only reason she was seeing him now is that David had inadvertently bumped into her here.  She wondered if humming loudly would be considered immature in these circumstances.
“Well after our one night stand, a policeman woke me up to ask me to confirm your alibi because you were or are a suspect in your brother’s murder,” David continued looking intently at her.
“And that makes a difference to the whole one night stand uncomplicated uncommitted angle?”  Beth asked raising an eyebrow at him.  Deciding she could take her medicine even if it was a bitter one, she thought she may as well make him spell it out.  Maybe it would make him a little uncomfortable.
“Well you intrigued me,” David admitted taking the wind out of her sails.
“What?” Beth squeaked as warmth flooded her body.  She suddenly realised that the sexy man in front of her had grown intense and focused on her.  Beth never had a low self-esteem but for a man to admit to attraction, without being naked, was… well something more serious relationships were based on.  Wasn’t it?  Could he also be feeling an attraction?
“And I think that I intrigue you,” he continued.
“What makes you think that?”  Beth asked making a bid for time to think about what he was saying.  Was the feeling mutual?
“I just saw the pulse in your neck jump and you are panting,” David replied cheerfully drawing her back into their discussion.  He looked entirely comfortable sitting in her easy chair in jeans and a loose green sweater.
Beth snapped her gaping mouth shut and told herself firmly that panting was not appropriate behaviour at this juncture of time.  Her body was not helping in calming herself down, it seemed to have developed a mind of its own.  Every nerve she had felt like it was jumping for utter joy.
“I want you,” David ended confidently sitting forward in his chair and keeping his eyes firmly on her.
“Yes we’ve established that we have a mutual attraction,” Beth said faintly.
“It’s more then that.  I want to find out who you are, what you think about, what makes you give that little smile that you are smiling now.”  David moved to sit next to Beth on the couch.  “I don’t know what it is but I just keep thinking about you.”
“I know.  I have the same problem,” Beth admitted as she watched David move closer to her.  She felt wary, almost like a hunted animal being stalked by a predator.  A large predator she amended to herself as he sank into the couch next to her.
“You can’t get yourself out of your mind?” he asked teasing her.
“No… I think about you,” Beth slapped a hand to her forehead.  “I can’t believe I just admitted that.”   She was laying herself open now and with her luck that was never a good idea.
“Why not admit it?”  David shrugged.  He met Beth's eyes 
“You’re a complete stranger,” Beth pointed out.
“This has stopped you from showing your appreciation for me, or at the very least my body, before?” he asked pointedly with an arched eyebrow and an exaggerated lecherous grin.
“Oh stop!” Beth laughed. “Okay you aren’t a complete stranger and yes I admit that you intrigue me.  What does it mean?  What now?”
“Well. Why not just try getting together?” he asked. “Dating or seeing each other.” David ran a hand through his hair looking disarming and charming.  “Whatever they call it these days.  We just need to get to know each other and see where it takes us.”
“Okay,” Beth smiled and reached up to brush a stray hair from his forehead.  She leaned closer to him enjoying the heat emanating from his body.
“So what are you doing up here while the party is in full swing?” He asked leaning closer.  His face grew more serious and focused.
“I came up for a shower.  All those thieves and business piranhas have left me feeling slimy,” Beth admitted distracted from the conversation by the way his blue eyes caught the sunlight.
“Then let’s have a shower,” David said with a quirk to his lips as he stood up. “And you can explain that story about Brian’s closets and lingerie.”
“Pervert,” she replied laughing looking up at him.
“I can’t help myself,” he said shrugging.  “Look at what you’re wearing.”
As she watched him Beth realised she felt calmer then she had in a long time.  Somehow having everything out in the open made it easier.  David reached a hand down and pulled Beth up to him.
He leaned forward and gently kissed her on the lips.  Beth inhaled the scent of him and felt her knees weaken.
“I know most first dates start with dinner or a movie but I’ve never been one for doing what everyone else does,” he said gently as he pulled her against his chest.
“Tell me about it,” Beth murmured thinking back to the night they had spent together.  Unlike any man she had slept with before, he actually seemed to enjoy finding out what she liked.
David leaned down and said, “What was that?” with a grin on his face.  He knew exactly what she had been thinking.  Beth felt the blood flood her face.
He laughed down at her and kissed her again.  Beth laughed back.  Slowly stripping they moved toward the bathroom together.  Every other moment they paused and kissed and laughed.  The first time together had been thrilling but fast and half the excitement had been the whole one night stand element.  This time around it was more an acknowledgement that it could be the start of something.  Maybe nothing serious but the romantic in Beth’s soul was starting to dance around with her nerves.  Maybe this might turn into something dreams are made of.  Maybe David was right.  Maybe it could work out between the two of them.
Standing with her back against David’s naked chest, she looked at their reflection in the bathroom mirror.  They fit.  It quite simply looked right.  David’s hands slipped down to cup her breasts in their red wrapped elegance and Beth caught her breath.  She leaned into his body and reached back to hold him more tightly to her as he slipped her bra down her arms and off.  He felt tall and lean and strong against her sending warmth through her body.  He gently rubbed her nipples between his thumb and forefingers.  
Beth caught his heated gaze in the mirror.  He was as turned on as she was watching their reflection she realised.  David slid a hand down her front and into her panties watching her face’s reaction.  Beth’s back arched.  Her head fell back and she shut her eyes relishing the feel of him.  All she could feel was David hot and warm against her.  She slid her hands down into his briefs pushing them down behind her.  He helped, taking her panties at the same time.
Turning Beth kissed David sucking for a second longer on his bottom lip she pulled him into the shower with her.  Under the spray of warm water they kissed and stroked each other, slipping the condom on.  The deliberate calm that had let them enjoy each others bodies began to fade and there was a frantic increase as the passion began to consume them.  David reached down and lifted Beth up against the tiled bathroom wall.
Their hips met and he pushed between her thighs.  He thrust against her and in her.  She wrapped her legs around him.  Both gasped as the exquisite pleasure consumed them.  David tightened his grip and shifted her, changing the angle and suddenly Beth’s whole body convulsed as the release hit her.  Heat melted her muscles and she tightened her legs around him as he thrust into her body.  She undulated her hips drawing a strangled groan from David’s mouth. His climax pulsed through him.  Desperately trying to catch their breath both leaned into one another against the bathroom wall, hot water showering down on them.
“I think I’m dying,” David sputtered.
“Don’t even joke!” Beth groaned back and moaned again as he pulled back from her body letting her legs down.  She wasn’t sure if she would be able to carry her own weight but if they stayed in the shower much longer they would start looking like raisins.  Drying him off would be far more fun.
David and Beth spent the next two hours together, the funeral downstairs forgotten.  They talked, laughed and generally got to know one another.  Beth was surprised how much they had in common.  By the time they surfaced again she felt like she had known him forever and yet it was just a few short hours.  They headed back down to the funeral to catch the tail end of the celebrations or rather commiserations.  Luckily by four o’clock even the most diehard of funeral goers had given up.  The funeral director, who had ended up a jittering wreck by lunchtime, pulled himself together enough to sort out the retrieval of Brian’s body.  By early evening the house was thankfully peaceful and dead body free.



Chapter 32 
Spending the evening over pizza with Scott and Vickie, Beth realised that David fit.  He talked about sports with Scott while Vickie regaled him with tales of scheming woe from the funeral.  Together they all sat laughing late into the evening.  It felt nice to be a part of a couple.  Beth watched David’s face while he talked.  He enthralled her.  By the time the two of them were tucked tightly up against each other in bed Beth realised that he made her truly happy.  She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep content that he was here with her.
It seemed like minutes later that she woke again.  There was a light spilling in between the cracks of the curtains so she must have slept well.  It was morning and snuggled against the warm body sleeping next to her, Beth couldn’t for the life of her understand what had woken her up.   Her body felt stretched and muscles relaxed.  She felt content and happy.  Dragging her eyes open she realised that there was someone in her flat.  That’s what had pulled her from her dreamless sleep.  Beth thought about it.  It wasn’t unusual for Vickie in full nesting urge to wake her with hot coco these days but it seemed early in the day for that.  Giving up on getting back to sleep, she slipped out of bed and went out into the sitting room to see what was going on.  Scott was waiting for her in his robe looking half asleep and grumpy.  With his morning shadow he looked more menacing then she would have thought possible.  No doubt about it Scott was not very happy.
“Those investigators are back.  They want us all downstairs,” he spoke quietly trying not to wake David while keeping his temper under control.  Beth felt all the breath leave her body as he said it.
“Again?!  What’s going on?”  Beth whispered back wrapping her robe more tightly around her.  Suddenly the relaxed warm glow that her body had woken up in was gone.  She felt cold and anxious.
“I don’t know.  He wouldn’t say,” Scott ran a hand through his hair.  He was helpless to stop the police from harassing them and it was starting to bother him.  What could they do Beth wondered?  It wasn’t like they could kick the police out of the house.  What was the world coming to that they seemed to have less rights then a common criminal when none of them had done anything wrong?
“We’ll be down in a minute,” David said from the doorway of her bedroom making both Scott and Beth jump.  He had pulled on a pair of jeans and looked wide awake which was more then Beth could say for herself.  He and Scott shared a significant look as Scott headed back toward the stairs.  She frowned trying to concentrate on the seriousness of the situation, on the fact that there were policemen once again waiting downstairs but Beth couldn’t keep her eyes off of David.  He looked warm, rumpled and rugged.  Standing in the doorway of her bedroom he looked delicious.  Watched her he had a heated look in his eyes and a smile on his face.
“Is this going to become a habit?” he asked tilting his head to the side.  It made him look disarming and sweetly boyish.
“What’s that?”  Beth asked him as she walked toward the door.  She was having a hard time keeping track of her thoughts.
“Being woken up after a night with you by the police?” David replied with a steady grin. She could tell he wasn’t overly worried by the situation.  The serious in his look had faded as Scott had left.  No doubt the police would bare the brunt of it if they suggested anything remotely untoward.  Beth felt warmth fill her again chasing away the chill in the morning air.  She had someone on her side.  She smiled realising that his support meant more to her then anything else.  She wouldn’t have to face it alone and be the strong one.  She had someone to share her worries with.  It felt exhilarating.
“Very funny,” she said.  She put her hands on his shoulders and leaned up to kiss him. Beth couldn’t help it.  Having him there was a dream come true.  His very presence made her feel safer and protected.  It was heady stuff.
“Good morning,” she said and moved away.  David reached out to grab her hand and pulled her back against his chest.  He cupped her face with his other hand and leaned down to kiss her more deeply. “Sorry about the wake up call.  Again.”
“It makes it memorable, I’ll give you that,” he said. “Of course you are memorable without the police alarm clock.” She smiled up at him and together they pulled on more clothes and headed down the stairs.
Minutes later they were all together in the sitting room.  Joseph Serrate was looking very serious as he sat opposite the couch.  His partner couldn’t take his eyes off David.  The man was practically drooling.  Must be a rugby fan Beth thought.  She looked back at Joseph.  There was something in his face that made a shiver run down her spine.  This was not going to be good news.
“Has something happened?”  Beth asked feeling faintly sick.  She didn’t know if she could take more accusations today.
“I’m afraid that Tina Shuler was found dead last night,” Joseph leaned forward to reply.  He looked from Beth to David and back again.  He continued, “She worked at your brother’s firm.  We are investigating any potential links between it and Brian’s death.”  His voice was quiet and respectful.  He must have an inkling, Beth decided, of just what this was doing to their family.  Even he must see that coming back to them over and over again was taking its toll.  They had done nothing and even if he thought they had there was no evidence to suggest they were linked.  Beth looked again at the detective.  She noticed he was very pale and his eyes looked sunken like he hadn’t slept.  This was not a good week to be a detective.
“Oh no.  That’s terrible.” Vickie said sitting with Scott on the end of the couch.  She was pale herself and looked tired which given that she was uncomfortable in any one position for long was not unusual.  Beth wished she could spare her sister this but another murder meant serious business.  How awful.
“What can you tell me about her?” Joseph asked.  He had his notebook out and despite his obvious exhaustion he looked alert.
Beth and Vickie shared a glance.  What could they say about Tina other then that she was very much like every other girlfriend Brian had hired over the past two years?  Vickie frowned and Beth said, “She was very young.”   It just sounded horrible to describe someone as a floozy even if that was the case.  She wasn’t going to do it and it looked like Vickie wasn’t either.
Scott didn’t remember meeting Tina face to face although he had heard about her through the office grapevine.  There just wasn’t much he could add to the investigation.  David on the other hand was able to give a brief account of Tina’s brush with himself and Beth in the hallway.  The detective frantically took down notes but there wasn’t much else to say.
Beth thought about the drunken blond girl that had bumped into them the day before.  Had it only been yesterday that she and David had watched Tina leave the funeral with a teary eye?
“I don’t think that she liked Anne very much from what I remember Brian saying.”  Beth said when David had finished.  She wracked her brains for anything else that might help the detectives.  She vaguely remembered Brian complaining that the two secretaries were at each others throats all day.  That is when they were actually speaking to one another.  Other then that Tina was just another face in the office.
“They didn’t get along,” Vickie agreed as the detective paused in his writing to look at them.
“What makes you say that?” he prompted looking from Vickie to Beth.
“Well they were both at the funeral and went out of their way not to say anything to each other.  It seems strange now because so many of the office people were making a real effort to comfort one another,” Vickie explained cautiously.  It was all idle speculation really.  They didn’t know Tina well enough to say much more.
Beth looked at the detective and took a deep breath. “Actually I got the impression that she was Brian’s latest romantic interest,” she said.  They had to tell Joseph.  He would no doubt hear it from somewhere else if he didn’t already know that Tina was one of Brian’s flings.  She closed her eyes and went on to explain what Tina had said the day before about being hid in Brian’s closet.  David confirmed it and the detective wrote more in his notebook.  It may be nothing but maybe it would help.
The detective took down notes once they had finished and there was a pause in the conversation.  “Was it a common thing for him to do?  Get involved with staff?” he asked.
“Well it wasn’t uncommon,” Beth responded shrugging.  She looked up at the detective.  “You might want to look in Brian’s bedroom closets again,” she added lightly rubbing her finger along her bottom lip.  She wasn’t sure she should be telling him this but it might be important to the investigation.  She wanted to help after all.
