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Chapter 1 
 
 
Paradise Island was a picturesque little island near Virginia Beach where tourists frequented 

and locals praised for its hometown ambience and peacefulness.  Of course it hadn’t been that 
peaceful lately with all the murders, and Melinda Easton wished she could get away from the 
painful memories. 

Everywhere she went she saw reminders of her sister.  Her temporary bakery was next door 
to the beauty salon where her sister Vicky had worked.  And now it was Christmas, their favorite 
time of year and her sister wasn’t here to share it with her any longer. 

“You’re a lifesaver, Melinda,” Barbara Porterfield said.  “Harper was supposed to get the 
cookies and forgot to tell me.  Mrs. Claxton reamed him out.” 

“Men, they’re so forgetful.”  Melinda’s mother, Hortense Easton, stuck her head in the 
bakery long enough to join the conversation before she went into the back room to finish packing 
sandwiches.  It was her favorite complaint. 

“I’m here to make sure he doesn’t get on Mrs. Claxton’s naughty list.”  Barbara chuckled.  
“I miss the convenience of New York’s bakeries.  Your shop makes it feel more like home.”  She 
snagged a cookie.  “When I started working on Harper’s volunteer projects I thought it was 
going to be a small thing, but it’s taken on a life of its own.”  

“He’s making a huge difference with the kids,” Melinda said.  The kids were having a 
Christmas party at the church tonight.  Sheriff Harper Porterfield was Barbara’s husband and 
he’d started a successful program for at-risk kids. 

“I put a little extra in there.  Hope they enjoy it.” 
“They will.  Please keep the bakery open after the New Year.”  Barbara bit into the cookie 

and closed her eyes briefly.  “Delicious.  Merry Christmas,” she said and sailed out the door. 



If Melinda didn’t find another job soon she’d have no choice but to keep the bakery open, 
provided it made a profit.  And it had so far, but this was the busy holiday season. 

Another Christmas song played cheerfully on the stereo and Melinda’s mother hummed with 
it as she put her coat on. 

“Are you sure you can handle things on your own?” she asked.  “I can come back after I 
drop off the sandwiches if you need me.” 

“I’ll be okay.” 
“You should hire some help at least until the New Year.  It’s getting busier every day.  I can 

come back to help you close.” 
“Don’t worry.  I’ll be fine.” 
Her mother finally left and Melinda relaxed and glanced around the shop.  The customers 

sitting at the little café tables were enjoying their pastries. 
Melinda wiped fingerprints off the display case and glanced up as another customer came in.  

She pasted a welcoming smile she didn’t feel on her face.  It felt as if she would crack with the 
pretense. 

A sudden burst of wind pushed the door open and the man grabbed for it, closing it after he 
came through. 

“I hope you have a cake left,” Neil Turner said. 
“I have chocolate and strawberry.” 
“Wonderful.  The kids will love the strawberry,” he said. 
“I know I do.” 
He shivered.  “I think we’re going to have a white Christmas this year.  We don’t get snow 

in Miami.”  
“I hope we do.  It hasn’t snowed for the holidays in years,” Melinda said as she carefully 

boxed the cake for him.  After he paid for the purchase, he tipped his wool hat and started to the 
door. 

“Merry Christmas.” 
Suddenly Melinda stopped him.  “I’ve been meaning to call you.  The gifts you donated to 

the children were a wonderful gesture.  You’ve only been here a year, yet you’ve made 
enormous contributions.” 

“I do my best.  Someone gave me a leg up.” 
“I write a community interest article for the local paper.  I would like to do an article on you.  

May I interview you in January?  Maybe something on your background.  Your high school 
picture.  Extracurricular activities.  How you ended up here.  And maybe you can talk about the 
person you mentioned.  The one who helped you.” 

He smiled.  “There’s nothing exciting about me.”  He’d bought the town’s only diner, the 
Greasy Spoon, but kept the high-calorie country dishes on the menu. 

“But there is.” 
“If you say so.” 
“Merry Christmas.”  Melinda watched him walk to his car. 
Melinda had a steady influx of customers and things didn’t slow down until twenty minutes 

before closing.  The shop was empty and she started to sweep the floor, but when the bell jingled 
above the door she glanced up.  And dropped the broom on the floor. 

