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Elegant green tendrils of kelp swayed in graceful, undulating motions as grouper and sea bass peeked out from their leafy sanctuary. Bullet-shaped tuna, the Indy car drivers of the sea, zoomed through the vast tank like silver streaks.

“Fabulous,” Theodosia murmured, as she watched, fascinated, separated from the five-hundred-thousand-gallon tank by more than fourteen inches of tempered glass.

It was the grand opening of the Neptune Aquarium in Charleston, South Carolina, and Theodosia Browning, proprietor of the Indigo Tea Shop, had been tapped to cater tea, scones, and tea sandwiches for the opening-night private party to honor dignitaries and big-buck donors. Except, right now, she’d briefly escaped the black-tie party and retreated to the Ocean Wall exhibit, where she was off in her own sweet reverie, marveling at the kelp garden and coral reef. She was aware of distant voices and slight chatter somewhere overhead, but right now, in this particular space, Theodosia was able to pretty much block them out.

“I thought perhaps I might find you here,” a genteel male voice called to her.

Theodosia pulled her attention from the enormous tank and spun on her hot-pink suede stilettos. “I felt the need to escape,” she said, smiling and shaking her head. “But if you need me…” She smoothed the front of her short black cocktail dress as Drayton Conneley, her catering manager and master tea blender, tapped his foot and smiled a benevolent smile. Probably, Theodosia decided, Drayton had come to fetch her and drag her back to the festivities, which pretty much involved all the donors heartily congratulating each other for the enormous checks they’d written to finance this state-of-the-art aquarium. Although Theodosia was a huge believer in supporting museums, arts organizations, and various charities, she was not so enthusiastic when it came to boasting about it.

“Actually,” said Drayton, “Haley’s managing the tea table rather nicely.” Drayton was six feet tall, graying, and sixty-something, impeccably dressed in a narrow European-cut tuxedo with a red-and-midnight-blue tartan cummerbund. “Besides, there are three other restaurants serving tonight as well. All plying the aquarium’s donors and dignitaries with excellent canapés, pâtés, and fresh seafood.” Drayton posed and cocked his head in a quirky magpie gesture. “Although seafood appetizers do seem like a strange contradiction, considering our surroundings.” He moved a few steps closer to the tank and peered into the dark, briny depths. “Amazing, isn’t it? To actually recreate the ocean floor and reefs?”

“It’s mesmerizing,” Theodosia agreed, as she caught a glint of her own reflection mirrored in the tank’s outer wall. Blessed with masses of auburn hair, a fair English complexion, high cheekbones, and full mouth, Theodosia cut an eager, elegant figure. Her inner workings, however, were a bit of a dichotomy. While Theodosia possessed a Southern lady’s gentility and grace, she was also fiercely independent and courageous. She wasn’t afraid to stand up for her rights, take her place in the business community, accept any challenge that was thrown at her, and champion the occasional underdog. It was this unflagging courage and disdain for inertia that made her cornflower-blue eyes fairly dance with excitement. “I could gaze into this tank forever,” she murmured, partly to Drayton, partly to herself.

Theodosia had been born with a love of the sea as well as all living sea creatures, from enormous humpback whales to minuscule anemones. And each year, when tiny leatherback hatchlings crawled out of their nests on Halliehurst Beach, Theodosia helped shepherd these newborn turtles across the treacherous sand, where hungry shorebirds hovered, and into the safety of the sea.

And, of course, living in Charleston, a city built on a grand peninsula that enjoyed the crashing, lashing waves of the Atlantic, put Theodosia in almost constant touch with water. If she wasn’t speeding across the dizzying Cooper River Bridge, she was enjoying the local bounty of briny shrimp and fresh oysters, or jogging with her dog, Earl Grey, at White Point Gardens on the very tip of the peninsula. At the very least, Theodosia was able to inhale the intoxicating scent of sea salt on the warm breezes as she bustled about her little tea shop on nearby Church Street.

“Haley’s been giving me some rather stern lectures concerning sustainable seafood,” Drayton smiled. “Apparently, it’s acceptable for bluefish and yellowfin tuna to be served in her luncheon crêpes and chowders, but Chilean sea bass is strictly verboten.”

“Contrary to what people have believed for centuries,” said Theodosia, “there just isn’t an unlimited supply of fish in our oceans.”