Joseph looked back at Beth.  Scott and David also both turned and focused their eyes on her.  Vickie rubbed a hand over her eyes and groaned softly. Beth tried not to grimace.  She was getting herself into hot water, again.
“Why?” Joseph asked calmly watching Beth’s face flush a light pink.  Whose bright idea had it been to get that paperwork anyway she wondered?
“Well you’ll find some evidence,” Beth explained feeling awkward.  She had hoped that the police had recovered the bra themselves, deluding herself that it was probably not important to the investigation.  A wild hope she realised but it was what had made her feel better about not pointing out their discovery earlier.
“And you know this how?” Joseph asked prompting her again for more detail.  
“I was in Brian’s flat after he died.  Along with a friend of mine, Karin Hollgate,” she said glanced over at her sister. “We were picking up documents for our business and we came across a few items of, um clothing.”  The detective made notes as Beth explained what had happened including Karin and Beth’s frantic adventure in the closet.  By the end of her explanation Beth could have sworn there was a small smile on the detectives face.  She shook her head she must be imagining it.
To the side Scott was having a whispered conversation with his wife.  It sounded like he was forbidding her from ever leaving his sight again.  Beth tried not to snicker.  No doubt the two of them were going to have another of their heated discussions about just what classified as adult behaviour.  It was an ongoing debate with them. Vickie always argued soundly that any man, grown or not, who jumps up and down to support a team of guys kicking a leather ball around could hardly be classified as adult.  Scott on the other hand seemed to think that the regular adventures that Vickie found herself dragged into by Beth and friends could constitute purely childish tendencies.  Beth sometimes wondered if the two of them had decided to get pregnant just to have another play mate around.
Beth shook her head as Vickie replied to Scott that she was of sound mind and body and if she wanted to go out she could.  Scott didn’t look like he believed her.  Beth looked over at David to see how he was taking it; she hadn’t had the chance to explain the story the night before.  He had a look of comical disbelief on his face and just looked at her with those piercing eyes of his.  No doubt he thought she was a mad woman.   Sometimes Beth herself thought she was certifiably insane.  Breaking in had seemed like such a good idea at the time.
“He was known to um like his secretaries,” Scott said diplomatically pulling himself back to the conversation at hand after the detective cleared his throat once or twice.  The other detective stayed well in the background looking more like an enforcer then an investigator.  He had managed to drag his eyes off David which Beth thought probably took a great deal of self discipline.
“Brian’s exploits were legendary to everyone who knew him.  Discrete he was not,” Vickie added with a sigh.  It was embarrassing just how many young, blond secretaries Brian had gone through over the past few years.  The man had either had an incredible stamina or a regular supply of Viagra.
“Is there anything else we can help with?”  Beth asked the detective.  She had a small hope that all this would go away now.  They had done what they could and she wanted to get back into her comfort zone far away from the hostilities of the outside world.
“Yes,” Joseph hesitated clearly he didn’t want to continue but felt compelled to do so. “I need to ask all of you where you were last night.”
“What!” Vickie and Beth exclaimed together.  Beth sat up straight.  She had, over the course of the interview, relaxed against David’s body without even realising it.  With Joseph’s words ringing in her ears she pulled away and sat feeling like a target once again.
“I don’t believe it.  You can’t think its one of us?”  Scott said.  He was shaking his head at the detectives.  Its seemed in conceivable that within one week they were pretty much back where they had started, on the target list for the local Met.
“It’s routine for the most part.  Although I can’t help feeling you,” the detective said looking at Beth, “are more involved then you’re letting on.”  He didn’t react to their outrage or seem perturbed by their response to what he was saying.  Maybe it was routine for him to throw families into turmoil Beth thought.  Maybe he was just jaded to human responses to accusations. She shivered.
“Again? You think I killed someone again?” Beth said faintly feeling like she was going to pass out.  This was the second time in a week that she was being considered a suspect in a murder.  David started laughing and gently pulled her back against him.  In a second he had diffused the potentially fraught situation.  He explained calmly and pointedly to the detectives that he had been with Beth all night.  Scott and Vickie had been in the house as well and retired together.  His matter of fact approach seemed to put an end to the detective’s questions. David had been firm and clear on their stance and without much more discussion stood to escort the men out of the house.
By the time the detectives left Beth was just about recovering from the shock of it all.  Vickie and Scott had gone into the kitchen to put breakfast together and no doubt finish their ‘discussion’ on the merits of staying out of trouble.  Beth just sat there.  She hadn’t been able to speak; she was so stunned by the entire situation.  Another death and yet more pointed questions about her whereabouts.  Beth could hardly credit it.  David came back and sat down pulling Beth back  into his arms as he did so.  She went gratefully, she needed the comfort of his strength and support.
“Are you jinxed?” he asked looking amused as he rubbed her lower back in small circles.  She relaxed against him.  “What is it?  If trouble can’t find you, you go and look for it?  A closet??  Beth you are jinxed,” he was quietly shaking with laughter. 
“No I’m not,” Beth said stubbornly knowing she sounded childish.  “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.  I thought he would need to know that they missed something.”
“Oh he did need to know,” David agreed resting his chin on her head as he tucked her against him and gave her a hug. “Of course the fact that you, his murder suspect, had to point out that he missed something was probably not what he wanted to hear.”
“Men are so sensitive,” Beth huffed.  Anyone would think she had gone out of her way to make trouble for the man. “I was helping him and he acts like it’s a crime,” she said mildly outraged.  It was hard to hold onto her anger and fear when she felt so safe in David’s arms.
“Technically going in to your brother’s flat was a crime.”  David said still laughing as he leaned back to look at Beth.  His dimple made the strong planes of his face softer and more gentle.  He was without a doubt one of the handsomest men Beth had laid eyes on.  He didn’t have boyish good looks or rugged model type features.  His face had character and came alive when he spoke to her and laughed with her.  She reached up and put a hand against his cheek.
“I had a spare key!” she argued without heat. “And it was our paperwork,” explaining herself.
“Yes but no invitation.  In fact, you were going there specifically to take something. That I think you’ll find is stealing,” David continued with a smirk on his face.  She laughed back at him.  He was endearing.
“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Beth said stubbornly giving him a mock glare.  Sparing with him was such a pleasure she thought as David leaned forward to catch her hand.
“You did the right thing,” he said growing serious. “You could have kept quiet and not put yourself back on the detectives wanted list again but you didn’t.  I admire you for that.”  He kissed her hand and looked at her with those beautifully deep blue eyes. 
“Do you?”  Beth was sounding very forlorn despite their previous levity.  There was a niggling worry that this could all blow up in her face.  Doing the right thing and telling the detective about the bra may not have been the right thing for her.  She felt gratified that David at least thought it was worth the chance.  He pulled her more tightly against him.
“Yes.  I think you were an idiot to go to Brian’s flat in the first place but I’m glad you told the detective,” David agreed smiling down at her.  He kissed her gently on the lips and set her on her feet.  Together, hand in hand they went off to find breakfast.



Chapter 33
Feeling emotional was not the way into a business meeting Beth told herself two hours later.  David had run to meet a client one hour before leaving Beth to panic about the meeting with her neurotic sister while Scott was at work.  The two sisters had got themselves worked up into a mild state of panic within minutes.  Now Beth stood alone in front of the formidable glass-fronted office building trying to calm down.
Taking a deep breath, she quickly let her breath out again.  She was wearing one of her new designs but in their haste Vickie had made it smaller then Beth needed.  Breathing in deeply risked popping out and revealing all.  As it was her breasts swelled over the top of the turquoise satin making her look nearly indecent under the white transparent button down top she was wearing.  A turquoise silk skirt cut on the bias and white strap sandals completed the outfit.  Beth had tied a bow in matching colour to one of the straps and she was done.  Hair up in its usual twist and an old fashioned doctor’s case in hand filled with samples.  She really was as ready as she could ever be.
The reception was marble and glass with vaulted ceilings.  Everything had its place and matched.  The receptionist herself looked like an ice sculpture poised and efficient.  At the corner of the desk was a pot plant clinging to life.  Other then Beth it seemed to be the only living thing in the room.  As she introduced herself, she could feel the eyes of the security guard assessing her and she had to admit at least to herself that the outfit she was wearing was a thin line away from call girl.  Still wearing their wares, she figured, had worked at the funeral so why not try it again.  She crossed her fingers behind her back as she headed up in the elevator.
Stephen met her at the door to the lift as they opened.  He looked as reputable and distinguished as she remembered.  Grinning at her, he led them into a nearby boardroom to meet two of the company’s senior buyers.  There was a suppressed glee in Stephen’s movement and he seemed more excited then she was about the range.  Beth took it as a good sign that he talked about where they would stock the merchandise rather then if they would.  She felt the stress leave her body.  What will be will be she decided and it looks like good things this time around.
“What did I tell you?  Will these pieces make an impression or what?” Stephen asked his buyers with a jovial tone of voice.  He looked incredibly pleased with himself as he introduced Beth and waved a hand toward her ensemble.  She wondered if she should pirouette.  It seemed almost expected.
The woman sitting at the table stood up at the same time as her colleague but had her vibrant eyes glued on Beth’s bra.  Her hair was a pile of curls that looked fit to burst from their confining pins.  There was a bright eager look about her as she surveyed the way Beth’s cleavage swelled out of her top.
“Wow,” she said. “I don’t suppose you have another one in that case of yours?” she asked grinning at Beth.  “I have a hot date tonight and that would be perfect!”  Beth grinned back.  It was nice to have someone really appreciate their work.  This was exactly the type of woman that the sisters had in mind when they designed their stuff.  High powered, professional, sophisticated women who when they let their hair down were ready to have fun.  Beth figured she couldn’t have planned a better reception if she had managed to bribe the buyers.
“I have one in yellow that will look fantastic with your skin tones or maybe one with feathers?” Beth raised an eyebrow and looked the woman appraisingly. “What are you planning on wearing tonight?”  This was the fun side of business.  Matching styles and sets with personalities and occasions.  This was the type of thing that Beth’s creative mind thrived on.
“Susan Jackson,” the lady introduced herself as she shook Beth’s hand.  “And I’m wearing a dark green bustier that yellow would set off very nicely, thank you.  You’re good.” She gave a smile and nod at Beth.  A fellow woman who understood the need to show off and play when not working hard, Beth decided.  She liked her.
Beth laughed as responded, “I try!” She turned to shake hands with the other gentleman in the room.
“Mitch Adams,” he said with a disarming smile.  He was an average sort of man with an open friendly face.  He looked like a good guy to work with. “I don’t think there is anything in that little bag of tricks for me.” Giving a greedy grin he continued, “I do know, however, a few fine retail establishments that would give their eye teeth for a product like that within their hallowed halls,” he said with a wave toward Beth’s top.  “Oh and at home as well, I’m sure!” he added as an afterthought.  Everyone chuckled.
“Actually,” Beth returned with a sly smile. “I may have something in my bag of tricks for you to take home.  Let’s just say it’s something special for your wife that you can take advantage of yourself!”  They all laughed again, starting the meeting off with a high note.  Beth unloaded scraps of lace, satin, feathers, and leather adorned with all manner of decoration.  There wasn’t one design that the buyers couldn’t place with one of their boutiques. They loved the variety, the different styles and the quality.  Beth braced herself as they got to the inevitable discussion around costs but her fears were unfounded.  The team seemed to feel the costs were reasonable.
An hour later Beth looked around to find Stephen, Susan and Mitch were arguing good-naturedly over the various styles they preferred.  This was how business should always be done she decided.  With good people who were willing to try new ideas and give credit or money where it was due.  While the bottom-line was undeniably important so to was the product and that was what seemed to take precedence here.  She smiled and focused back on the question at hand.
Before long they had hashed out the details like payment and timings.  Because Stephen’s company provided only exclusive boutiques with their merchandise, they were looking for a moderate volume of stock which Beth and Vickie would have no trouble providing.  Clutching the order in her hand, Beth left the meeting walking on air.  With the stock they had already and the designs in the works, the business was well on the way.  She wanted to jump in the air and tap her heels together.  After all that hard work they had done it!



Chapter 34 
By lunchtime Vickie and Beth sat in a coffee shop just off Oxford Street celebrating the success of their first purchase.  The coffee shop was on the corner of a little square.  The whole area had a historical feel accentuated by the cobble stones and the traditional fronted pub on another corner.  It was a tiny slice of untouched London life just a minute away from the rushing bustle of busses, people and cars that filled the famous shopping street.  The coffee shop had probably been there longer then any of the high street shops had been in existence.  With its bullet glass panes and low ceilings it felt like the twins were stepping back in time.  
“So we’re in the clear?” Vickie asked sipping her frothy cappuccino.  They were sitting in the front corner of the shop soaking in the atmosphere and watching the people in the street as they wandered by.  It was just cold enough for the heating to be on low so there was a warm feeling in the air.  Coming in from the crisp weather into the welcoming heat had been bliss.
“Well we’re on the right track.  We can make the first payment toward the loan and pay for some supplies for the next range,” Beth explained.  “It’s more then we could have hoped for and the timing is just perfect.”
“With all the excitement of the last few days it almost feels like a bit of an anticlimax doesn’t it?”  Vickie asked as she watched another shopper struggle into the shop and drop relieved into a chair at a nearby table.  Beth shook her head at her sister.  She decided that pregnancy must be making Vickie feel invincible.  Hadn’t she felt the same panic that had consumed Beth over the past week?  Where was the neurotic and chaotic sister that Beth knew so well?  Here in her place was a calm and sensible replica who drank her caffeine without a worry in the world.
“You are kidding right?”  Beth asked incredulously looking more closely at the stranger sitting opposite her.
“Oh I’m relieved, don’t get me wrong but after murder what’s business?”  Vickie asked with a shrug. She gave Beth a sweet smile as she sipped more of her hot frothy drink.
“Too true I guess,” Beth said reluctant to agree.  Looking at it that way it did seem a bit of an anticlimax.  She smiled.  Who was she kidding?  Having the business up and running was a thrill.  Now all they could wish for was the police to do their job, solve the murders and life would be good.  Beth sat back.  Surely there had to be an easy answer to the murder?
“It just seems that there must be as simple an answer to Brian’s death as there was to the business,” Vickie said setting down her cup taking the thoughts right out of Beth’s head.