Skeeter Jackson was a very attractive man.  With his movie-star looks she’d failed to see 
what was beneath the surface before she was dating him.  And then she saw the flaws.  That had 
been three years ago.  She hadn’t seen him in more than two. 



“What are you doing here?” she asked, stooping to pick up the broom.  She moved behind 
the display case, putting some distance between them. 

“Aren’t you glad to see me?  Come on over here and give me a kiss.” 
“In your dreams.” 
“I came to see you, sugar.” 
“Why?”  She wasn’t his sugar.  He couldn’t possibly think they would pick up from a 

relationship that had fizzled out long before he’d left the island. 
“I still love you.  You know that.  You knew I’d be back one day.” 
“Are you out of your mind?  Have you been drinking?” 
“Been dry for a year.  Things were right with you and me in a way it’s never been with 

anyone else.” 
Melinda looked at him incredulous.  “We fought all the time.  It was never right.” 
“All couples fight.” 
“Skeeter, I’m not going to let you harass me, because there will never be an us again.” 
“Okay.  I know you’re still mixed up about your sister.  I was sorry about all that, that I 

couldn’t make it back here for the funeral and to help you.  But I’m here now.” 
“Unless you’re here to buy something, please leave.”  The last thing she needed was Skeeter 

being his usual pain in the butt. 
“You know I don’t like you talking to me like that.” 
“Then leave.” 
The bell over the door chimed and Reginald Jones walked in.  She looked up at broad 

shoulders that easily filled out his coat.  He towered several inches over Skeeter and she was 
conscious of his movements as he moved toward the display case with athletic grace.  The last 
thing she wanted was Skeeter in the same room with Reginald.  

Her heart constricted at the same time it cringed with embarrassment that Skeeter picked 
now, of all times, to show up.  Her eyes raked over him.  Goes to show that past mistakes always 
came back to haunt you. 

Reginald’s coat was open revealing the perfectly fitting black suit beneath.  She’d ended 
their relationship almost before it started a couple of years ago.  Her feelings had not dimmed, 
but the timing had been wrong.  She was filled with grief and misgivings and she didn’t have 
anything to give him.  A one-sided relationship rarely functioned well. 

Skeeter’s facial features were more attractive in contrast.  He was just an inch over her five-
eight, and slightly unkempt, but Reginald outshone him by a mile with his clean-cut masculine 
grace. 

He nodded.  “Skeeter.” 
“Hey, Reg.”  Skeeter gave him a dismissive shrug. 
“Skeeter was just leaving,” Melinda said.  If he’d wanted to purchase something he should 

have done so by now. 
“I’m not leaving.” 
“If she says you’re leaving, you’re leaving,” Reginald said with just enough emphasis that 

Skeeter’s head jerked his way. 
“Who do you think you are to tell me what to do?” 
“Skeeter, why don’t you go home,” Melinda said. 
“I told you I don’t let a woman order me around.” 
“This one will,” Reginald said in a menacing voice.  “If you don’t go on your own, I’m 

happy to help you out.”  Reginald shrugged out of his jacket and placed it across a chair. 



Skeeter glanced at Melinda.  “I’m going to give you some time to come to your senses.  I 
know we haven’t seen each other for a while but I’ll be around.” 

“Stay away from me.” 
Skeeter started to approach her and Reginald got between them and put a hand in his chest. 
“You heard her,” he said, motioning toward the door.  “Leave.” 
“You’re not always going to be here.” 
“If you touch a hair on her head, I’ll come after you.  And you know I will.” 
Skeeter roared in laughter.  “You got a thing for her or something?  Thought you were 

sniffing after Alyssa.  But she’s married now, isn’t she?  So you go after her best friend.  How 
sick is that?” 

“It’s none of your business.  You’re not wanted here.” 
“I’ll be back,” he said.  Skeeter finally left, but Melinda knew this wasn’t the last she’d see 

of him.  If nothing else, he was persistent.  Even when she’d broken the relationship off, he’d 
made a pest of himself until he left the island. 

“You okay?” Reginald asked, his gaze raking over her, turning her hot in a way Skeeter 
never had. 