“Pity,” said Drayton, “how we humans tend to muck things up.” He touched an index finger to the thick glass, then turned even more serious. “You know, don’t you, that the folks from Solstice are here tonight?” Solstice was the restaurant that Theodosia’s former boyfriend Parker Scully owned and ran. A popular bistro that offered tapas and a wine bar.

Theodosia nodded. “I know.”

“I hope that’s not why you’re dodging all the champagne and merriment.”

“It’s not,” Theodosia told him. She gave a shrug, easy to do in her cute one-shouldered number. “Parker and I are just fine.” She and Parker had had their talk, a very frank discussion about ending their two-year relationship, and now things were simpatico. At least she assumed they were. “I’m cool, he’s cool,” she told Drayton.

“Excellent,” said Drayton. He peered down his aquiline nose. “Then I suppose you’ve already spoken with Parker tonight?”

“No, just to Chef Toby.” Toby Crisp was the executive chef at Solstice, the one who created tapas for the bar and low-country cuisine for the dining room and kept the kitchen humming. “But I’m positive Parker’s around somewhere. I’m sure I’ll run into him.”

Drayton stepped away from the glass, then hesitated. “Our bursting-his-buttons executive director, David Sedakis, is slated to give a welcoming speech in another ten minutes or so.” He glanced down and tapped his watch, an antique Patek Phillipe. “Actually, five minutes.”

“And you’re thinking it would be politically correct if I were there,” said Theodosia, “since Sedakis also sits on the board of your beloved Heritage Society?”

“Your applause would be most welcome.”

“Then I’ll be there.”

Drayton gave the short half bow of a fencing instructor and quickly departed, while Theodosia, in no hurry to rejoin the boisterous crowd, turned her attention back to the Ocean Wall.

What was the hypnotic pull, she wondered, that the sea had on her? She bent forward and touched her cheek against the coolness of the glass. Probably, she decided, it harked back to sailing on her dad’s J-22—sluicing through the waves, running the slots between Sullivan’s Island and Patriot’s Point. She could practically picture the yellow spinnaker booming and billowing like mad, feel her hands on the wheel, recall that her dad’s strong hands had hovered just inches away.

Good times.

Theodosia was alone now, both parents long dead. In fact, her only living relative was her Aunt Libby, who lived at Cane Ridge Plantation. But she had Drayton and Haley, who were practically family, as well as an entire contingent of dear friends and customers who congregated almost daily in her tea shop.

I’m lucky. I’m one of the lucky ones.

Her eyes closed and a smile drifted across her face as a wave of gratitude swept through her, stirring her heart.

Because these days…

Something pecked at the glass. A gentle tap. Theodosia didn’t so much hear it as sense a vibration.

Her eyes opened slowly, her curiosity roused. She stared into the tank.

For a few seconds, Theodosia couldn’t quite figure out what she was staring at. Or what was staring back. The thickness of the glass magnified and distorted whatever creature was peering at her.

She tilted her head, curious. Then, like a morning mist suddenly burning off, her eyes focused and she was able to see exactly what was happening.

A face bobbed close to hers! A human face! Papery white skin leached of color, eyes rolled back so far that only the whites were visible.

Theodosia clapped a hand to her mouth, horrified but unable to look away. Her rapidly darting eyes took in the entire bizarre scene of a man gently bobbing in the tank, hopelessly entwined in some kind of net. His facial expression was a death grimace. Then, a floating, almost disembodied hand seemed to slowly rise up and scratch tentatively at the glass.

Oh no! Please, no!

Theodosia’s world suddenly lurched crazily on its axis. Because bizarrely, horrifically, she recognized the signet ring on the dead man’s left hand!

If she hadn’t, Theodosia wouldn’t have known it was her former boyfriend!

“Parker?” she gasped.

Her legs turning to jelly, panic coursing through her, Theodosia sank to her knees as the horror of what was happening, here and now, closed in around her like a dank rag dripping with chloroform. Her respiration came in short, biting gasps, but the air didn’t seem to be getting to her lungs. She felt close to blacking out as a strange darkness, oppressive like a damp, threatening fog, threatened to overtake her.

Balling both hands into fists, Theodosia beat futilely against the glass wall. How could this happen? How could this be happening? Her former boyfriend bobbing like a cork before her very eyes!