“How do you figure that?” Beth asked.  Maybe Vickie could shed some light on what was bugging Beth about the whole murder.  The detective seemed determined to make it a complicated case but did it have to be?  Maybe the answer was right in front of their noses but nobody was paying attention.  Beth decided that she and Vickie needed to figure out what happened before the detectives let it get out of hand.  If they didn’t at least look in the right direction no one else seemed like they would.
“Well, for the business to work out all we needed was that one contact, Stephen Wilash, to make an order,” Vickie leaned forward to explain.
“We always said we just needed one purchase.”  Beth agreed.  It had been, in the end, a simple solution to a simple problem.
“Yeah but it was all about timing and the right person.  Put the two together and the business is up and running.  Everything else was in there but we needed that one crucial piece for it all to work,” Vickie went on.  Beth was content to let her as it might make things clear in her own mind.
“So you’re saying that Brian’s murder is the same?”  Beth said trying to get Vickie to explain in more detail.  Nothing yet was clicking into place.  There had to be a simple answer.
“We’re missing one crucial piece,” Vickie said “One thing that would make sense of the whole thing.”
“Yes,” Beth replied nodding.  That made sense although it didn’t help them get closer to finding out who did it. “We’re missing the murderer,” she said looking pensively out the window.
“Right,” Vickie agreed and continued leaning closer to her sister.  “But the police aren’t finding the right piece. Instead they seem determined to link you or anyone else remotely guilty looking to it.  That’s not how it works,” Vickie paused. “They have to find the right piece or they’ll never solve the murder.”
“Don’t remind me,” Beth groaned and waved over a waitress, it was time to ask for the bill.  This wasn’t getting them anywhere.  She still couldn’t figure out who would kill Brian and why the police couldn’t find the culprit.  Never mind she decided, it was time to get back into the real world and get working on their order.  The sooner everything was delivered the sooner the invoice would be paid and the sooner they could make their loan payment.
“But don’t you see?  It means that there is a piece missing.  They have lots of people who didn’t like Brian but no one that was particularly standing out as the person who did it,” Vickie was earnestly trying to explain.  Beth sighed and sat back ordering another couple of coffees.  It didn’t look like they were going to leave until Vickie had had her say.  
“All that means is that the murder covered their tracks,” Beth said frustrated.  She didn’t like being the murder suspect anymore then Vickie liked her being suspected but there was nothing she could do about it until the police found the guilty person.  So much for something simple to solve the whole thing.
“No what it means is that we haven’t seen something to put it into the puzzle,” Vickie put her hand over Beth’s to get her attention.  “Who would really want him dead and why?  Brian owed a lot of money but the people he owed wouldn’t want him dead.  They had a chance of getting their money back with him alive and the business working.  Now they have no chance at all.  Who else would want to do it?”
“You mean we’re missing a motive,” Beth said focusing on what Vickie was saying as it started to turn over in her mind.  “Why kill Brian?  It seems a really drastic thing to do unless, well…”
“Unless it was more personal then money,” Vickie finished.
“Exactly,” murmured Beth thinking about it.
“It had to be more then that,” Vickie said with a flourish.
“Like an ex-wife or a dumped girlfriend,” Beth thought. “He had plenty of each but I don’t see any of them breaking a nail to do it.”
“No I agree.  That doesn’t feel right.  If it were a crime of passion then surely it would have been done in the spur of the moment.  There would be some evidence for the police. They wouldn’t be chasing you if they had more evidence,” Vickie agreed.  “We have to look at what doesn’t fit.  Think about the flat.  Was there anything there that seemed out of place,” she asked.
“Everything was the same,” Beth said helplessly.  She could feel they were getting closer but couldn’t for the life of her figure out what it was.  So they figured it wasn’t someone Brian owed money to and it wasn’t one of the exes.  Who did that leave?  She thought about the flat as she and Karin had seen it.  “It didn’t look any different then usual.  It was just spotless,” she explained.  She talked Vickie through exactly what she and Karin had seen from the minute they went into the flat.  The sisters fell into an uneasy silence as they thought.  What were they missing?
“Well who cleaned it up?”  Vickie asked suddenly looking up at her sister.
“The housekeeper was the one to find him so she probably did,” Beth said vaguely thinking what about what else she could have missed from the flat.
“Everything?” Vickie asked slowly as she thought about it. “The bathroom and kitchen, yes but what about his stuff?”
“What do you mean?” sipping her coffee, Beth sat back to try and understand where Vickie was going with it.  It was obvious that her sister was spending most of her spare time in front of the daytime detective shows.  Some of it seemed to be rubbing off on her which given the situation was no bad thing Beth decided.
“There is no way that Brian could have kept the place as neat as you say it was.  Remember the last time we were there?  He liked having his papers and his charts and his diary out in the open to show off.  We both know that.  Brian liked his stuff around and there is no way that any housekeeper worth her salt would have touched it without his permission.  You’re saying that everything was neatly put away.  That doesn’t sound like Brian,” Vickie rushed to explain. She paused, “There had to be a reason someone cleaned up like maybe they were looking for something.”
“Or maybe,” Beth said struck, “They were taking something away and didn’t want anyone to know.”  That seemed far to simple an answer.
“Nothing was missing was it?  The detective would have said something if it were a robbery.  Something like that would be the missing piece.  The motive,” Vickie said confused.
“Nothing of obvious value was missing,” Beth agreed nodding in agreement and trying to stop herself from getting excited.  A piece had just fallen into place in her mind. “But something was missing that was back by the time we left his flat the next day.”
“The paperwork,” Vickie said sitting up in her chair and sliding her empty coffee cup to the side.  The two sisters stared at each other.  Could that be it?
“It’s the only thing I can think of,” Beth replied.
“But there was nothing in the paperwork,” Vickie was exasperated and she was right.  There was nothing in the paperwork, nothing that they could see anyway.
“No but did the person who took it have time to look through it?  Did they have time to find out?  And maybe what they were looking for wasn’t in there,” Beth said as she thought it through.
“What do you mean?”  Vickie asked.
“We were calling the office making pests of ourselves asking for the papers.  Anne must have had someone start looking for the files in the office.  Everyone knows everyone else’s business there so it wouldn’t have been a secret from anybody that we were looking for it.  It would only be a matter of time before someone went upstairs to Brian’s flat to look for the paperwork if they couldn’t find it in the office.  The murderer knew the paperwork they took the night of the murder was what we were looking for,” It was Beth’s turn to explain.
“So?”  Vickie didn’t look like she knew where Beth was going with this.
“Well if Anne hadn’t found it in the office or in his flat, she would have raised the alarm that something was missing.  She knew Brian as well as we did and it was no secret that he liked to have his papers around him.  There is no way they would have been anywhere else.  Even if she didn’t think it was serious enough to raise the alarm, at the very least she would have told us and we would have said something to the police,” it made sense to Beth.  Whoever put it back would have done it to try and cover their tracks either after they took what they want or because what they wanted wasn’t there.
“So they had to put it back,” Vickie finished quietly.  Her eyes were wide open as she took it all in.  Around them people shifted in and out of the warm as they had their coffees and cakes.
“Exactly,” Beth finished satisfied.
“It would prove that it must be someone from the office.  Why else would anyone return the papers or even know that we were looking for them?” Vickie pondered it.  It was a simple explanation and one the detectives had probably not looked into.  It seemed to simple to actually be true but there was no other way to take into account both Brian’s murder and the missing paperwork.  It also conveniently linked in Tina’s murder.  She also worked in the office.  Had she seen or known something that had got her killed Beth wondered.
“You’re right.  We need to shake them up again.  Anything to get them to make a mistake,” Beth said with a grin to her sister.  “I think we need to give back the stuff that isn’t ours.”
“How will that help?” Vickie smiled back sure that Beth was coming up with another plan.
“Well if we make a big deal about the fact that we found our paperwork but the police want it for the investigation.  Maybe we leave the box in the reception for Joseph to pick it up for fingerprinting or something,” Beth suggested taking the last sip of her coffee.  She was wired.  Too much caffeine and now she was going to be bouncing off the walls.
“Sneaky. And then?” Vickie asked.
“Well someone might just panic and try to do something about the box.  All we have to do is drop Joseph Serrate a line to get him to watch who takes the box.  About time he did something for us,” shrugging, Beth paid the bill and the two sisters got up.  
“All we have to do is say that there is paperwork being checked for clues and the detective is looking into it,” Vickie agreed.  “It won’t that make us a target will it?”
“They’ve had it before.  All we have to do is leave it somewhere they can get to it before the detectives pick it up.  All we really need is for someone to panic and do something stupid for the police to take notice,” Beth said helping Vickie get her arms into the wool jacket she had draped over her chair.  It was cool enough to need the protection.  Beth wrapped a long multicoloured scarf around her own neck to ward off the chill.
“At the very least it might get the police looking in the right direction,” Beth said over the noise of buses and the sheer mass of people.  It sounded like a mad idea but it might just work.  It was also all that they had.  She couldn’t think of anything else that might help get the detectives off their backs.
Arriving home the sisters put their plan into action.  Beth wasn’t sure that it was going to make any difference but it felt good to be doing something positive.  Everything else was fitting in to her life, the company was up and running.  David, well David seemed to be hanging around.  Beth didn’t want to look too closely at his motives for staying.  She just enjoyed his company and maybe just maybe this would turn into something wonderful.
Beth grabbed the paperwork from the box that was meant to go back to the office.  She headed into the kitchen with Vickie and ten minutes after arriving home, Vickie was calling Anne.  They had decided that in her ultra efficient way Anne would spread the word.  By evening everyone would know the sisters were dropping off a sampling of their paperwork at the office so that the detectives wanted to check it for fingerprints. That, the twins decided, would get someone worried.  Hopefully enough to make some mistake to get some notice.  In the meantime, they would send back the papers that weren’t theirs.  It should if nothing else prove to whoever heard the news that they had seen the papers from under the bed.
Anne had been very surprised to hear that they had retrieved the paperwork themselves and sounded very distracted when Vickie explained the story.  Still knowing how efficient Anne was, Beth had no doubt that she would organise a reception for the material before the hour was out.
Beth then made a call to Joseph but got his passive associate instead.  She explained what they were doing and asked if the detectives could be so kind to pick up the papers if someone hadn’t beaten him to the punch.  If the box was still there then all he had to do was pick it up Beth suggested.  If someone had taken it they would have to get rid of the paperwork somehow so perhaps keeping a watch might help?  Not that she was telling them how to do their job of course but maybe, she suggested, they might find a lead.  There was so little response on the other end of the phone that Beth wasn’t sure what she had said had actually sunk in.  By the time he thanked her and hung up Beth was sure he hadn’t been too impressed with her amateur sleuthing.  She took heart though.  He had agreed to ‘look into the matter’ as he so quietly put it before he hung up.  Well it was worth a try she figured.  It really couldn’t hurt.



Chapter 35 
“You made it!” Beth exclaimed, hugging Bee and her fiancé Ken as they arrived.  The two grinned happily back at her with the glow of soon to be newly weds.  Thanks to Beth and David’s early disappearance at Brian’s funeral no one had got around to celebrating the demise of the twin’s company.   Instead, less then a day later, the friends arranged to meet in order to celebrate the unofficial start of the new lingerie line.  In usual chaotic fashion they agreed to eat at a local Chinese restaurant where their merriment was less likely to be frowned upon.  There was a great deal to celebrate.  With the first orders for the lingerie in, the bank had pronounced itself satisfied that the payment would be made against the loan and were willing to wait for the money to credit the account before collecting.  It was just the news the twins had needed to hear and they along with everyone else decided to celebrate in style.
“We wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Ken said as Bee gave a beaming smile next to him.  Ken was a slight man who was keenly intelligent and had a quiet way about him that made it easy to have him around.  As always he was unfailingly polite and watched Bee with adoring eyes.  Beth liked him.  She couldn’t wait to watch the two of them finally tie the knot.  The wedding was just days away Beth realised shaking her head and they were here for dinner.  It just seemed unbelievable but then Bee was always calm and collected.  Not even her own upcoming wedding was fazing her.
Bee tugged off her jacket and Beth burst into laughter.  David looked up from where he was chatting with his friend and smiled in response.  It looked like Beth wasn’t the only one who had decided that it was the most appropriate occasion to wear one of their creations.  Bee had put on a sheer white top that made the black crisscross bra she was wearing stand out for all its glory.
“Greetings everyone!” Charlotte called as she came sweeping into the restaurant followed closely by a nervous looking fellow with thinning brown hair.  Beth and Bee turned in unison and hugged the latest arrival.  Charlotte had arrived sporting a similar dress sense and as she shed her jacket, Beth realised that the restaurant wasn’t going to know what hit it.  Underneath all the arriving sensible scarves and jackets were breasts framed in colours and textures overflowing every which way from plunging tops and chiffon numbers.  Everyone had come out in style.
“It looks like Chinese New Year has come early,” David murmured in her ear as he came up behind her and Beth could feel him smile against her ear.  They watched the waitresses giggling as they ushered in each newcomer.
“It’s a feast for the eyes isn’t it?” Beth said with a delighted laugh. “One the men in particular seemed to appreciate.”  Looking around at their friends there were smiles everywhere as everyone complimented one another on their outfits.  David gave a deep laugh, he was obviously enjoying it as much as she was and together they turned their attention to saying hello to Charlotte’s date.
Beth was surprised, to be honest, that Charlotte had brought her latest date along.  This long into a relationship, a week or so, Charlotte would normally be grinding her teeth and treating all the friends to a detailed description of the man’s faults.  Beth couldn’t believe it had lasted this long as the guy didn’t seem to be that inspiring.  She raised an eyebrow at Charlotte and had to restrain herself from hooting out loud.  Given the look in Charlotte’s eye there was no way the relationship such as it was would last much longer.  Charlotte caught her look and shrugged with a grin.  She was never going to change.  Beth smiled.
“Let’s sit,” Beth said ushering everyone toward the table to settle in.  Karin wasn’t there yet but without a doubt she would turn up.  David’s friends had all arrived on time and were making a real effort to get to know everyone else there.  Beth looked around as she sat down and realised that they formed a jolly group of people.  As a whole they were drawing smiles from the tables near them and the staff were still wide eyed and grinning at the variety of outfits.  Everyone was in good spirits and Beth settled in to have fun.  There was a general chatter as everyone else got comfortable as well and a buzz filled the air.
