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    I’ve been trying to move on, to rebuild my life, to look forward, but it’s hard to live in the present when people keep bringing up my past.  I don’t blame them for doing it.  After all, I toiled for years, struggling to claw my way out of obscurity, hoping to one day become a household name, a star.  In that regard, my efforts paid off.  Well, kind of.   
 
    “Wait a minute.  I know you.  You’re the Victoria Sassy,” Daniel Jacobsen said.   
 
    That wasn’t the first time I’ve heard that, nor would it be the last.  To this day, people still recognize me.  Or, the character I played on TV, at least.  Most of them don’t know my real name.  It’s the legacy I worked so hard to achieve, that I’m now trying to outrun, and that continues to dog me wherever I go.  I am inextricably linked to the Victoria Sassy character I once played on TV whether I want to be or not, and there’s nothing short of the Jaws of Life that could change that.   
 
    When people approached me these days, sometimes I just went along with their misconception that I was actually the fictional character I once played and not just a former actress who used to read lines from a script.  Other times, I made the effort to differentiate fact from fiction.      
 
    With Daniel, I wanted to draw a line in the sand and hoped the high tide didn’t come by and wash it all away.  It generally wasn’t worth it to correct the casual fan or onlooker.  Then again, those fans usually didn’t look like Daniel.  He was a tall, handsome, athletic man in his early forties with short, sandy-brown hair, hazel eyes, and soft, kissable lips.  
 
    When it came to Daniel, I wanted to make it clear where my TV character ended, and I began.   
 
    “I used to be Victoria Sassy,” I said.     
 
    I put an emphasis on “used to.”  A lot had changed since my acting days, including a discarded career, a cross-country move, and the kind of heartbreak that wasn’t easily forgotten.    
 
    “My real name is Hope Hadley,” I told him.   
 
    He didn’t seem to mind being corrected.  In truth, he actually looked a little starstruck.  “Oh, right.  I loved your show.” 
 
    “Well, thank you.  I never get tired of hearing that.” 
 
    The show in question was aptly titled Sassy Sleuth.  It had feisty dialogue, colorful characters, and a plucky mystery-bookstore owner turned amateur sleuth who went around town solving murder cases each week.  For the first few years, it was a ratings smash, spawning a slew of imitators on rival networks.  As the ratings began petering off a few years later, the network abandoned ship and pulled the plug on their once-darling show.   
 
    The Hollywood suits cited a glut in police procedurals shows as the culprit, but I found it hard to believe that there could ever be too many police shows on the air at once.  Upon further digging, the nastier truth was revealed to me that a number of the higher-ups were wary of my age and were looking to take their programming in a more youthful direction.   
 
    “I’m sorry your show was canceled,” Daniel said.   
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “So, you’re working here now?” 
 
    His geographic befuddlement was understandable.  While I was still in Hollywood, it was a world away from the Tinseltown that was famous the world over.  After my acting career hit the skids, I left California and relocated across the country to my hometown of Hollywood, Florida.   
 
    It appeared no matter what I did, Hollywood was part of my destiny.  It was an easy joke to tell that I’d moved all the way across the country just to end up back in Hollywood—that I’d gone to Hollywood and back and all I had to show for it were broken dreams.   
 
    Sometimes, people could really be cruel.  I tried to shrug off the haters.  After all, you’re never going to make everyone happy.  As long as you can please yourself, it’s a start.    
 
    Despite all the jokes about the two Hollywoods, the two cities could not have been more different.  While Hollywood, California, was about glitz and glamour, its Florida counterpart was a retiree, vacationer, and water-sports haven.  California had the smog, Florida had the swamp.  While both cities had a popular beach culture, the surf and sand were only a small part of what made Hollywood, California, tick.  In Hollywood, Florida, the beach was everything.   
 
    I nodded at Daniel and answered his question.  “Yeah.  I opened this shelter about a year ago.” 
 
    I’ve always loved animals, so much that I used to do public service announcements and host charity fundraisers for homeless, neglected, and abused animals during my acting days.  So, when I moved back home, instead of sitting around idle, I decided to open this shelter, aptly calling it “Second Chance.”  It was a no-kill shelter, taking in animals that were in danger of being euthanized at the local pound.  From there, we tried to find forever homes for the dogs and cats.  Even if we weren’t able to get them adopted, they’d always have a home here.  
 
    Daniel was here to pick up Charlotte, the scraggly little terrier he’d just adopted from us.   
 
    “So, you gave up acting then?” he asked.   
 
    That was one way of putting it.  I had another.  “It was more that acting gave up on me.” 
 
    Daniel’s eyes opened wide.  “Oh.” 
 