“I’m fine.” 
“Ready to close up?” 
She glanced at the clock.  It was ten after eight.  She nodded.  “I have to clean up first.”  
“I’ll help you?” 
“Mom did most of the work before she left.  I only have to sweep, put the food away and 

wipe out the case.” 
“I’ll sweep while you put the food away.” 
“You don’t…” 
He was already reaching for the broom.  “I’ll enjoy watching you, but we might get out 

quicker if I help.” 
 

*** 
 
Reginald couldn’t get Melinda from his mind as he followed her home.  She was tall—about 

five eight and she was well-built.  Long, toned legs, and body to match.  But there was softness 
there beneath the man-eater exterior that one could miss if you didn’t look for it.  But she’d 
changed lately.  She’d mellowed.  Reginald wanted the old feisty Melinda back, the one with grit 
and starch.  Boy, she’d gotten his blood boiling and he missed it.   

He drove into her yard, but he didn’t get out.  He let his engine idle until she was safely 
inside and then he left. 

Melinda had had a rocky relationship with Skeeter.  Skeeter was a violent drunk, but 
Melinda would give as good as she got in the old days until she got tired of him trying to use her 
as a punching bag.  But Skeeter had a hard time letting go—always had.  Reginald would have a 
talk with him tomorrow.  

This was the worst possible time for Skeeter to show up.  Reginald really liked Melinda and 
never understood why she broke off their relationship.  He’d dropped by her bakery because he 
was trying to figure out a way to start dating her again. 

He’d also gone there for a blueberry scone which he forgot.  Melinda made the best muffins 
and scones.  Mouth watering, he headed to his office in Norfolk for an appointment with a new 
client.  



 
 

Chapter 2 
 

 
The next day Reginald stared at the small Christmas tree in the corner his secretary had 

decorated, and thought of Melinda.  Shortly after her sister had died they’d made an attempt at a 
relationship that never got off the ground.  But he was still interested.  Very interested.  But after 
his partner, Stanley’s conviction for murder, he had to rebuild the business.  Anything personal 
was put on the back burner. 

She hadn’t been herself for some time now.  He’d thought she was moving past her sister’s 
death but she seemed to digress lately.  He noticed the strain on her face.  Could he help her?  
Was it possible for them to find their way to each other?  Did she still have feelings for him?   

Skeeter wasn’t a threat.  That was a relationship that should never have started anyway. 
Yesterday, his secretary’s husband had brought her children in when he came to pick her up.  

The kids had talked up a storm about the pictures they’d taken with Santa and the gifts they 
wanted for Christmas.  Her husband had gazed lovingly at them.  And Reginald had felt a touch 
of envy. 

He didn’t necessarily want children, but he’d felt the solidity of his life weighing down on 
him.  There was work—and more work—and little else.  He was getting older and he wanted 
someone.  He was holding out for Melinda because she’d stirred something in him that had never 
been touched before.  

Melinda put on a nice front, but he knew the smiles were all pretense.  Behind closed doors, 
she suffered.  It was as if she’d used up everything performing for the public and had a complete 
meltdown when she was alone.  At thirty-two she was too young to give up on life. 

The last thing she needed was for Skeeter to badger her now.  
“Hey man.”  Reginald’s partner Brit Michaels stuck his head in the office.  They were both 

working in the Norfolk office—both had met with clients.  It was a lot busier than the one on the 
island.  “I’m on my way home.  You leaving soon?” 

Reginald glanced up.  “Got a minute?” 
“What’s up?” Brit asked as he settled in the chair across from Reginald. 
“I need some time off.” 
Brit’s eyebrows climbed.  “Are you sick?  Do you have to check into the hospital?” 
Reginald chuckled.  “Nothing like that.  I just need some personal time until after the New 

Year.” 
“You more than deserve it.  You’ve had a lot to contend with in the last couple of years.  

Take all the time you need.  I can handle it.” 
“I know you can.  I appreciate it.” 
“Is there anything I can do?” 
Reginald understood his partner’s concern.  He never took vacations.  Didn’t remember the 

last time he let his personal life interfere with work.  But Melinda meant the world to him.  And 
if he was going to help her he had to make some changes.  He was willing to put his life aside for 
her. 

Reginald shook his head and shoved his chair back from the desk.  “See you after the New 
Year.”  He left and got into his car, driving it toward the ferry. 



Just a few cars boarded the ferry.  He got out to chat with some of the workers before they 
cast off.  He usually used the time to unwind. 