David sat down on Beth’s right.  She could feel the warmth of him and wanted to roll herself in it.  She wasn’t sure if she would be able to get rid of him now that he had settled into her life so well.  What was more is that she really wasn’t sure she would ever want to get rid of him.  It was a new experience for Beth.  She was use to getting frustrated in relationships.  David was different.  She couldn’t imagine life without him even though she had only known him for a week.  She turned and smiled at David who was watching her with a small grin on his face.  It was a deep heartfelt look.
“So you’ve known David for a long time I gather,” she said with a questioning lilt to her voice, looking around David to one of his close friends and business partners.  She had asked David to invite them because if she was really honest she was curious to see what his friends were like.
Pete gave a grin back and threw a glance toward David. “Indeed I have that honour and I can tell you all sorts of sordid details about him,’ he said.  The three of them started to laugh as David brushed a hand across his forehead looking slightly embarrassed.
“Oh really?  Do tell!” Beth drawled back and shared a wink with the woman on Pete’s left.  Pete, a tall man with a sparkle in his eye and an unfazed expression, had come with his wife.  She was a bubbly redhead who had in the spirit of the evening unbuttoned her top low enough to reveal a black satin bra.  She assured Beth, when she first arrived, that had she known of the particular dress requirements she would have been much more daring.  Beth liked her instantly and they already had plans to get all the girls together for lunch later in the week.
David groaned good naturally as Pete launched into a description of one of David’s more embarrassing moments at university.  He told the story with wit and humour which soon had all of them teasing David unmercifully.  Their laughter brought the attention of the others at the table and Thomas, David’s other business partner and good friend, helpfully added in a few details that Pete had forgotten to mention.
“I can’t believe you remembered that,” David said with an exaggerated glare in Thomas’s direction.  Thomas snickered in return with a look that promised that he remembered a great deal more details from university days.  Even Pete was looking slightly worried.
“We’ve unleashed a monster,” he muttered to David as the two of them eyed their friend.  Beth looked over at Thomas who was ribbing David and Pete.  He, like Pete, was a treat.  Beth liked his dry humour and quick smile.  Obviously the charmer of the three, although David and Pete could certainly hold their own she admitted to herself.  It was a pleasure to have him, Pete and Pete’s wife around.
“You started it,” David replied reaching out to give Beth’s hand a squeeze under the table.  He liked this, Beth realised.  Being together with friends who knew him so well and who were dredging up all sorts of mortifying tales.  With all the travelling she guessed that he hadn’t had a lot of time to spend with friends and as a consequence was more then happy to take anything they threw his way as long as they were all together having fun.   Beth was pleased that he had such a good group of friends around him and even happier to find that she hit it off with them instantly.  She enjoyed watching the camaraderie the three shared together.   It was like watching her with Charlotte, Karin and Bee.
In direct contrast to the others however, Thomas’s current squeeze was particularly uptight.  She barely concealed her boredom as the men told a particularly amusing tale about how they first met one another.  Having taken one look at the feathers, lace and beads, surrounding her, the woman had nearly sneered.  What was her name again Beth thought?  Oh yes, Meredith. Meredith was a woman whose spine was so utterly rigid and unbending that Beth was afraid that she would shatter if anyone breathed heavily in her direction.
Beth shook her head laughing as David muttered ‘and another one about to bite the dust’ under his breath just as she had that last thought.  She wasn’t the only one to notice Meredith’s displeasure.  David was right, it was so not going to last.  Beth would lay a bet that Thomas would be ready to throttle his companion by the end of the evening.  In fact he looked close to that even now.
Thomas noticing her looking his way and changing the subject completely asked, “So your parents were really into the whole royal family were they?”
“What makes you ask that?” Beth replied wondering what Thomas was up to.
“Well Elizabeth and Victoria? I figured that naming you after two great Queens either suggested a huge admiration for the royals or perhaps a scandal?” Thomas looked like he was going to start rubbing his hands together. “Are you somehow descended from some illegitimate child who seeks to reclaim your rightful place on the throne?”  he asked with a gleeful expression.  He had leaned forward looking enthralled at the concept that maybe just maybe he was on the right track.  Pete and his wife dissolved into giggles as they watched Thomas move in for the kill.
“Nothing so exciting I promise,” Beth replied laughing.  Victoria who was sitting on the other side of the table started to giggle.  “They figured that since we were going to be treated like princesses all our lives and rule any house we lived in that we may as well have the names to go with all the power!” Everyone joined in laughing as it was indisputable that Beth’s parents had been right.
Just as the second round of drinks was being placed onto the table and Beth was relaxing into what promised to be a fun evening, the restaurant door opened.  With a blast of crisp autumn air Joseph Serrate walk in.
Beth felt her stomach drop.  This couldn’t be happening.  David tensed beside her as he caught sight of the detective while Vickie and Scott flashed worried looks her way. Was Beth under arrest?  Had they decided she had killed Brian regardless of the evidence?  The whole party seemed to realise that something significant was happening as conversation died away.  Thomas and Pete shared a puzzled look watching David’s far from happy response to the new arrival.
As the detective reached the table looking incredibly awkward, Beth’s nerves reached panic stations.  The door behind him flung open again and Karin walked in the door fashionably late as ever and beaming a smile.  Her cheeks were flushed from the cool air and her eyes were dancing.
“Oh I’m glad you made it,” she called across the restaurant to Joseph as she made her way over.  Walking up next to him, she put a hand on his arm and kissed him on the cheek. “I wasn’t sure if you’d turn up,” she continued turning to the table and linking arms with Joseph she introduced him around.
Beth’s jaw dropped.  Karin had invited Beth’s nemesis to dinner?  Hold on, Beth thought, Karin was DATING her nemesis?  She could feel David start shaking with laughter next to her.  Happening to anyone else Beth had to admit it was mildly amusing but it was happening to her!  She turned and sent outraged looks to Charlotte and Bee.  There was no way that Karin would have been able to keep this that quiet, Beth thought, without a little help.  Charlotte and Bee quickly immersed themselves in their menus under her murderous stare.  No doubt about it, they had known.  Beth could just see their lips turning up in hard to repress smiles.  Not only had they known, they were enjoying this as much as David was.
Karin was flushed a light pink as she caught the look in Beth’s eye and made short work of getting herself and Joseph settled at the table.  She gave Beth a quirky smile and a faint shrug.  Beth tried to glare back but couldn’t help herself, she started laughing.   This was just too good, even if it was happening to her.
Conversation filled their corner of the restaurant and the evening was a huge success.  They ate, they talked and the friends told embarrassing tales about one another. Joseph fit in easily having shed his responsibilities for the evening and even Thomas’s date relaxed enough to exchange a few pleasantries.  Beth felt exhilarated.  She was happy she realised.  She was surrounded by the best life had to offer.  She had some of the most fantastic friends a person could have.  Her sister and brother-in-law were relaxed and happily expecting their first baby.  The business was off the ground.  Maybe not hugely successful yet but Beth had her hopes.  Next to her was a man that she really connected with; a man that was as intrigued by her as she was by him.  The only shadow over things was Brian and now Tina’s death.
Beth glanced over at Joseph.  The detective didn’t look as drawn in casual clothes.  In fact he looked fairly enthralled by Karin.
“He looks besotted,” David muttered as he watched Karin and Joseph.  Beth smiled.  Her friends were all wonderful and it was a pleasure to watch one work her magic on an unsuspecting man.  She turned back to the man beside her and flashed him a quick grin. 
“He doesn’t stand a chance does he?” David asked looking back at Beth with a gentle smile on his face.
“Nope,” Beth agreed.  They both glanced back at the couple. Karin was waving her hands in the air telling Joseph something and he looked mesmerised.  Looking at Joseph Beth wondered how he was getting on in the case.  Was there a lead?  Had the box lead to any new clues?  Would they find the murder?  Beth hoped that it stayed out of the dinner conversation but wanted to know what happened.
Beth’s fears were unfounded.  The only reference made to Brian or the case was near the end of dinner.
“I wanted to apologise for missing the funeral,” Joseph said to Beth as everyone stood up to have an after dinner drink.  It was an easy way to give them all a chance to mingle and talk to people they hadn’t had a chance to talk to during the meal.  David was staying firmly at Beth’s side with Scott and her sister.  Joseph continued almost at a loss for words, “Will Brian be buried at the local cemetery?”
“He was cremated,” Scott explained as the twins and David shared a grin. “With so many ex-wives wanting a piece of him, we decided it was the easiest way to distribute him evenly.”  Everyone laughed and Beth was surprised to see that Joseph laughed harder then the rest of them.
He caught her eye and said, “You forget I’ve met them all.” The laughter that had died down burst forth again and the twins had to regale their dinner companions with the tales of Brian’s many wives.  By the end of it everyone was gasping for breath, including Thomas’s girlfriend.  Yes, Beth thought, Brian had certainly collected a fine group of harpies in his lifetime.
As everyone kept chatting Beth found a minute to quietly ask Joseph if anything had come of the trap the sisters had laid.  While a box of paperwork was unlikely to be a major break in the case it was a chance to get the police to look in a new direction, at a new lead.  Joseph looked at her with understanding.
“There is a new lead that we are following up on,” he admitted, “and yes it is directly in result to you and your sister’s quick thinking.” He gave Beth a wink and then moved off to coax Karin away from her conversation.  The two headed out together, laughing as the wrapped up to face the cold outside.  Beth watched from a distance smiling.  She realised that Joseph was quite pleased with himself and that he had actually told her nothing about what was going on.



Chapter 36
Leaving the restaurant Beth walked hand in hand with David as they followed her sister and husband home.  This is what life is supposed to be like she decided.  Well fed, with good company and someone to share it all with.  She glanced over at David.  He was smiling at her.
“Happy?” he asked smiling at her face flushed pink with the cool air and the wine from dinner.
“Yes,” she replied squeezing his hand.  ‘Are you?”
‘Yup,” he answered with a cheeky smile showing off his dimple in the street lights.  “I’ve finally figured out that with you nothing is normal or tame.  There will always be something happening.’
“Does that scare you?” Beth asked.  She was only partially teasing.  That lack of normalcy was exactly what chased most men away from her.  They didn’t like the ever changing world that Beth lived in.  She on the other hand thrived on it.  If it weren’t for Charlotte and her ideas, Karin and her antics or Bee and her escape plans, Beth thought she would have turned into a very dull and boring person indeed.  She liked who she was but equally liked David.  She wanted him to embrace that adventurous spirit as much as she did.  She wanted to get into trouble with him.
David had pulled her to a stop and they stood just in front of the house face to face.  It was a cool autumn night and the smell of a wood burning fire was in the air; perfect weather for romance.  Leaning down David kissed Beth on the forehead.  “It doesn’t scare me,” he said.  “I like getting to know who you are.  I like finding out new things about you.  I have a feeling that you are wild inside although you come off as only slightly eccentric,” he said with a wry grin.  He leaned down and kissed her gently and then more firmly as she pulled him more tightly to her.  Beth made up her mind.
As they went into the house Beth led David to the study without saying anything.  She hadn’t brought him in here before.  This room was the one place that was truly a reflection of the twin’s personalities.  It was their sanctuary.  Showing this room to anyone was like baring their souls.    Because it was such a personal space they had locked the door during the funeral.  It never occurred to Beth to bring David in until now.  While she had been thinking he might be nice to keep around, this was taking an active step to including him in every aspect of her life.  After all, he was becoming an integral part of her day to day existence so he would need to see what he shared that space with.  Everything that made her what she was.  This room and its creations were a fundamental part of her.
David stood in the doorway with his jaw wide open and an expression of pure wonder.  Beth tried to see it through his eyes, the silks, the lace, the furniture, everything.  It was chaos, it was order.  It was wonderful she thought and turned to look back at David as she leaned against the edge of the desk.  His eyes were hot and warm as he strode across the room to her.  He didn’t need to say anything, she could see that this room thrilled him.
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her as if it were the most important thing in the world to him.  David felt warm and strong under her hands.  She pulled frantically at his shirt pulling it out of his trousers and off him.  His hands slid around her back pulling her tighter as she pushed his shirt off his shoulders.  Beth hesitated as she felt the bandage on his shoulder and gently moved down to kiss the injury.  David groaned and lifted her up so that she sat on the edge of the desk.
They paused for a minute looking deep into one another’s eyes.  David leaned forward and gently kissed her on the lips pushing his strong solid body between her thighs.  Beth ran her hands through his hair and held on as he leaned her back on the desk.  He pulled her top over her head making Beth let go of him for a second.  She groaned in protest at the separation and then gasped as his bare chest brushed against her.  Under her back she could feel the smooth cool silk that had been draped across her desk, it gave a sensual twist to their embrace.  She moaned and tried to pull David more tightly to her.
Breaking their kiss, he laughed and looked down her body, sliding his hands along the plains of her stomach until he reached the tie of her skirt.  Pulling gently at the neat little bow, the wrap around slid away from her and with a quick tug ended up on the floor with half the other contents of Beth’s desk.  She laughed as David gave her a seductive smile and leaned down to nuzzle her breasts.  She felt him tug at the white sheer lace bra she was wearing, moving the fur trim out of his way.  She sighed and ran her hand through his hair as he gently paid homage to first one and then the other.
Pushing David up and off her, Beth sat up on the edge of the desk then stood and slid her hands into the waist of his jeans.  She watched as David’s eyes grew heavier with the pleasure as she popped the button and tugged the zip down.  Pushing her hands along his hips she managed to take both his jeans and briefs to the floor in one easy movement.  Beth looked up from her kneeling position in front of him.   She gave him a wicked smile and leaned forward again.  She hadn’t missed the expression on David’s face.  He was about to be undone.  Brought down by a woman he had known for nearly a week.  It was a heady power to know that she could and would make him loose all control.
Minutes later David was frantically pulling Beth back up on to the desk.  His moves were jerky and he couldn’t seem to get enough.  She stretched her arms over her head and luxuriated in the feeling of being a woman.  She loved the fact she could drive him wild.  David tugged gently again at her bra straps and the froth of fur and lace slid away.  Beth looked up at his face and brushed a strand of the dark hair off his forehead.  His blue eyes were hot and intense as he tried to gain enough concentration to strip her panties from her.  He slid them off her body and took the occasion to drop a kiss at the juncture of her thighs.  Bending her knees, he placed the heels of Beth’s feet on the edge of the desk and with a tremendous skill proved to Beth that he too could push her to the brink.