Clawing at the glass now, Theodosia let loose a low moan as Parker’s body twisted in the netting that wrapped around him, scattering fish like frightened lemmings. Could they sense his death, too? Did they feel her shock and dread? Were they absorbing the sound waves of her desperate beating against the glass?

It was only when a moray eel made a lazy circle about Parker’s head that Theodosia thought to scream out loud.
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It was your basic nightmare aftermath. And even though the Charleston Fire Department’s rescue squad arrived in record time, there was no rescue, only a sad recovery.

“I can’t believe it,” Theodosia told Drayton. “We were just talking about him.” Her lips felt stiff, as if they’d been shot with Novocain, and her entire being felt completely detached from what was happening around her. Probably, Theodosia decided, she was in the throes of mild shock.

Of course, I’m in shock. Who wouldn’t be?

Drayton, along with Haley, her young baker and chef extraordinaire, tried to lend support. Drayton, in particular, was a brick.

Balling her fists up, Theodosia wiped at her eyes. She saw shiny sparkles and felt hard grit. “Tell me this isn’t happening,” she muttered in a hoarse voice.

“It’s happening,” said a glum Haley. Usually saucy and cute with her stick-straight blond hair and pert nose, Haley looked like she’d been dragged through the mill. Her shoulders slumped, her normally bright and mischievous eyes had lost their sparkle. Instead of looking like she was in her early twenties, she looked like she’d aged twenty years.

There was a clank of metal and then Drayton said, “Come on, let’s find an office or someplace where we can regroup. Maybe have a cup of tea.” He put a hand on Theodosia’s shoulder, trying to pull her away.

But the clanking had gotten louder and Theodosia knew exactly what was going on. The same fire and rescue squad that had hung down over the tank and pulled Parker out had loaded his body onto a gurney and were now wheeling him out into the corridor where they were standing.

“You really don’t want to see him like this,” said Drayton, in a tone that was sharper than usual.

But Theodosia had other ideas. “Please,” she told him. “I want to. I have to.”

As the gurney rolled closer, she shook free of Drayton’s grasp and rushed over to it. Wrapping a hand around its cold metal railing, she said to the two firemen who were wheeling it, “Please wait, I need to see him.”

One of the firemen, an older man whose name tag read MORLEY, said, “No, you really don’t, ma’am.”

“Please,” Theodosia said again, “I promise I won’t fall apart.”

An EMT, an earnest-looking young African American in a navy-blue jumpsuit with red-and-white shoulder patches, had been following a few paces behind the gurney. Overhearing snips of their conversation, he shifted his medical bag from one hand to the other and said, “It’s not a pretty sight.”

“I know that!” Theodosia snapped. “I’m the one who found him.”

There were a few moments of hesitation on the part of the men, and then Morley gazed at Theodosia with sympathy-filled brown eyes. “Your call,” he told her.

Theodosia nodded.

Morley grimaced, then reached for the zipper tab on the black vinyl body bag. His big hand fumbled for a few moments, and then he gave a short jerk and tugged it down until the body bag was halfway open.

“Oh jeez!” Haley clapped a hand to her mouth and stepped back. “Oh man!” she cried out again, spinning away. It was just too much for her.

But Theodosia, her back ramrod stiff, stood next to the gurney, staring down at her ex-boyfriend. She took in his papery skin, closed but slightly bulging eyes, and white lips. And found it inconceivable that this relatively young man, always so full of life and big ideas, could suddenly be dead. And dead from drowning. A shudder passed through her and Theodosia wondered if poor Parker was resting safely in the Lord’s arms now. She certainly hoped he was. Believed he was. When she was alone tonight, back in her little cottage where she could grieve in private, she’d light a candle and offer some special prayers.

“Okay?” asked the EMT. He seemed worried that she might faint. Didn’t know the steel she had in her. “Okay to take him now?” he asked.

Theodosia continued to stare down at Parker’s body, even as she felt Drayton step up behind her. He was offering both sympathy and strength, and she appreciated that. But at the same time, he tugged on her arm, urging her to back away. To let Parker go.

“Theo?” said Drayton.

Reluctant to just turn her back on Parker’s body, Theodosia let loose a sigh of resignation. And noted that Parker’s mouth had been frozen into an O, almost as if he’d been surprised to be rescued, after all. Even though it had all come too late.