Instead of going home, he headed to his sister’s house.  The lights were on and she was 
there, thank goodness.  After her husband was convicted of murder she divorced him and 
changed her name back to Jones.   

When he knocked on the door, she answered it immediately.  He took a good whiff.  She 
didn’t smell of liquor.  She’d been dry for more than a year now and he prayed that she stayed 
that way. 

“Well what brings you here?” she asked more like her old self.  Patience was older than he. 
“To see you, of course.” 
“Now you can tell me the truth.” 
“Actually I was wondering if you had some Christmas decorations you could spare.  I 

bought a tree for Melinda and need some stuff to decorate it with.”  Patience was a pack rat.  She 
always brought way more than she needed and never threw anything away. 

“I have boxes of decorations in the attic.  You can have anything you want,” she offered.  
“What a nice surprise for Melinda.  Why don’t I help you decorate?” 

“Thanks, but I plan to decorate it with her.” 
“You?  You never get a tree, much less celebrate a holiday.” 
“Well, it’s time I do something about that.” 
“What’s with the sudden interest in Melinda?” 
It wasn’t sudden but Reginald shrugged.  “It’s Christmas.” 

 
*** 

 
The next evening, Melinda worked on her article for the bi-weekly newspaper—Paradise 

Island News—while her mother waited on customers.  Most of the evening rush had passed.   
They’d had their share of crime on Paradise, but things had been quiet lately.  No major 

crimes and they’d had some duzzies.  Most of them connected with the golden bowl the Claxton 
family had owned since the sixteen hundreds.  Then there were the grifters who robbed senior 
citizens, and worst was Reginald’s ex-business partner who was a necrophiliac and nobody 
knew.  Not good advertisement for the funeral business.  But Stanley Kingsley was in jail where 
he belonged and Reginald brought in a new partner.  It had made the headlines, not only on the 
island, but the entire Hampton Roads area. 

At one time Melinda had planned to buy the paper, but sales had increased.  All the crime 
news had increased advertising and the owner decided to keep it.  But she asked Melinda to write 
human interest pieces once a month.  Since Melinda had lost her job on the Norfolk paper, she 
took the job to keep her fingers in the pot. 

But this week she was also writing an article in the local crime section.  This time it was just 
the usual minor strife that didn’t raise any eyebrows except for the people who where directly 
involved.  A couple of robberies.  Some squabbles.  Hoyt Claxton thought he saw someone in the 
bushes around his house.  She re-read the article. 

 
 Hoyt Claxton fired a shot at an intruder skulking around his house Wednesday night.  He 

could not describe the person except to say that he thought the man was around five seven or 
nine.  He wore a baseball cap and navy windbreaker.  The sheriff, Harper Porterfield, says he 
could find no evidence of the intruder, but his department will be patrolling the area. 



 
 Melinda didn’t add that Hoyt’s wife, Naomi Claxton, felt her husband was getting senile.  

She locked the guns up and hid the bullets, fearing he’d shoot an innocent bystander.  Likewise, 
the sheriff wasn’t taking it too seriously either, but Naomi Claxton hailed from one of the 
founding families on the island, dating back to the sixteen hundreds.  He couldn’t afford not to 
look into the matter. 

The older Claxtons were an active couple.  Melinda hoped Hoyt wasn’t declining. 
She e-mailed the article and turned off the computer just when she heard her mother 

exclaim, “Reginald.  It’s so good to see you.” 
“How are you, Mrs. Easton?” 
“Very well.  What can I get for you?” 
“A blueberry scone.  I love them.” 
“It’s Melinda’s own recipe.  Can I get you a cup of coffee to go with it?” 
“Hot Chocolate, please.” 
“Hot chocolate is wonderful this time of year.  We have a great brew.” 
Melinda left the kitchen and went into the store.  What was he doing there two days in a 

row?  He was smiling at her mother from across the counter looking tall, dark and handsome as 
ever.  He was more relaxed today wearing jeans and a black sweater over a lighter colored shirt.  
He rarely dressed casually.  He looked more earthy than in suits. 

“Almost done for the day, pretty lady?” He smiled and Melinda blushed when his eyes 
glanced over her lovingly. 