Beth lay back and let her body flow with the passion that washed over her.  The feel of him made her convulse and her back arched as she urged him to keep going.  Beth tried to catch her breath but found she couldn’t.  Her body took over and pulled her along a tidal wave of feeling.  She was faintly aware of the room around her, the patchwork of colours, materials, the familiar table and chairs.  Nothing could have prepared her for the pure ecstasy that she was caught up in.  Gasping she reached down and pulled David’s hair.  He glanced up at her and smiled when he saw her expression.
Beth found she couldn’t stay still.  She pulled harder and David slid up her body making her writher and gasp again.  This is what she really wanted, her body slick and hot.  She wanted David in her and on her and around her.  The feel of him filling her caused every fibre of her being to spasm in pure enjoyment.  As they climaxed, Beth opened her eyes to watch David as he looked down at her.  He leaned down and kissed her and thrust into her in a final force of power.
In the aftermath, lying tangled in his arms half off the desk Beth couldn’t help but think something had changed.  Their relationship had moved from mere boyfriend girlfriend to something much more intense.  This was the icing on the cake.  Their lives were forever entwined; even if they didn’t end up together a piece of herself would always be David’s.  Beth thought for a minute.  She really wanted him to stay.  She really wanted to end up with David.



Chapter 37
The reading of Brian’s will had been planned for three days after his funeral and it crept up suddenly on the sisters.  It was once again time to face the music.  As they were leaving the house Beth tried to tell David that he could stay behind.  This was going to be unpleasant and he didn’t need to sit through it as well she thought.
“If you think I’m letting you out of my sight, given your perchance for causing trouble, think again,” he said giving her a cheeky grin.  He held the door for her as she got in the car. They argued good-naturally for a minute longer but Beth gave into the inevitable when David slid himself into the driver’s seat.  Vickie and Scott began to make bets to which ex would throw the first punch and when it came to the full out cat fight which ex would win.  By the time Vickie and Scott had clued David into the whole family saga that was Brian’s’ love life, David vowed that nothing could keep him away.
The sisters had been asked to attend by the legal team and were willing enough to go simply to watch the story unfold first hand.  They didn’t expect there to be much in the way of inheritance.  By the time they got to the lawyers offices everyone else had already arrived and they were ushered into the boardroom without any delay.  With Brian’s three ex-wives, latest girlfriend, Beth, Vickie, Scott and David and a legal team of three, the normally spacious room was full.  With all of Brian’s exes in one room, Beth decided she was very pleased David had come.  It just felt safer to have someone big on her side.  The whole day was bound to end up with violence.
Tension was already rife in the air between the various loves of Brian’s life.  The lawyers murmured to one another while everyone jockeyed for position in the room.  There was a smug look from ex-wife number one.  She was secure in the knowledge that their divorce papers stipulated that at least half of Brian’s possessions would be hers.
Ex-wife number two sat bitter and mealy-mouthed.  She knew she wouldn’t get a penny from the rotten two timing bastard that had been her husband.  Their marriage had lasted three months while the divorce itself had raged on for eight months.
Ex-wife number three was shooting daggers at Brian’s latest girlfriend.  This was the same girlfriend responsible for the break-up of that marriage.  The girlfriend sat shifting in her chair.  She looked ready to spring for the door at a moments notice.  No doubt she knew each of the exes by reputation and was wary of being close to any of the pit bull terriers.  If anyone was going to get physically hurt today Beth had a sneaking suspicion that the girlfriend would be first in the line of fire.  Beth wondered if she had known about Tina.
The lawyers, eager to avoid too much more rising aggression, were quick to outline all the legal aspects of the will.  They explained that as a last will and testament it was binding.  They also explained that it had been updated two weeks before and was airtight.  The head lawyer ended on the note that as a legal entity, they were just the messengers. No amount of screaming or shouting would make a difference.  It seemed, Beth thought, that the legal team also remembered ex-wife number two and the eight month divorce battle.
With everything clearly drawn out, the will was duly witnessed and read out.  It was simple.  It was straightforward.  It was shocking.
Each of his ex-wives and his girlfriend were to be given an equal share of all of Brian’s worldly goods.  The total amount of which was nothing.
Brain Grant, of sound mind and body (though not according to Charlotte) had no funds, no properties and no stock.  There was nothing in his name that could or would be passed on to anyone.  A share of nothing was still nothing.
The room was quiet.  Beth watched as each of the ex-wives tried to swallow what they had just been told.  Between the Botox injections and the strategically styled hairdos there was just a quiver of movement between them all.  This, Beth figured, would be equal to a full out screaming tantrum without the facelifts and hairspray.
Ex-wife number one found her voice first.
“But David had money, he owned his company.  He had properties.  Where is all of the money?” she said.
“I agree.  Where is it?” Ex-wife number three chimed in.  “He was living the highlife.  You can’t tell me that there’s nothing left.”  Ex wife number one turned and gave her a look of utter contempt.  She sneered so well her top lip practically curled.
“I believe your prenuptial agreement stated that if the marriage was to cease there would be no remuneration after death,” she said cuttingly.
“He said he would take care of me,” ex -wife number three hissed back.  “He said he would give me everything that you didn’t have your claws sunk into.”
“But Brian promised me,” interrupted the perky breasted girlfriend. “He said he would take care of me no matter what.”  She looked confused and out of her depth.  She looked all her 22 years of age.  Beth wondered again if the girl had any idea about Tina and the numerous other secretaries Brian had ‘taken care of’.  At least the wives had known what he was like and had gone into it with open eyes.
“Oh shut up,” said wife number two. “You all seem to have talked to him in detail about what you would get when he died.  Highly likely he said anything you wanted at the time.” She gave a nasty look to wife number three who was credited with souring Brian’s second marriage.  While fooling around with office staff was something all the wives had been aware of, fooling around and finding new wives was really not appreciated.  A fine line but a crucial one by the looks of things.
“Regardless, ladies,” the head of the legal team leaned forward.  He was determined to avoid the conversation deteriorating any further.  “There was nothing in Brian Grant’s estate to divide and therefore our business is concluded.” He closed his folder and stood.
“Miss Grant and Mrs Stephens may I ask that you and your partners remain for a moment regarding another matter?”  he asked dismissing everyone else from his attention. Suddenly in the spotlight, the women of Brian’s past turned and looked in unison at the four sitting quietly at the end of the table.  If looks could kill, there would have been blood shed and each of them would have been maimed.  Beth moved a little closer to David.



Chapter 38 
Once the room cleared all three of the lawyers seemed to sigh in relief.  The ex-wives were all muttering about contesting the estate and dragged their heels trying to find out what more the lawyers might say to Brian’s family.  Everyone in the boardroom stayed quiet until the door was shut and there was no chance of being over heard.  The head of the legal team took a deep breath and looked at Beth and Vickie.
“This is an unusual situation,” he said pausing and then continued, “Simply put two weeks ago Brian moved the last of his properties, his fortune, his shares and his homes back under the name of the Trust which was set up by his mother.  He basically made himself a poor man and transferred it all over the last few years.  This was unprecedented.  Until that time only the barest minimum was kept in the Trust.”  The lawyer paged through a document.
“Were you aware that Brian had a Trust?  One set up by his mother Alison Taylor?” he asked looking up from his paper work to eye the sisters.  He waited for them to respond.
“Yes we did know about Brian’s Trust,” Beth said as Vickie nodded.
“Did you know about the provision in the trust should the heir pass away?”  he asked watching them.
“No,” Vickie said looking at Beth and back at the three lawyers.  Scott leaned forward and David raised an eyebrow.  This was an interesting development.
“At the time she set up the trust, Alison Taylor named the child or children of herself and her husband Charles Grant as the benefactor/s.  In this case, Brian Grant inherited until such time as his death.  At his death, the Trust reverted back to Alison Taylor’s original bequeath.  The bequeath states that should no such child or children survive, the trust must then go to the children of herself or her husband, Charles Grant.”  The room grew silent.  Beth and Vickie sat shocked.
“Why would she do that?  She couldn’t have known that our father would remarry and have children. Or that she wouldn’t be around,” Beth said confused.
The lawyer placed his glasses down on the table.  “It was very clear at the time of creating the Trust, Alison Taylor was aware that her cancer had returned.  She lasted eight years more but it was an uphill struggle.  Alison must have known that she might not survive.  She would have been aware that her husband might remarry.”
“But surely she would have assumed that Brian would have survived and would inherit?” Scott asked.
“When she set up the trust it may have been her intention to have that trust provide for any additional children her husband would have as well as Brian,” the lawyer sitting to the right of the senior partner answered.  It was the first time he had spoken.  All three lawyers looked decidedly uncomfortable and were nearly fidgeting in their seats.  For top barristers this was the equivalent of jumping up on a bar and doing a pole dance as far as Beth was concerned.  There was more here then met the eye.
“What do you mean?”  Vickie asked.  She also looked suspiciously at the legal team.
“When Brian came of age to inherit, he took the Trust originators to court.  He wanted to clarify what he felt was a clerical error when the Trust was created,” the lawyer paused. “Basically, he set out to ensure that there would be no provisions given to the two of you.”
“Why?” Beth asked.  “We wouldn’t have asked for anything from the Trust.  It was created for Brian by his mother.  It didn’t have anything to do with us.”
“Originally, the trust read that the benefactor/s would be the child of herself and / or her husband,” the senior partner answered. “Brian challenged it in court saying that Alison would not have been aware of other children.  He ascertained that his mother had meant the child/children she had at the time.  Not the children of his father and another woman.”
“He won the case and the wording was legally changed.  It made clear that Brian was the benefactor unless he died and the Trust would then revert to any other children your father may have sired,” the other lawyer concluded.
“Was that legal, to change the wording of the Trust?” Scott asked.
“There was no challenge to Brian’s claims.” The lawyer responded “Charles Grant was aware of the dispute but made it clear that he was not going to contest the situation.”
“That makes sense,” Beth said to Vickie. “Dad wouldn’t have wanted to turn Brian against the family. Well any more then he already was,” Beth was also aware that the original will was what Brian had shown to Michael.  That was why their accountant was so sure they had money.  That sneak.  Everything was starting to fall into place.  She looked at her sister and could see that Vickie had also figured it out.
Much of the rest of the meeting passed in a blur.  It was hard to get their minds around everything that was happening.  In a week from being heavily in debt to slightly successful lingerie developers to wealthy trust fund babies.  It was a lot to take in.



Chapter 39 
“Becoming trust fund babies isn’t nearly as much fun as it sounds,” Beth said with a sigh as she put down yet another document that the lawyers insisted they sign.
“If I see another lawyer or another lawyer’s office this week I’m going to scream,” Vickie agreed looking grumpy. “Really loudly,” she added as she leaned back in her chair rubbing a hand over her very large belly.  The last few days had been filled with a mess of legal papers and lawyers offices.   There was apparently a lot to sort through, the sisters weren’t impressed.  Once again they were cleaning up Brian’s mess.
“On the plus side though,” Beth said. “With the rent from Brian’s properties and the allowance we get from the trust fund, we can shop as much as we want.”
“That is nice,” Vickie agreed nodding and shifting in her seat.  ‘Of course getting to the shops is proving to be a little problem at the moment.”   Vickie was more then ready for the baby to arrive, the extra weight making no position comfortable for her for very long.  Beth smiled at her fondly.  She was pleased, despite all the complaints about the paperwork, because life had just fallen into place over the past few days.  To be honest, Beth thought, after she considered it, the biggest issue the sisters faced now was that there was too little time to actually get out and enjoy their new found wealth.
“Hey it could be worse,” Beth said in a bid to cheer her gloomy sister up.
“Oh this should be good,” Vickie said with a smile and a raised eyebrow.
“There’s always internet shopping,” Beth replied giving a cheeky grin back at her rather rotund twin.  Vickie picked up one of the pillows from the couch she was sitting on and tossed it at her sister, laughing.
Life was getting into a routine.  Scott was working a great deal of hours to collect time off for when the baby arrived.  He and Vickie decided that he would keep working despite the windfall from the Trust.  It was important they decided, that Scott maintained his own identity and he enjoyed his career.  Scott and Vickie were happy with the safety net of money but even happier that they had their own identities within the marriage.
David was also working a great deal of the time.  His retirement, while officially initiated, was still in its final stages so there were the occasional events he had to turn up to.  He was also getting more immersed in his business.  David and Pete seemed to be taking the business world by storm.  They were very much in demand and, between the actual projects and development work, David was a very busy man.  Beth loved it.
Beth loved having him come home from being out working in the day.  She loved that his hours were flexible so sometimes he would be back for lunch and work from home.  Other times he would leave later so they could enjoy a morning together.  Their relationship got stronger with each passing day.  Whatever the time of day or night, when David got back from work Beth would be swept into an embrace.  Inevitably they would find themselves in compromising positions.  It was an easy life and one that both of them seemed to thrive.
*
David hung up the phone satisfied.  They got the deal.  He leaned back in his chair and watched Pete who was sitting on the other side of the desk.
“So they’re going for it?” Pete asked with a raised eyebrow.  He was leaning back in his chair with his ankle resting on his right knee.   There was no doubt in his voice.
“Yup they’re going for it,” David said giving Pete a contented grin.  David never had a doubt in his mind that it would work.  A snicker made him look toward the built in shelves to the left of his office.  Thomas was leaning up against them doing his best suave and debonair.  They had all gathered in his office for this call.  Once the deal came through their business would be in the green.
“Did you have any doubt, Pete?” Thomas asked Pete as they watched David grin smugly back at them.
“What that our illustrious partner wouldn’t be able to convince some poor hapless sod that he should hire us at full price?  Nope, no doubt at all,” Pete agreed with a laugh.
“The fact that the guy is a manic rugby fan didn’t help at all of course,” Thomas said looking at the ceiling in mock despair.
“Hey what ever works,” David replied with an even wider grin.
“Even with this deal we are going to be tight on money.” Thomas said moving closer to the desk to perch himself on the corner.  He adjusted the cuff of his suit so that the mandatory inch of shirt sleeve showed underneath.