The firemen and EMT shifted back and forth, nervously, restlessly. Probably, they just wanted to complete their job and go home.

Finally, Morley said, “Just slipped off the overhead walkway, I guess.” He, too, seemed in need of an explanation.

The other fireman nodded. “There’s a whole tangle of walkways over that main tank. All metal. Probably slippery as heck.”

“Never should have allowed people to take behind-the-scenes tours,” added the EMT.

Morley bent forward to rezip the bag, but now the zipper was jammed. It didn’t want to close. He tried a second time, unsuccessfully. Frowning, he quickly unzipped the bag all the way down, creating a ripping sound. He meant to start clean from the bottom, but in so doing, revealed Parker’s hands, which were folded loosely across his chest.

Instead of stepping away and letting the fireman fuss, Theodosia cocked her head and stared intently.

What…on…earth?

Her heart gave a lurch and a tiny hit of adrenaline surged through her as she studied Parker’s body in situ now. And what she saw made her suddenly question the grim circumstances of his death.

“What if he didn’t fall?” said Theodosia. Her voice was quiet and even, practically drowned out by the mumble of the EMT, firemen, and now some nervous-looking aquarium employees who had edged in to join them.

“What?” said Drayton, leaning in close to her. “What did you say?”

Theodosia turned and gazed wide-eyed at Drayton. There was a flash of anger as well as incredulousness in her eyes. “We need to call the police,” she told him, in a hoarse, barely audible voice. Then she gathered herself together, put a hand back on the gurney, and said, in clear, firm tones, “Please don’t move him one more inch.”

“What?” Drayton said again, still not understanding. “What on earth are you…?”

“I don’t think Parker fell into that tank,” said Theodosia. “I think he might have been pushed. And then he was somehow…I don’t know…” Her voice wavered for an instant and then she found her strength. “He was held under.”

Now the second fireman spoke up, his voice filled with professional interest, but skeptical at the same time. “How do you figure that?”

“Look at his hands,” said Theodosia. “They’re all cut up.”

The fireman shook his head. “I don’t quite…”

“The wounds,” said Theodosia. “I think they might be defensive wounds!”

Detective Burt Tidwell wasn’t Theodosia’s most favorite person in the whole world, but he was smart and dogged, and he headed the Charleston Police Department’s Rob bery-Homicide Division.

Tidwell was also aggressive, demanding, and often petty. He was rough and gruff and had bright, beady eyes and a bulbous body with a stomach that resembled an errant weather balloon. When Tidwell had first arrived in Charleston, fresh off his stint of apprehending the Crow River Killer, the detectives and officers under him had been thrown into a state of shock. He didn’t look like a brilliant investigator. Rather, he resembled a slow-moving buffoon. Big mistake, for they soon learned, sometimes the hard way, that Tidwell was as predatory as they came and that his moods could shift instantaneously from genial cop to angry snapping turtle.

Tidwell had arrived at the Neptune Aquarium, spoken a few curt words to Theodosia and Drayton, then disappeared for a good thirty minutes. Now he was back, talking to Theodosia.

“One of the marine biologists I talked with,” said Tidwell, “surmised that your friend was exploring where he shouldn’t have been.”

“Possibly,” said Theodosia.

Tidwell went on, his jowls sloshing sideways. “Then he slipped and fell into one of the large nets that covered the top of the tank.”

“He was wrapped in it,” Theodosia told him. Like the poor dolphins that get hopelessly entangled in commercial nets. Only this was Parker.

Tidwell went on calmly. “Stands to reason. When Mr. Scully fell from the catwalk and hit the safety net, it tore loose and plunged with him into the tank.”

“But Parker could swim,” Theodosia told Tidwell. “So why wouldn’t he just kick his way to the surface?” She thought about all the sailing Parker had done, the boogie-boarding he’d enjoyed at his favorite beaches on Hilton Head. “He wasn’t afraid of the water.”

“Again,” said Tidwell, “the initial theory is that the deceased, obviously tangled and somewhat disoriented in the net, banged his head against the protein skimmer. Of course, the ME will have to render a definitive answer.” He paused, a look of regret on his broad, pudgy face. “Perhaps your friend’s fall was caused by a brain aneurysm or cardiac incident? It’s rare in someone so young, but it happens. Again, the ME will—”

“Did you look at his hands?” Theodosia asked. “They were completely cut up!”