    I didn’t want to make a big deal about how my acting career ended, at least not in front of Daniel.  Privately, I had obsessed over how quickly everything came crashing down on me.  When my prospects dried up like a desert drought, it was hard not to.  One day, I was on a network television show, the next I became a pariah, completely untouchable.  I could rant about it for days on end, but it wouldn’t do any good.  More importantly, it wouldn’t change anything.   
 
    Hollywood was unabashedly youth-centric.  It always has been and always will be.  Executives were constantly searching for the next hot, young talent—the key word there being young.  In no other industry was youth so prized and aging so frowned upon.  Well, as much as studio executives could muster frowns or any expression in their foreheads, given how much facial plastic-surgery work a number of them have had done.   
 
    Hollywood’s worst kept secret was their age problem.  More specifically, their nasty habit of putting older actors out to pasture like they were cattle.  If that wasn’t deplorable enough, Hollywood had a warped concept of what old even was.  To the industry, forty was over the hill.  As if people lost all their appeal and acting chops the moment they hit their fortieth birthday.  It was a sad, yet true belief that routinely led to middle-aged stars falling from their perch and disappearing into obscurity almost overnight.   
 
    A select few actors were lucky enough to make it through the cutthroat gauntlet of middle age with a career still intact.  I was not one of them, an unfortunate victim of celebrating one birthday too many.  No wonder women joked about how they were celebrating their thirty-ninth birthday for the sixth or seventh year in a row.   
 
    In a cruel twist of fate, after it was canceled, my show, Sassy Sleuth, was replaced on the TV schedule the following year with a police procedural show featuring an eighteen-year-old, fresh out of the police academy savant.  There was no doubt that Hollywood had a terrible sense of humor, and I wasn’t laughing.  
 
    I could have explained all this to Daniel, but decided against doing so.  It was bad enough having to live through it in the first place.  Now was a time to rebuild my life.  I’d been there, done that, and could write a tell-all memoir about it if I wanted.  These days, I was determined to leave the past behind and focus squarely on the present.  So, I spared him the details, opting for a generalization instead.    
 
    “You know what they say about life giving you lemons.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Oh, yeah.  I’ve made a fair amount of lemonade in my day.” 
 
    That was more than just a playful reply to my comment.  As I looked into his eyes, I could tell his past was an emotional roller-coaster ride of its own.  Without knowing the specifics, it was nice to see he’d come out the other side still in one piece.     
 
    Not wanting to re-open old scars, I elected to keep the conversation light.                   
 
    “I’d prefer to make lemon bars,” I said.  “They’re much tastier.” 
 
    He laughed.  “That’s a good attitude to have.” 
 
    “It has suited me well so far.” 
 
    “Whatever gets you through the day.” 
 
    “Is that your motto?” 
 
    “It has been, but the thought of making lemon bars out of my problems sounds infinitely more appetizing,” he said.   
 
    My mouth began to water at the continued mention of sweet treats.  I couldn’t help it.  It was hard not to be a sucker for dessert, even if it was only shortly after nine o’clock in the morning.   
 
    “You’re making me hungry.”   
 
    “I’ll stop.  I wouldn’t want to distract you.  Not with all the work I’m sure you have to do.” 
 
    “That’s very considerate.  Although, I wouldn’t turn a lemon bar down right now.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and bit the corner of his lip.  “I’m afraid I don’t have any on me.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, what kind of guy doesn’t just walk around with a stash of lemon bars in case they run into a woman who is craving sweets?” I joked.   
 
    He played along.  “My apologies.  Anyway, I was very sad to hear about your show going off the air.” 
 
    “Life goes on,” I replied.     
 
    That was more than just a platitude to me.  It was part of the reason I opened this shelter in the first place.  After being forced out of Hollywood, I had plenty to prove.  As a matter of fact, I still do.  I won’t stop until I show those Hollywood sharks in suits that I’m not feeble or over-the-hill.  I’m far from past my prime.  I don’t care what it takes, I’m going to thrive.  
 
    Daniel could tell I meant business.  He looked around the shelter.  “Life sure does go on.  I just brought up your show because I never missed an episode.  Not to mention, I can’t stand that stupid young savant cop show they put on after yours.” 
 
    I liked Daniel more and more with each sentence that came out of his mouth.  We definitely saw eye to eye on a number of things.  All the compliments he was lobbing my way didn’t hurt either.    
 
    Before I got too wrapped up in my thoughts, I heard the sound of a dog yipping.  That could only mean one thing.  Surely enough, a few seconds later, one of my assistants brought Charlotte out from the back and handed Daniel the dog’s leash.   
 
    “She’s all yours,” my assistant said.   
 
    “Thanks,” Daniel replied.  
 
    Our attention then shifted to the scruffy little terrier.  As she danced around with boundless energy, it was hard to believe she was ten years old.  It would be easy to mistake her for a dog half her age.       
 
    “I think she’s ready for her forever home,” I said. 
 