“We’ll make it,” David replied shortly pulling the papers on his desk toward him.  He didn’t want to talk about it.  Thomas was a phenomenal numbers man but this one particular issue cut just too close to the bone.  David didn’t want to discuss it, didn’t want to even think about it.
“Maybe, probably but we’re overextending,” Thomas said seriously ignoring David’s attempt to put an end to the conversation.  “Between the money we’re spending on new development projects and the stuff we’re already doing, we’re tight until some of the clients start paying us. We need the extra capital.”
“I can dissolve a few of my bonds or sell some stock,” David said lifting a shoulder.  He paged through folder from his desk ignoring both Thomas’s raised eyebrow and Pete’s grin.  Pete was sitting back in his chair happily watching Thomas and David fight it out.  This had been an ongoing discussion for the past week.
“Why don’t you just pursue a case against the estate,” Thomas asked sounding mildly exasperated.
“It’s not important.  I have plenty of money,” David replied shortly.
“They have plenty of money,” Thomas insisted turning to look even more closely at David.
“So have I,” David replied in a matter a fact tone of voice, looking back up at his friend.  He really didn’t want to discuss it or his motivation for feeling the way he did.
“But some of their money is your money,” Pete said reasonably, entering the foray.  Both he and Thomas were watching David closely, their faces serious.  David couldn’t understand why they just didn’t get it.  Why couldn’t they leave it alone he wondered?
“Everything I have is Beth’s.  Nothing else matters,” David said knowing he was fairly roaring as he stood, finally frustrated that they were pushing the issue so strongly.  He froze.  What?
“Uh huh,” Thomas said with a grin.  He glanced at Pete and they exchanged a nod both standing up and heading toward the door.
“About time you figured it out,” Pete said with a snicker as he and Thomas left.  David picked up a paperweight from his desk and threw it toward them but they managed to shut the door in time.  It fell with a clatter harmlessly to the floor as David sank into his chair again.  He could hear the bark of laughter from his friends as they left him to think about what he just said to them.  Had he meant what he said?  Yes, without a doubt, David realised.  He would willingly give her everything, no questions asked.
David turned and looked out the window of his office.  He couldn’t imagine a life without Beth in his life.  A smile slowly crept over his face.  In fact, a life with Beth in it was something he looked forward to with a great deal of glee.  They were meant to be together.
*



Chapter 40
Two days later, despite their protests, Beth and Vickie found themselves begrudgingly in their lawyers’ offices once again.  It was a clear day outside which gave an ominous chill to the air as they were ushered into the main boardroom.  Beth looked around at the thick wooden table, the elegant chairs and the two nervously smiling junior partners who loitered by the door ready to attend to either sister’s tiniest need.  This room was a far cry from the usual cluttered office the sisters had become so accustomed to when there was decidedly less money behind them.  Beth found it amusing how quickly times had changed.  Before she could even smirk in her sister’s direction, the doors were thrust open and the junior partners jumped aside for the three senior partners who strode inside.
“Good morning ladies,” the most senior of the trio was quick to say as the three men settled in chairs to the left of the room.  He cleared his throat and glancing at the door which had been gently shut behind the departing lesser staff members.  
“As you know, as part of your inheritance you are legally joint senior partners in Brian’s business.”  He raised his eyebrow.  Beth and Vickie glanced at one another and then slowly nodded.
“Knowing your brother and the various situations he was apt to getting himself into,” the Partner paused drawing Beth’s attention back to him as he cleared his throat with an embarrassed glance at his colleagues, “we all felt it would be prudent to have an assessment made of Brian’s business by an independent consultancy and auditor.  The organisation that was hired to review Brian’s business is well known, efficient and reputable.  They were given access to the company documentation and site two days ago and this morning asked for an urgent meeting with all of us.”  The lawyer did not look comfortable as he explained.
Before anyone could get into any further discussion, the consultants arrived.  With them was a man who looked, if Beth were feeling truly unkind, like Toad of Toad Hall meets Sherlock Holmes.  He was tiny, dressed to the nines in a grey pinstriped suit with a navy blue executive coat thrown over an arm.  His eyes took in the room, its occupants and the layout with one sweeping glance and Beth had no doubt that he would remember it all in detail for years to come.  Despite his small size, he looked like a man who could strike terror in the hearts of business professionals everywhere.  Beth smiled quietly to herself.  This was going to be fun.
After initial reintroductions, the consultants wasted no time in explaining the presence of the Toad, Andrew Jones. He was a government auditor.  One who specialised in fraud and money laundering.
“This morning we conducted a raid on your late brother’s business,” he started.  Beth and Vickie both gasped.  Hang on Beth thought, this sounds serious.
“A raid?” Beth asked confused.  What was going on now?  She glanced at the lawyers who were still looking very uneasy.
“The consultants that you hired became aware that there were issues with the business within hours of their arrival.  Over the past two days they have explored the degree to which they and you needed to be concerned,” Andrew paused significantly and then continued, “In short, the business is in serious trouble.  There are funds missing, unexplained monetary contributions to and from the business and a number of dubious business processes..”  Andrew was succinct and clear.    He looked serious and larger then life even though in actuality he was a small man.
“Why didn’t you tell us you were going to be raiding the offices?” Vickie asked puzzled.  Beth had to agree.  It seemed like there was a lot going on behind the scenes that the sisters, also known as the senior partners, were unaware of.
“There was a question of how involved you might be,” Andrew said without apology.  His gaze was direct and he didn’t shift as he spoke directly to them.  This was not a man ashamed of himself or his profession.  He was making no apologies for the fact they had seriously considered the twins might be criminals.
“I see,” Vickie replied and slowly turned her head to give Beth a pointed look.  Okay it looked like Beth’s bad luck streak was back.  Beth closed her eyes for a moment and held her breath.
“After investigation and from the evidence that your consultants uncovered during their initial review, it was obvious that neither of you nor Scott Stephens could be involved,” Andrew continued with a slight bow in their direction.  If Beth didn’t know better she would have thought he was enjoying this.  She could feel her back muscles relax slightly with the knowledge that this wouldn’t be yet another crime lumped on her shoulders.  Next to her Vickie looked outwardly relieved and colour was back in her cheeks.
“What have you found out?” Beth asked curious now that she and Vickie were breathing calmly again.
“Our auditing team raided Brian’s offices this morning in order to establish if anyone else was involved.  We found a great deal of evidence that this was a long term plan which involved quite a few of the management of your brother’s, and now your, firm,” Andrew replied meeting Beth’s eye.  By raid, Beth figured he meant a group of suits showed up in the offices this morning to demand everyone put down their pens and hand over their files, a bit like school exams.  Andrew Jones enjoyed his job.  As he went on to explain what had taken place, he confirmed that he had indeed led the raid.  Beth could see his eyes positively light up as he discussed it.  Raids were no doubt one of the perks of his job.
“Having looked through everything, the only avenue of action left that I can recommend is to sell off the assets of the business in order to pay back the IOUs.  As it is we may not be able to cover all of them,” the senior partner sighed as he looked back through the record in front of him.
“I concur,” their senior consultant didn’t look anymore pleased as she nodded her agreement.  They had reached the end of the line.  Beth reached forward and looked through the lists of people and companies that Brian had swindled.  It was staggering.
As she turned the page a name jumped out at her.  Beth felt like everyone was talking far away from where she was, she tuned out of the discussions going on around her completely.  There was David’s name.  Beth didn’t know why she was surprised.  He had mentioned it when he arrived at the funeral.   What he hadn’t mentioned was just how much money Brian had taken from David.  If that was one example of what they would have to try and pay back, there was no way the company assets were going to be able to cover the debt.  Beth felt a flickering of doubt.  Was David so interested in her because of the money?  Did he think that by being close to her that he would be more likely to get back what he was owed?  No, Beth put her thoughts aside.  She could trust him.  Shaking her head, Beth focused back on the conversation at hand.
“What about the trust?” she asked as Vickie glanced her way.  “Shouldn’t that money be used to cover the debt?”  It was a question that had to be asked and Beth felt like it was hanging there in the air as a possible way out for all of them.  “Surely the government at the least would seize the accounts?” She looked at Andrew Jones who shook his head.
“Had it been private accounts it could have been seized but as part of a trust it is arguable that the money there had nothing to do with Brian’s business,” he replied. “As for doing the right thing, I firmly believe that the much of the money that is in the trust is actually legitimate.  The evidence, and I can not go into a great deal of detail, but the evidence suggests that the money that Brian took was used as part of a laundering scam.  It is highly likely that had he been alive, the money that Brian took would be back in the accounts in addition to the money that he was introducing into the system. The Trust money would have remained as is.”
“Liquidation of company will pay most of the debt,” the consultant chimed in.  “there are a great deal of assets and its likely that another company might buy out his overseas offices which will cover any remaining debt.  The costs will be recouped but it may take some time.”  Beth felt herself blow a small sigh of relief. That was good news if it all worked out.  Anyway she reasoned with herself they could always use the trust money to pay things back if everything else failed.
When the sisters got home, they cornered Scott and David to tell them what had happened.  With all the details at hand it now made sense why Brian reactivated the Trust.  It was his safety net.  The money in it, had he been caught, couldn’t be touched.  All they could do was take his company, leaving Brian with a nice nest egg to live off.  The only reason Beth and Vickie got the money is that the Trust reverted to Brian’s mother’s original wishes.
“I would just avoid eating or drinking anything given to you by one of his ex-wives or girlfriends,” Stephen said as he shoved another chip in his mouth.
“Why?” Beth asked watching suspiciously as Stephens eyes lit up.
“Well if he had thought about it, he probably would have changed the Trust to match his will,” Stephen explained trying not to smile. “Well it would mean that the vultures would even now be enjoying your new found wealth instead of us.”  David, Beth and Vickie started to laugh.
“Okay so we check any gifts from any of them for booby traps,” Beth said nodding.
“And test all food and drink for arsenic,” Vickie agreed solemnly causing everyone to laugh again.
Despite all the problems, Brian’s business turned out to be the only downside of the entire inheritance issue.  Because there was nothing the sisters could do to help with the situation even the business problems weren’t a big downside.  Everything seemed to be fitting into place.  Scott teased Vickie about her waddling.  Beth found herself tripping over David’s bag every time she headed into the bedroom.   The fact that David would usually witness her flying through the air and in one case even caught her was just insult to injury.  Beth had not managed to convince him that normally she was not accident prone, quite the opposite in fact.
Consolation for her less then elegant bedside manner usually involved lots of laughing and the shedding of various articles of clothing.  It was really no hardship at all.  Beth even felt herself begin to wonder if she was in love.  It seemed too soon but she couldn’t find any other way of explaining how she felt about him.  David had become a regular fixture in the house, one that Beth had to admit she was quite getting use to.  She often would find herself listening for him in the evenings when he would normally arrive home.  It felt right that he stayed.  As for why he stayed, well he and Scott seemed to think that without them the sisters would be knee deep in murder cases.  Neither sister could come up with a good argument to contradict them.  So far the twins had not managed to extract Beth from being a key suspect in Brian’s murder.



Chapter 41
Taking her mind off the new range, Beth opened the front door three days later to find Bee, Charlotte and Karin.  Clutched in each of their hands was a long list all the things that their rich best friends might want to get for them.
“A Ferrari?!” Beth exclaimed laughing as Vickie giggled next to her on the couch.  They were in the living room with the three reprobates perched on the assortment of chairs gleefully explaining why they put what on their list.  Beth eyed Charlotte over the top of the list that she had presented.
“Why not?” Charlotte asked sounding hurt.  “A red one I think, as it will match more of my outfits.”  She was sitting on the edge of the couch swinging one of her jean clad legs.  Her cashmere sweater clung elegantly to her curves and she looked deceptively innocent.
“You don’t have a driving licence Charlotte,” Beth pointed out with a laugh.  Beth leaned back tucking her multicoloured peasant skirt around the legs she had folded up onto the couch.  She played with the long amber bead necklace as she looked back at the list.  Next to her Vickie had her feet stretched up on the coffee table.  Vickie was wearing a fleece white sweatshirt and navy white cotton draw string trousers.  Against her dark auburn hair and dancing blue eyes she looked decidedly soft and motherly. Her skin fairly gleamed as she grinned at Beth.  It was nice to have friends around them, ones willing to make fun of their newly wealthy acquaintances.  Friends like these can keep a person sane Beth decided.
“Miner hick-up,” Charlotte retorted to Beth’s comment with a shrug and then gave the sisters a grin. “We just wanted to make sure you two weren’t getting weighed down with all the new found wealth.  Anyway I can always get you to pay for a chauffeur as well!”
“You are too kind,” Vickie returned with a smile.  Nothing fazed them Beth thought.  They didn’t care if Beth and Vickie were poor or rich.
“Hey you did disinfect this room after they took Brian’s body away didn’t you,” Bee asked looking around with mock horror.  They were sitting, after all, in the room that Brian’s body had been laid out in.
“He was in a coffin the whole time Bee,” Vickie said soothingly, “Except when we accidentally stripped him naked and dragged his carcass around the room of course.”
“Oh, of course,” Bee agreed nodding, pretending to be serious. “I can see how that could happen.”
“So have you two got over that nasty habit of killing people?” Charlotte asked with wide eyed innocents. “Or should we be compiling a list of suggested victims for you to consider next?”
“Don’t joke.” Beth said.  “I really wish they would find out who did it.  I just want it all put to rest.”
“Actually Joseph is coming around to give you an update.” Karin chimed in.  There was a stunned silence as everyone digested this.  Karin started to blush and attempted to look nonchalant.  “He said he would be around this morning.  I figured if we were all here then you wouldn’t have to repeat what he said.”
“And with all of us here you figured he couldn’t try to bully Beth again.” Charlotte astutely added giving Karin an appraising look.
“He’s just doing is job.” Karin said defending him. “Its not like he is doing it just to be mean.”  Just as the two of them began to get into a heated discussion the doorbell rang.  Beth glared at her friends and told them to behave.
Sure enough, at the door were Joseph and his partner.  Never looking the most comfortable when they came by, the detectives looked very uneasy as they were ushered into a room full of people.  Beth caught Joseph giving Karin an exasperated look.  No doubt he would be having a chat to her about their timing.  Karin just smiled at him, nothing like a show of support from your friends.