“And did you see the enormous coral reef inside that tank?” Tidwell asked, but in a kinder, gentler tone. “I don’t doubt the deceased struggled mightily and gashed his hands rather badly against the sharp coral.”

Theodosia digested this information for a few moments. “I suppose he could have. Still…”

“All in all,” said Tidwell, “a terrible way to—”

“Please don’t call him the deceased,” said Theodosia.

“What do you want me to call him?”

“He was…Parker.”

Tidwell peered at her. “Tell me, if you can, what do you suppose Parker Scully was doing up there? Climbing on the catwalk that stretched across the aquarium tank?” Tidwell had put his investigator’s hat back on.

“I don’t know,” said Theodosia. It was true. She didn’t have a clue. How could she?

“You didn’t have words with him?”

Theodosia was stunned. “No! I never even saw him tonight!”

“But you knew he was present,” said Tidwell.

“I surmised he’d be here,” said Theodosia. “I knew that Solstice was one of the caterers. They were, um, doing appetizers and small plates. Tuna tartare and spring rolls.” What was she doing? she suddenly wondered. A recitation of the menu? Surely, her overtaxed brain was spitting up information that was decidedly unhelpful. Better stick to the subject.

“And you didn’t have any sort of disagreement with him?” Tidwell asked.

Theodosia jerked as if a hot coal had been pressed against her flesh. “No!”

“Old boyfriend-girlfriend issues?” Tidwell prodded.

“What are you implying?” Theodosia asked. She didn’t like his line of questioning. Not one bit.

“I bring this up,” said Tidwell, “only because someone mentioned seeing the two of you together.

Theodosia practically bared her teeth. “Who said that?”

Tidwell drew back from her. “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.”
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Theodosia stared into the mirror and saw a crazy woman staring back at her. Quickly bending forward, she splashed cool water on her face and blotted herself with a paper towel. Then she dug in her clutch purse for a comb and a tissue, patted down her hair, and blew her nose.

There. Better? No, not really. Not by a long shot.

As she exited the ladies’ room, she wheeled left and ran smack-dab into Chef Toby Crisp, Parker’s friend and executive chef. At which point they pretty much collapsed against each other.

“How could this happen?” Chef Toby cried. The sorrow on his plump and usually garrulous face was palpable. “I was just talking to Drayton and he…” His face crumpled. “Well, he said you were there.”

“I was,” said Theodosia. “It was awful.”

“He drowned,” said Chef Toby, shaking his head, brushing away tears. “In that big tank.”

“Apparently,” said Theodosia.

Chef Toby stared at her. “How could he have drowned?” he asked, his voice practically a growl.

Theodosia gazed at him through a veil of tears. “You think that’s strange, too?”

“Yes, I do,” said Chef Toby. “Sure. I mean Parker pretty much grew up on Hilton Head, something like a mile from Sunset Beach. He surfed, he did boogie boards; Parker even took dive lessons. He was certified, for gosh sake.”

“You’re thinking Parker didn’t just fall into that tank and drown,” said Theodosia. She was believing this more and more. Trying to convince herself of what really might have happened? Yes, probably.

Chef Toby scratched at his curly sideburns. “It just doesn’t seem in character that Parker would launch into a full-blown panic, even if he was wrapped in a net. Seems like he’d just…”

“Kick,” said Theodosia. “He would have just kicked his way to the surface.”

“You’d think so.”

“Unless someone held him under,” said Theodosia.

“Huh?” Chef Toby looked surprised. “What are you saying?”

“Parker’s hands were all cut up,” she told him. “I saw him. I looked at the body just before the rescue guys took him away.”

Chef Toby looked confused. “You mean like he cut himself trying to climb out?”

“More like he was fighting with someone and got…” She took a deep breath. “Got stabbed.”

Chef Toby waggled his hands in a questioning gesture. “You mean…murdered?”

She nodded. “Something like that.” Exactly like that.

“And you talked to the police about this?”

“Yes, but they don’t seem all that interested in my theories right now,” said Theodosia. Even though she felt angry and frustrated, she fought to keep any note of hysteria out of her voice.