 She was still pretty unsure of him.  Until recently Reginald had fancied himself in love with 
her best friend, Alyssa.  Alyssa was married and although Reginald tried to convince Melinda 
that he’d confused their close friendship for love, she didn’t quite believe him yet.  She didn’t 
want to lose her heart to a man who loved someone else.  Problem was, it was already too late for 
her.  He had her heart tied up and locked straight on him. 

“What are you doing here?” 
“I bought dinner.  A birdie told me you skipped lunch and I have another surprise.” 
Melinda regarded him suspiciously.  “What are you up to?” 
“Hey, it’s Christmas.” 
“I celebrate Christmas.”  At least she used to.  “You don’t.” 
“I celebrate.  I just never have time to enjoy it.   
“Well, it’s good that you’re finally taking time out for the holidays,” her mother said.  “Why 

don’t you take off early, Melinda?  I can close up.  Your dad’s coming by soon.” 
“I have a stop to make.” 
“I’ll chat with your mother while I eat and meet you at your house in half and hour.  Will 

that work?” 
Common sense warned her to tell him don’t bother, but Melinda nodded. 
Reginald gathered her hand in his.  His was cold but it warmed her as he slid his thumb back 

and forth across her knuckles.  His hands were so much larger than hers, which was unusual 
because she was tall—around five-eight.  Reginald was six-one so they matched perfectly.  He 
surprised her by lifting her hand to his lips and kissing her knuckles.  

She was still thinking of his gentle touch a half hour later when she opened the door to her 
house and went inside.  Dropping her purse on the foyer table, she headed to the bedroom to 
change clothes.  She didn’t have time for a bath, but her clothing smelled like the bakery.   



Melinda dragged the sweater over her head as she walked.  Her head popped out and she 
flicked on the light as she marched into her bedroom—and came face-to-face with a figure 
wearing a black ski mask over his head, obscuring his face. 

He was standing at her bedside table holding her gun in a hand that looked surreal until she 
realized it was covered with a surgical glove.   

Melinda stared at him in horror.  She stepped back, but he pointed the gun toward her and 
pulled the trigger. 

Terror exploded through her as she heard the click and nothing happened.  Confused, he 
stared at it.  Melinda also stood as if she were in some dream state, not living her worst 
nightmare.  She always kept the gun unloaded, but obviously he didn’t know that.  In some tiny 
fraction of her mind she realized if she didn’t do something, anything, he’d be after her.  Finally 
her survivor instinct mobilized her. 

Turning sharply she sprinted down the hall, aiming for the door.  Her feet flew over the 
wooden boards, but terror clawed at her insides as she heard his footfalls closing the distance 
between them.  God, help me, she pleaded just before he grabbed her from behind, pulling her up 
short. 

She screamed, just as the man slammed her to the floor knocking the breath from her body. 
“Melinda!”  A voice shouted seconds before the door exploded open and Reginald 

catapulted in as if drawn by a huge magnet.  Like an angel sent from heaven he was there and 
she was free as the intruder released her. 

“Melinda!” Reginald belted, heart hammering when he couldn’t immediately spot her in the 
dark.  Then he saw a masked figure rushing away from a body on the floor.  What the… 

“Hey!”   
The guy was already escaping through the kitchen door.  Reginald rushed over to Melinda.   
“Melinda?”  She had to be all right.  Had to be.  He bent to assess her.  She was breathing, 

thank God. 
“You okay?” 
“Go, go.”  
Reginald chased after the intruder.  The man was shorter than him, but he ran as if he were a 

track star.  Adrenalin surged through Reginald, giving him extra speed, but the guy had gotten a 
good head start. 

They crashed through the woods.  With the crackle of footsteps on the forest floor, it was 
easy to keep track of him.  But the moon had not come out and the darkness was complete. 

Then suddenly there was silence.  Reginald stopped and listened.  The man was still out 
there, but he didn’t hear a thing except the usual night sounds.  The scrape of footsteps had 
stopped completely.  Now and then he heard a slight noise and turned in that direction, but that 
could very well be squirrels or other night critters. 

Then he heard a car start and pull away.  He ran toward the sound with little hope of getting 
any useful information, but he at least had to try.  

He saw the faint outline of a car disappearing around a curve.  He had not put his lights on.  
Crap.  The SOB had gotten away.  Maybe Melinda could identify him.  God he hoped so. 

In the opposite direction he heard sirens.  Melinda must have called the cops. 
 