Joseph asked that Scott and David join them as well so Beth obediently went to fetch them from the back.  Sometime over the last three days Vickie had decided to redesign the garden.  She had David and Scott, when he wasn’t at work, cutting flower beds and laying garden paths.  It would be a masterpiece when done but in the meantime the garden looked like a muddy mess.  The two trooped into the kitchen looking like they had been in a mud wrestling competition.
Eventually everyone was somewhat clean and gathered into the living room.  Joseph and his partner stood to one side as everyone else found a perch to sit on.  Beth ended up leaning against David who had staked out the arm of the couch.  With his arms around her and her back against his chest, Beth felt protected.  David was on her side.
“Tina was murdered by a blow to the back of the head,” Joseph started.  “It is pretty clear from our investigations that she knew something about Brian’s murder.  We think that she was trying to blackmail whoever did it which may have lead to her subsequent death.”
“How did you make that connection?” Scott asked.
“We have established that the item of clothing in the closet belonged to Tina.” The detective shot Beth and Karin a look. “From the location of that clothing and other items found in the vicinity, it looked like she left in a hurry.  We found a notebook in her home and the indents showed that she had written a note asking to be paid up.”
“Have any of you had dealings with Tina outside of the funeral?” The detective asked and looked up to meet Beth’s eye. “I need to know if any of you have any other information about this case.”  David tightened his arms around Beth supporting more of her body weight.  She realised that the detective and David both thought she might have stumbled on more information and didn’t tell them.  She shook her head.
“At this we are confident that the murders are linked and that both victims were murdered by the same person or persons,” Joseph paused and Beth held her breath.  He continued, “We are also firmly of the belief that Brian’s murder is linked to his business.  There are too many factors pointing to a business associate or partner.”  Beth could almost feel the collective sighs of relief ruffle her hair.  Could it be over?
Joseph took a deep breath. “I don’t need to tell you that this is a serious situation.  We are following some very hot leads.  Don’t do anything that can jeopardise the investigation.” After a few more comments he and his partner left the house.
“So it’s over?” Vickie asked looking relieved.
“For us at least,” David agreed nodding.  He was looking relaxed in a dirty pair of worn jeans and an old sweatshirt.  There was a smudge of mud on his cheek which Beth had to restrain herself from rubbing off.  She really loved him dirt and all.
Beth looked around thinking through what Joseph had just said.
“What was the last comment about?  Does he think we might warn the people at Brian’s office?” she asked.  Vickie and Scott shrugged.  Everyone else looked puzzled as well.
“He knows that none of us were involved,” Karin said quietly from the window seat watching everyone as they mulled everything through. “I think they have figured out who did it and don’t want us to stumble into it.”
“So we’re clear?” Beth asked to clarify the point.  “They know we had nothing to do with it.  We’re really clear of it all?”
“Yes,” Karin said responding to Beth’s comments with a smile. “Joe told me this morning that they were close so I think it’s safe to say we’re all in the clear.”
The relief was palatable.  It felt like a weight was being lifted from their shoulders.  There was nothing left but to steer clear of Brian’s affairs and spend time together.  To celebrate the seven of them raided the kitchen and ate lunch on the terrace overlooking the muddy patches.  One day soon those muddy patches would be filled with every flower imaginable, knowing Vickie.  Actually Beth mused to herself as they ate, at the moment it looked a bit like someone had been out back burying bodies.  She shook her head.  What was she thinking?  Dead bodies?? 
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By early afternoon the friends had departed and Vickie had retired to the sitting room.  David and Brian were in the back digging up more holes while trying to figure out the plan that Vickie had drawn for them.  Beth didn’t think the garden was going to survive the invasion.
She was putting the last of the clean dishes away when the doorbell rang again.  Putting down the dish towel she answered it and was surprised to find Brian’s ultra efficient secretary.
“Anne! Come in please,” Beth beckoned her in and opened the door wider.  They walked toward the living room, she noticed that Anne looked almost… well haggard.  Vickie waved as they entered the living room and met Beth’s eyes.  She wasn’t the only one to notice that the impenetrable Anne was looking far from her usual efficient self.
Leaving the two to exchange greetings, Beth made a pot of tea and told the hardworking men that they were welcome to take a break and say hello to Anne.  They declined, determined it seemed to sort out the mess of a garden.  By the time she went back into the living room Vickie was sunk into one of the couches with her eyes closed and Anne was sitting silently staring off into space.  Vickie opened her eyes as Beth placed the tray down and the two of them looked at the pale vacant Anne.
Vickie leaned forward and asked gently, “Anne, are you okay?”  Beth figured that Anne had come by because she missed Brian.  The last few days had obviously been too much for her.  Being close to Brian’s sisters was probably the only way she could get a bit of closure on the murder.  It might be the only way Anne felt she could get closer to Brian now that he was gone.
Anne shook her head and visibly looked like she was bringing herself back to the surroundings.  “Oh.  Yes.  Yes I am.  Things have just got a bit … confusing these last few days.” She said as she took her cup of tea from Beth.
“I can imagine you’re trying to sort out things after Brian's death.  It must be very hard,” Beth said softly.  She really didn’t know how to make Anne feel better.  “How are things at the office? “
Anne looked at Beth and then at Vickie.  She pulled herself up, straightening her back and put her tea cup down on the table between them.  She took a deep breath and said, “Yes that’s what I wanted to talk to the two of you about.  The business is not going at all well.  With Brian gone and the funds all frozen by the government we are in dire straights.  It looks like the business is going to fold.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Beth.  The sisters already knew all this of course, but it seemed like the news had finally been shared with Brian’s colleagues.
“Is there anything we can do for you?  It must be very hard,” Vickie asked
“No – and we were so close to making it.” Anne said as she clenched the handbag that sat in her lap.
“Why couldn’t you just leave it?”  She asked suddenly looking at the two sisters.
“All you had to do was use the Trust money to pay off your creditors.  Why did you have to go through that paperwork?  Why didn’t you just transfer enough money back into your business accounts and leave well enough alone?  All we needed was a week and it would have all been cleared up.”
“What?” Beth said leaning away from Anne.  “What are you talking about?”  What was going on here?  Anne didn’t look like the lost soul from mere minutes ago.  She looked angry.  In fact, she looked deranged.
“No I guess you couldn’t leave it could you?” Anne asked glaring at Beth.  “You wanted it all didn’t you?  You knew that if you handed over that account information earlier that they would freeze the funds of Brian’s business before we could fix it.  You knew that if you just sat back that his business would fold.  It couldn’t have been easier for you to ruin Brian’s business could it?”  Anne was getting irate.  She rose from the couch and was walking around in choppy motions.   She waved the handbag she had clutched toward them every now and then to extenuate a point.
Beth stood up and moved closer to Anne.  “I’m sorry I still don’t know what you’re talking about.” She said.  In the back of her mind she knew that there was something wrong with Anne.  She just couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was that was so worrying.  Vickie was sitting on the couch watching Anne as if she were insane.  Obviously Beth wasn’t the only one worried.
“Anne why don’t you sit down and we can talk through this?”  She asked.
“No,” Anne stopped pacing and turned to face Beth.  “I’ve sat still enough.  Don’t you understand?  I had it all planned.  With Brian gone, I could fix the company.  I knew that once he was out of the picture the other partners would be able to salvage the mess he had made of things.  We would be able to run the business properly.  Successfully,” she said.  “Brian was ruining things.  Every time we had everything running smoothly, every time we had money coming in, he would invest in some crackpot scheme or be making a divorce settlement.  He kept taking the money.  The business was going under.  He was destroying the business.”  The last comment was made in a screech.
Beth felt her stomach sink lower and lower as Anne raved on.  She had a sick feeling. She had an idea where this was heading and didn’t think that she or Vickie wanted to be there when Anne reached the end of her tether.
Scott was in the back garden with David.  They would make Anne leave or at least keep her busy until help arrived.  She could make an excuse and fetch them. She stepped toward the door, torn.  Vickie was too big to move and Beth was determined to make sure Anne was kept away from her.  Tucked into the corner of the couch Vickie was at least out of focus.
“Where are you going?” Anne suddenly asked focusing on Beth. “Where are you going?”
“I thought I would just pop to the kitchen to refresh the tea,” Beth replied thinking quickly.  “I won’t be more then a minute.”  Surely Anne, the calm efficient Anne would be content to rave on until Beth managed to alert the men.
“No.” Anne said fiddling with her bag.  “No, you stay here until we sort this out.”  Anne fumbled and suddenly pulled a gun from her handbag.  It was tiny but solid.  It was pointing at Beth.
Beth always thought seeing a real gun would be more dramatic somehow.  On television guns are always larger then life and when they appear on the screen.  The appearance of a gun was usually preempted by ominous music.  Nothing in the seconds it had taken Anne to pull out the gun had prepared Beth.  It was hard to believe that such a tiny metal thing could end her life.  The pounding of her heart in her ears, however, was warning that her body believed this was a life threatening situation.  Anne did not look stable or lucid.  Her stance was strong though and the gun didn’t quiver in her grip. This woman was serious and had a gun trained on Beth.
As long as the gun stayed on Beth and didn’t turn toward Vickie, Beth felt okay.  Deep down, she really wanted to run screaming from the room.  She wanted to pull the gun out of Anne’s hands and throw it out the window.  But mostly Beth wanted to run in front of her sister.  Her sister, who couldn’t move quickly, couldn’t shift out of the couch without help.  Her sister who was incredibly pale and panting as she watched the gun.
Beth said quietly, “Anne please calm down. I don’t know what you are talking about but I am sure that we can sort it out.  If there is a way to save Brian’s business with money then maybe we can do that.  Just calm down and we can talk about this.”
“No,” Anne said. “No.  I thought about it and this is the only way.  Without the two of you there isn’t anyone to inherit the trust and they will then turn it over to the company.  There will be more then enough money to put back in the business.  All of the money, not just some little hand out and … and from there the business will be fine.”  Anne was trembling although the gun stayed steady.  It seemed like she was talking to herself more then to Beth.
“Everything will be fine – I just need the two of you gone and it will all be fine.”  Anne took a deep breath and her whole body stilled.  She stared into Beth’s eyes.  Beth could hear the blood pounding in her ears and everything else in the room blurred as she focused on the gun and Anne.  She could see the pitch black hole at the centre of the gun barrel, the grey circle that surrounded it and the minuet detail of Anne’s finger as it started to tighten on the trigger.
There was an explosion of noise and Beth felt a huge impact as her body flew back and crashed onto the floor.  She felt incredibly heavy and struggled desperately to draw in a breath.  The room had darkened and she couldn’t get her gaze to focus.  Her hearing went fuzzy and she couldn’t get a grip on what was happening around her.  Had she been hit?  Was it not hurting because she was fatally injured?  Had the bullet just gone through some fat and she was oblivious?
Just as Beth was getting ready to slip into full on panic, the heavy weight on her shifted and air flooded her longs as she gasped.  The world came back in a scattering of voices shouting with the sound of struggle.  Her ears ringing Beth lifted her head.  Staring back at her was David.  He was half sprawled over her, his hair tussled and face lined with worry.
“Are you okay?” He asked cupping her face with his hand.  Beth could feel his body shaking slightly from the shock and pulled him closer.  She closed her eyes as she hugged him to her.  She couldn’t believe she was still alive.
“I’m okay,” she said softly to him.  “I’m great,” she amended.
“Good,” he replied. “Because it would just be wrong to be this hard if you were hurt.”  He moved his hips a fraction to illustrate his point then dropped his head into her shoulder. “Shock reaction,” he explained and they lay there laughing in one another’s arms.
Above them they could hear Scott speaking over the voices of the detectives.
“You don’t need to hyperventilate, love, they're fine.  No, I’m not just saying that.  They wouldn’t be laughing if everything weren’t fine.” There was a pause.  Even the detectives grew quiet and then Scott’s voice said “Vickie, what’s wrong? The baby? NOW?” he ended in a note of panic as the ambulance crew on the scene moved forward to assist with the onset of labour.  Beth and David looked at one another and kept laughing.  Safe.



Chapter 43
Two days later everyone was all gathered in the family room of the house to welcome home the new arrival.  Vickie and Scott had had a baby girl with big red curls and huge blue eyes.  They had named Mary after her maternal grandmother.  The parents glowed with pride as everyone cooed over the beautiful baby.
Just as Vickie had managed to get the baby back to sleep, Karin showed up to the ‘welcome home party’ with a sheepish Joseph in her wake.  Karin was grinning widely and had no qualms about dragging Beth’s once nemesis back into the foray.
“And so?” Vickie asked raising an eyebrow as everyone nagged at Joseph to tell them what had happened.  Looking around the room at the eager and curious faces around him, Joseph caved.
“Anne had virtually lived for her work,” he explained with a shrug.  “With all the partners pulling their weight, the business should have been taking off and the reliance on the money laundering would have fallen away.  Anne couldn’t understand what was happening.  They were winning new business but money just wasn’t staying in the accounts.  And not just the money that was being moved in and out to legitimise it.  All the money.  What Anne didn’t realised initially was that as fast as the business was filling the accounts, Brian was emptying them.  He would duplicate transactions that already existed with slight variations.  To anyone who looked it would seem like the money was being legitimately used.”
“It was the same thing he did to us,” Beth agreed nodding her head and waiting for Joseph to continue.  It was all starting to make more sense she thought.
“When Anne found out that Brian was responsible for taking funds from his own business, she just snapped.  She decided it was up to her to fix things.  That fateful evening, she went to Brian’s home to confront him.  Somehow when they were talking, Anne decided that Brian wasn’t going to stop so she spiked his drink and stabbed him in the back while he was copping a feel,” Joseph leaned against the fireplace as he took them through the story.
“Do you really think that it was spur of the moment?” Scott asked sounding curious.  It did seem a little too straightforward.
“I’m sketchy whether Anne had ever seriously tried to talk Brian around,” Joseph agreed nodding.  ‘She says that’s what happened but I think it might be more likely that such an incredibly capable woman would have had it all planned.  Why else bring the sedatives with her?” Joseph lifted a shoulder and let it drop again.  “It just seems too coincidental that she planned the confrontation on the one night that Brian at his own home rather then out at his girlfriends.  Taking both drinking glasses with her when she left is just icing on the cake as far as I’m concerned,” he admitted.  “The only evidence she had left behind was Brian’s little black book which had been shoved into his mouth.  Anne must have considered herself free and clear when she left.