Chef Toby stood there frowning, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his white jacket, his chef’s hat canted at a crazy angle atop his head. “Is there somebody else we can get to pursue this? Like a lawyer or something?”

Or me, thought Theodosia.

“I’m not sure,” she said.

“But why? Who?” Chef Toby cleared his throat. “That’s the better question. Who would push him in, or push him under?”

“That’s the real question,” said Theodosia.

“You really think… ?”

“Possible.” Probable.

Chef Toby was having trouble wrapping his mind around it. “So what would prompt… ?”

“I don’t know,” said Theodosia. Her mind whirred in a million directions. But she knew if she was going to find an answer, Chef Toby was as good a place as any to start. “What was going on in Parker’s life?” Theodosia asked. “Recently.”

“You mean business wise?” said Chef Toby. “Or with his personal life?”

“Let’s start with business,” said Theodosia. She decided that looking in that direction might offer the most possibilities.

Chef Toby let loose a deep sigh. “Parker was mostly negotiating to buy a second restaurant.”

“The one in Savannah,” said Theodosia. She was aware that Parker had been working on that for some time.

Chef Toby shook his head. “No, no, that fell through a while back.”

“Really?” This was news to Theodosia. “Why?”

Chef Toby grimaced. “I don’t know the exact details. But I did hear there were some scary guys involved in that deal.”

That remark sparked Theodosia’s curiosity enough to lead to another impertinent but necessary question, “Scary enough to commit murder?”

Chef Toby considered her words. “I don’t know. I never met them.”

“Do you know who they are? Do you know their names?”

“Yes, but that’s about it. All the negotiating was happening out of town and Parker was planning to hire a different executive chef, so I didn’t pay all that much attention.”

Theodosia thought for a moment. Was this something she should tell Tidwell? Or would he think she was too emotionally involved and simply trying to send him on a fool’s errand? She let those questions percolate in her brain for a few moments. Finally, an answer bubbled up. Yeah, probably, Tidwell would think she was grasping at straws. Tidwell was a bearish old boy who, like so many men, was a little distrustful of female emotions and intuition. So he’d probably listen politely, then blow her off. So…back to square one. What to do?

“Can I take a look in Parker’s office?” Theodosia asked.

Chef Toby stared at her, then said, “You realize, if the police do suspect foul play, they’ll probably start combing through his office first thing tomorrow.”

“That’s why I want to look now. Tonight.”

“Seriously?”

Theodosia gave a tight nod.

Chef Toby gave it about three seconds of consideration. “Okay, but…don’t tell anybody, okay?”

“My lips are sealed.”

“Theodosia!” She turned. Drayton was striding down the hall toward them. “You’re ready to leave now?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m going to give Chef Toby a ride home and then go home myself.” She offered a thin smile. “You can ride with Haley?”

“Of course,” said Drayton. He shook hands with Chef Toby, then gave him a pat on the back. “Sorry, just so sorry,” he said in a gruff voice.

“Thank you,” said Chef Toby.

Drayton focused his gaze on Theodosia. “Just crawl into bed and sip a cup of chamomile tea,” he advised. “Try to soothe your mind.”

“Good advice,” she told him.

But when the two of them tiptoed through the back door of Solstice some twenty minutes later, wild thoughts still whirled in Theodosia’s head.

“This way,” said Chef Toby. He clicked on a light above the large gas stove and led her through the narrow kitchen. They passed the walk-in cooler and a storage room, then turned into Parker’s small office. Chef Toby shuffled across the carpet, then turned on a light. A puddle of yellow spilled from the small brass lamp that sat on Parker’s desk. “Okay. Here we are.” He sounded a little unsure, as if they were suddenly trespassing.

Theodosia had been in Parker’s office any number of times. But not for the last couple of months. She stood, hesitant, wondering where to look, trying to figure out what she was looking for. A clue? Something to point her in the right direction, to give her a hint of a possible suspect? Theodosia made a helpless gesture with her hands. “I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

Chef Toby nodded.

“I suppose I should just look around.” Theodosia stood there, her eyes roving the small office, seeing posters, menus tacked on the wall, an old metal restaurant sign that said CRAWDADS SERVED HERE.

“Maybe start with his desk?” Chef Toby suggested.

Theodosia plunked herself down in Parker’s chair. She pulled open the top drawer and found the usual mishmash of guy clutter. Pens, stamps, a half-eaten Snickers bar, business cards, loose change, ticket stubs for a Stingrays game last winter.

“Who’s going to run the restaurant now?” Chef Toby wondered.

Theodosia looked up. “I don’t know? Parker’s brother?” Parker’s brother, Charles Scully, lived right here in Charleston, somewhere over near Meeting and Broad. She figured he was probably the heir or beneficiary or whatever the legal descriptor was.

Theodosia pulled open the rest of the drawers. Nothing. An old Sony Walkman, a pocketknife, half-used yellow legal pads, and two blue plastic binders, which proved to be empty.

The top of Parker’s desk was fairly neat. Pen and pencil set. A few stray papers, mostly supplier invoices. A sign that said IF YOU WANT TO MAKE A MILLION, START WITH $900, 000. And a four-year-old iMac computer.

Theodosia tapped a finger against the keyboard. “Did he use this much?”

Chef Toby shook his head. “Hardly ever. He was a jot-it-down-on-paper kind of guy.”

“My impression, too.” Theodosia spun the chair around, almost knocking her knees against an old green metal four-drawer file cabinet. Testing the top drawer, she found it was locked.

“Do you have a key to this file cabinet?”

“No. I didn’t even know it was locked.”

“He didn’t usually lock it?”

Chef Toby looked thoughtful. “Parker was a pretty trusting guy. The only thing he was extremely mindful about was the cooler. We serve a lot of seafood here, and you know how expensive that stuff is. Costs an arm and a leg these days. So he was always telling us to keep it locked. In any restaurant there’s always a bit of what you’d call…lateral transfer.” He sighed. “But the file cabinet…I’ve got no idea.”

Theodosia considered this. Maybe, if she could tiptoe through Parker’s files, there might be some little nit or nat that would point her in the right direction. Maybe. That was, if she wasn’t making a mountain out of a molehill. If Parker really had just fallen into that enormous fish tank and drowned.

Her eyes roved across the top of his desk and landed on a ceramic mug with a pinched face sculpted into the side, the kind of mug amateur potters sell at street fairs. She reached out, tipped over the mug, and was shocked when she detected a tinkle of metal against clay and an actual key slid out into her hand. But closer inspection revealed that it was a large brass key, way too large to fit the lock on the file cabinet.

“Back to square one,” Theodosia sighed.

“Got an idea,” said Chef Toby. He grabbed a metal letter opener off the desk and stuck the tip of it into the lock. Then he proceeded to wiggle it back and forth, very gently.

“If you do that, if you force the lock or leave marks, the police are going to know we broke in here,” Theodosia told him. Part of her wanted the file cabinet open; part of her feared they might be tampering with evidence. Which was never a good thing in the eyes of Detective Tidwell. “So maybe you should…be careful.”

Chef Toby poked and prodded for a few moments, picking and probing with just the tip of the letter opener. “There’s a little metal tongue here and I think if I…”

A metallic pop finished his sentence.

“Holy buckets,” said Theodosia, a little in awe of his lock-picking skills. “You did it!”

Chef Toby slid the top file drawer open with a self-satisfied smile. “And without breaking the lock.”

Theodosia leaned forward anxiously and let her fingertips fly across the tops of the plastic file tabs. She wasn’t exactly sure what she was looking for, but had a vague, unsettled notion that she’d know it when she found it. If that made any sense at all.

She pawed rapidly through the hanging folders, finding files marked PAYROLL, BENEFITS, INSURANCE, and MENUS. Finally, toward the back of the drawer was a file marked CURRENT PROJECTS. “I think this is what I might want to look at,” she murmured softly.

“You think Parker was killed because of a restaurant deal?” Chef Toby asked.

“No idea,” said Theodosia. “I’ll admit it sounds ridiculous. On the other hand, if we can find just a nugget of information…”

But when she lifted the file folder from the cabinet, it flopped loosely in her hand. And when she flipped the file open on the desk, there was just a single blank piece of paper inside.

“That’s weird,” said Chef Toby, beetling his brows together. “From what I recall, Parker was negotiating on three or four different deals.”

His eyes slid over to meet Theodosia’s unsettled gaze. “Do you think, um, somebody could have… ?” His words trailed off.

“Stolen his files?” said Theodosia. “Yes, it’s possible. It really is.”
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