What she couldn’t have known though was that her boss was home because he was cheating on his girlfriend.  He was home that night but not alone,” the detective paused letting the significance of what he was saying seep in.  The baby gave a little cooing noise drawing attention back to her but as she sighed herself back to sleep everyone turned with bated breath back to the tale at hand.
“Tina had been hiding in the closet.  From what we can tell, Tina and Brian were having an affair for weeks and when Brian heard Anne calling him from the front hall, he panicked.  He must have convinced Tina that it would be easier for him to get rid of Anne on his own.  She was hidden from sight.  If I were to speculate, I would say that Brian had probably wanted to keep Tina a secret knowing that Anne highly disapproved of her flighty and somewhat incompetent colleague.  Brian had to know that Anne was the only reason the company was still afloat.  Keeping Anne happy had to be his priority.  Consequently when she came into the bedroom to find him, Brian had seemed completely alone.  When she stabbed Brian in his bedroom, Tina had witnessed the whole thing.”
“So why didn’t she tell anyone?” Beth asked frustrated.  If Tina had only told someone like the police Beth wouldn’t have had to deal with everything over the past week.  All those questions, all that worry, all of that could have been avoided if Tina, normally big mouthed, had only just told someone what she had seen.
“Instead of telling the police, Tina decided to make a little money out of the situation and tried to blackmail Anne,” Joseph explained smiling in sympathy.  He of everyone there knew how close they had come to dragging Beth into the middle of everything.  “From what we can piece together, Anne arranged a rendezvous with the blackmailer in the office having agreed to pay and hid herself to catch Tina red-handed.  At the time Anne wouldn’t have known who would have witnessed her attack.  Still there must have been sufficient evidence in what the blackmailer had conveyed for Anne to take it seriously.  When she saw who it was that was collecting the money, she had bludgeoned Tina over head with a paperweight while Tina had literally been counting the cash.   Tina had not been smart enough to just take the money and run.”  All of them looked faintly confused.  How stupid could you be to count money at the scene of that crime Beth thought?  Surely even Tina would have known better
“So why would Anne have hid our family papers in Brian’s room?”  Beth asked dragging Joseph back to one of the things that had puzzled the twins from the start. 
“She knew that the two of you were aware that money was missing from your company. You were bound to look in detail at your records to try and figure out what happened.  Once you figured out Brian’s scam, it would only be a matter of time before someone thought to look at Brian’s business accounts.  Anne was determined not to let that happen.  She was going to make the business succeed come hell or high water.  They had two big deals in the pipeline for the next week.  She figured if she could delay the accounts getting into your hands, then they could pay the money back into your accounts sighting a clerical error.  You wouldn’t then care how the money originally left your account and they could use future business to settle the rest of Brian’s business debt.”
Beth and Vickie had been right.  The missing piece had been simple.  The box of paperwork had been the key.  Not because the sisters couldn’t find the paperwork but because Anne didn’t want them to find it.  All she had wanted was to delay their discovery of the paperwork.  Long enough to get funds back into their account and long enough for the sisters not to care that the money was gone because it was back again.  If Anne had left it in her office where it was originally stored, the twins would never have found it and never would have linked everything together.
“So how did you figure out it was Anne?” Karin asked lounging back on the couch.  “And how did you know that she would be at the house?”  The others nodded in agreement.
David explained that Joseph had showed up at the back gate to the garden about five minutes after Beth told them she and Vickie were taking a break.
“We didn’t think it was Anne at the time,” Joseph admitted.  “I was looking for Frank, one of the junior partners in Brian’s firm.  He was the one who took the box of paperwork from the flat.  We had been following him and one minute he was there and the next he was gone.  His car had been parked in a side street near the house but when we couldn’t find him it felt to suspicious.  He hadn’t left our sight all week and then gone.”
“We told Joe that Anne was in the house having tea with Beth and Vickie and that she was alone,” Scott said.  “To be honest we weren’t worried at that point,” he looked over at David who nodded.
“Joe got the phone call while we were talking. His colleagues had found Frank unconscious in the trunk of his car suffering from a substantial head injury.”  David continued giving Beth’s hand a squeeze.  He had been worried, she thought.  In that moment when that call came in, David had started to worry that something was going to happen to her.  Beth felt warm inside.  She squeezed David’s hand back and smiled into his eyes.
“We thought he had to be involved if not completely responsible for Brian’s death.  Especially after you mentioned a man had put the box of paperwork under Brian’s bed,” Joseph said running a hand through his hair.  They had been close to nabbing the right suspect but nearly not close enough.  “It was just a matter of time for the three of us to put two and two together.  The only time anyone had seen Frank outside of the office was when he was with Anne.”
“Of course,” Beth said sitting up straighter. “He was the one who drove Anne to the funeral.   I remember thinking that he was happy to do anything Anne wanted.”
“Once we figured it out it was just a matter of getting into the house.” Scott said. “I just kept thinking there is a killer in there with my wife.”  Scott looked haunted.  Those brief seconds it took for them to run into the house must have felt like an eternity.
“They arrived just in time.” Joseph didn’t look greatly impressed “They weren’t going to wait for back-up.  They just charged in there like enraged bulls.”
“I was first through the door.” David said ignoring the detective’s pointed comments.  “I didn’t even think.  There was Beth and this gun.” He paused and squeezed Beth’s hand more tightly. “I just reacted.”  David had tackled Beth just as the gun went off.  Scott following closely on his heals managed to position himself between his pregnant wife and Anne as Joseph grabbed her.  It had been a scary moment.



Chapter 44
Digesting everything that had happened was exhausting.  Beth just couldn’t get her head around it.  She got up to fetch more tea for everyone needing a minute to herself.  In the kitchen, staring out the window, Beth realise how close she had come to loosing her life.  How close had she had come to loosing Vickie.  How much she truly loved the men that had saved them.
*
David watched Beth head into the kitchen.  He still felt a kick in the gut every time he thought about how close he had come to loosing her.  If he had been a second slower, if they hadn’t figured out that Anne was the one.  David stood up.  He felt sick to his stomach even thinking about it.  He didn’t want Beth to leave his sight.
His every instinct was to protect her and David didn’t know what to do about it.  He loved her but he didn’t know if she felt the same about him.  Was it too soon to ask?  Too soon to push for some kind of commitment that would allow him to be a part of her life?
David walked into the kitchen and looked at Beth’s back.  She was looking out the window lost in thought.  He smiled.  All he wanted was her and if he was right, she wanted him.  Nothing else mattered.
*
Two arms came around her as she stood thinking in the kitchen.  Beth leaned back letting the body behind her take some of her wait.  She looked up at David.  She had known it was him, known from the minute he walked into the kitchen that he was there.
“Thank you,” she said catching hold of one of David’s hands.
He pulled her more tightly against him “I told you I wasn’t letting you go.  You can’t be trusted not to end up in some mess without me.”
“Me? What do you mean??”  Beth asked teasingly as she turned in his arms.  She reached up and stroked David’s face.  She looked at the strong lines of his face, his dark hair and vivid blue eyes.  He was everything she could have wished for in a man.
“Well the first time I set eyes on you, you were dripping naked in my bathroom,” David started with a smile.
“That wasn’t my fault.” Beth insisted in mock outrage.  If anyone was listening this was probably better then a soap opera she thought smiling and hugging David to her.
“Then the next time I spoke to you, you had conferenced in your numerous friends.  I seem to remember that conversation was all about why you didn’t kill your brother, why you threatened to kill him and how he would have deserved it because he was a … what was it?  Oh yeah seedy,” David continued grinning at the woman in his arms.
“I was flustered.” Beth shrugged nonchalantly looking at her nails. “And he was seedy.”
“Then when I see you again, it’s at the funeral of the biggest swindler in the business.  He, I might add, was lying dead in your living room.  A living room filled with pretty much every thief and hoodwink around.  And you with this lacy red and silk thing.  I don’t think one of the men in that house had a coherent thought all day.”
“Stop,” Beth giggled trying to put her hand over David’s mouth.  She loved the feel of him against her body.  She let herself enjoy the rush it gave her to have him so close.  She loved David.
“I didn’t know if I should run for cover, take you over my knee or move in!”  he said looking disgruntled as he grinned down at her.
“So what have you decided to do?” Beth asked holding her breath.
“Oh move in definitely… haven’t you noticed?” he asked raising a surprised eyebrow at her.
“Well, yes I noticed that you hadn’t left. I thought that it might be because you were looking for your money,” Beth decided to be upfront.  It was the one fear she had with David, the only one.  Was David staying with her for her or for the money?
“What money?” David asked looking perplexed.  He tried to get his scrambled thought back into a semblance of order to concentrate on what Beth was saying.  With her so close he had a hard time.
“The money Brian owed you,” Beth explained breathlessly. She hadn’t wanted to think about it too much but she had been thinking about it since she had seen David’s name on that list of people swindled.  It was the whole reason that she had seen David again.  He had been looking for Brian because Brian had owed him money.
David knocked his forehead against hers. “Honey I have more money then I know what to do with.  I stayed to keep an eye on you.  And as for moving in… if there were any room in your closets I would have unpacked that suitcase half a day after I arrived.”
Beth took a deep breath and looked at David.  She cupped his face.
“I love you,” she whispered to him.  David pulled her tight against him and kissed her deeply.
When they finally pulled apart, he smiled and let his eyes rove around her face
“I feel like I’ve waited forever to hear you say that,” he said.
Beth laughed and shifted against him.  He groaned and grabbing her hips.
“I loved you from the minute you plastered that naked body against me in the hotel bathroom. Spend the rest of your life with me,” he murmured unable to stop himself.  He wanted to be with her.  It was as simple as that.
“Yes.” Beth kissed him as he leaned closer. “I think it will take a lifetime to get my fill of you.”



Epilogue
Five weeks later, it was a sunny and brisk November day.  Beth was in the study doubled over in laughter.  She couldn’t get her breath with the tightly clinched dress and the hysterics going on in front of her.  Stationed in front of Beth were three disgruntled friends and a frustrated neurotic wedding planner.  Charlotte, Bee and Karin were standing in elegant royal blue silk designer suits with pencil skirts and high heels with tiny pink bows sewn on.  Under their suit jackets they were wearing nothing but bright silk fuchsia bras.
“Why not?” Charlotte asked stamping her foot with her hands on her hips.
“You can’t seriously walk her up the aisle with your breasts hanging out,” the wedding planner wailed practically pulling her tightly upswept hair out.  Beside her the make-up girl was quietly laughing as she tried to get Beth to sit upright long enough to put on the finishing touches.
“But they sell lingerie, it makes sense to show off some of their pieces,” Karin tried to explain while the wedding organiser frantically attempted to pull Charlotte’s jacket closed.  Given that the jacket was slightly smaller then it should have been and buttoned with only one button at the front, it proved an impossible task.  The wedding planner looked at the other two and back at Beth who was still having a hard time stopping the laughter.
“What do you think Beth?” Bee, ever the pacifier, asked with a grin.  Beth had to admit once she had had a chance to catch her breath that the three of them looked striking.  She turned to look at her sister.  Vickie had tucked herself into one of the over stuffed chairs by the fireplace.  In her fuchsia suit, the royal blue bra she was wearing would be equally remarkable.  At the moment of course it was tucked to the side as she fed her veraciously hungry daughter before the ceremony.  Said daughter was wearing a matching fuchsia dress with royal blue shoes and bow in her hair.  Beth turned and looked back at her dear friends.
“I like it,” Beth decided.  “It really is appropriate,” she said with a grin at her friends.  Gently she patted the hand of the wedding planner who was leaning against the table.  The woman looked like she was about to expire on the spot.  Beth laughed and stood up.  This was going to be a wedding the neighbourhood would never forget.
Beth looked in the mirror positioned by her desk.  Her dress was simple and elegant and perfect she decided.  They had chosen an ivory heavy brocade silk material patterned with a stylish motif that caught the light just so.  The dress was a form of wrap and the design was simplicity itself.  The cut allowed the skirt to fall in a wide A line cut to the floor, her bodice was strategically tied allowing the intricate multi facetted beading of her bra to add a touch of colour.  With her hair falling in waves down her back the veil helped to set off her creamy skin, vibrant blue eyes and auburn hair.  She looked perfect.  With a touch of a smile at her friends and a nod, Beth was ushered into the hallway.
Waiting for them were the groomsmen who were to escort the exquisitely dressed bridal party.  Joseph Serrate stood glowing with health as he offered his arm to Karin.  David had asked him to be a groomsman because he, in David’s mind, was credited with starting the whole escapade.  Without Joseph and Brian, they might never have met the first or second time.
Karin was more than pleased to have Joseph there and he looked remarkably more then just pleased to see Karin.  In his morning suit he even looked like a normal everyday kind of guy.
Thomas, David’s best man, wound up escorting Charlotte and couldn’t take his eyes off her.  Having met her once before it seemed only to have struck him in that moment just how alluring she was.  The fuchsia bra alone seemed to mesmerise him.  Beth wondered if he was going to be able to string two words together when the time came for the best man’s speech.  She tried to stifle a giggle and leaned down to smell her bouquet to distract herself.
Bee and her husband, having arrived back from honeymoon the day before, stood to the side, fairly glowing with happiness.  They looked to the world like a couple who had had their every wish fulfilled.  Beth didn’t doubt it for a minute.
As Beth walked outside she couldn’t help feel that this was the start to a wonderful future.  The bridesmaids walked through the garden with their escorts and Vickie followed with Mary in her arms.  Together they walked down the garden to the sound of gentle music and the occasional chirp of the resident birds who had not yet flown to warmer climates.  As the bridal party arrived, everyone stood and turning watched as Beth, escorted by Scott, walked down the garden path.  She smiled, glowing with happiness.
At the end of the path standing under the autumn leaves of the trees was David.  The garden around them was filled with the season’s flowering plants and in every corner there was a riot of colour.  Packed amid the flowers and outdoor gas heaters were friends, neighbours, ex-team mates, colleagues and family.  They had gathered to celebrate two very special people finally tie the knot.
No one there missed Brian.
***
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