    “It sure looks like it,” he replied.   
 
    Daniel gave Charlotte some pets.  She wagged her tail in response.  They were taking to each other immediately.   
 
    “I hope you’re ready to be loved like never before,” I said.      
 
    “Really?”  
 
    I nodded.  “Shelter pets know what it’s like to have everything taken from them, to live with nothing, not even a home.  All of our animals were on the street once.  So when they finally get adopted into a forever home, they appreciate it like no other.” 
 
    I didn’t come by the name “Second Chance” at random, nor did I blindly pull it out of a hat.  It was by design.  Back in California, it wasn’t just my acting career that went belly up.  My love life came to an excruciating halt as well.  It wasn’t just the TV network who traded me in for a younger model, my boyfriend did the same thing.  Trent Harper, my soap opera star boyfriend, dumped me for some rising ingénue that was half my age.   
 
    Breakups were hard enough, but to have my heartbreak splashed across the pages of the tabloids, and posted about in every corner of the Internet, was a completely different animal.  It was like being mauled by a pack of man-eating lions.   
 
    Unlike Hollywood, agents, and boyfriends in the midst of a mid-life crisis, dogs were fiercely loyal.  If you gave them love, they returned it in kind.  If you gave them a second chance, they’d never forget it.  That was especially important to me, after what I’d gone through.  So, as much as the second chance in the name of the shelter was about finding these animals homes, it was also about giving myself another opportunity to succeed, to rebuild my life, and to prove my best days were still ahead of me and not behind me.    
 
    As I saw the looks on Daniel’s and Charlotte’s faces, I knew there were plenty of good days ahead of them.   
 
    “I have to admit, it’s refreshing to see someone rescuing an older pet.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Older pets are usually the last to be adopted.  People like the young ones better.” 
 
    Daniel smiled as he looked at Charlotte.  “What can I say?  She charmed me.” 
 
    He wasn’t kidding.  One of my assistants told me about when he first came in the other day looking to adopt.  Unlike most other people, he went right past the little puppies that always got the most attention.  My assistant couldn’t believe it.  She asked him why he was drawn to the older dogs instead.  His answer—puppies still needed to be housetrained.  They were needy and demanded constant attention.  Older dogs knew what they wanted and how to take care of themselves.  Those were traits he highly respected.   
 
    When I heard that, I was interested to meet him today when Charlotte was caught up on her vaccinations and ready to be picked up by her new master.  So far, Daniel had lived up to the hype.     
 
    “That’s so sweet,” I said.  “I think you charmed her too.” 
 
    Charlotte barked and wagged her tail, moving towards the door.   
 
    “It sounds like she’s ready to see her new home,” Daniel replied.   
 
    “So true.  Anyway, I won’t keep you two.”  I gave Daniel one last gaze.   
 
    It was meant to be brief but lasted a lot longer than either of us thought.  I got caught up looking into his hazel eyes.  They were so soulful.  “It was nice to meet you.” 
 
    He smiled back at me.  “You too.  And by the way, if you’re ever in the mood for a lemon bar again, you should come by my restaurant.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  You own a restaurant?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Home Sweet Home Cooking.  It’s on Ocean Breeze Lane.” 
 
    “Why did you wait so long to tell me that you own a restaurant?” 
 
    “You know what they say about saving the best for last.” 
 
    “Well, you certainly did.” 
 
    The dog yipped again.   
 
    “The lady has spoken,” he joked. 
 
    “You’d better listen.  The last thing you want to do is get a woman angry.” 
 
    “Those are words to live by.  Again, it was nice meeting you.  Bye.” 
 
    Like that, he was gone.  I wondered the next time I’d see him again.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasn’t able to let Daniel linger in my thoughts for long.  Shortly after he left, one of my employees, Paige Richardson, darted in, equal parts frantic and apologetic.  She looked like she’d been through the ringer.  Her long brown hair appeared to have been haphazardly brushed only long enough to look presentable, her green eyes were bloodshot, and her normally pretty face was overshadowed by the pronounced bags under her eyes.  In short, she was a shell of the buttoned-up, full-figured, forty-one-year-old I was used to seeing.   
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said.   
 
    I’d been so caught up thinking about Daniel that at first I didn’t realize she was nearly fifteen minutes late for her shift.  Now that it had come to my attention, I couldn’t help but be struck by how uncharacteristic it was for Paige to be so tardy.   
 
    She’d gained a well-earned reputation for being a stickler for punctuality, so much so that she had a tendency to show up early for everything.  So, for her to be late like this was about more than just waking up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.  Something must have gone terribly wrong.   
 
    I didn’t make a big deal about the late arrival.  “It’s ok.”    
 
    The tardiness could be excused.  It was the shell-shocked look in her eyes that concerned me the most.   
 
    Paige apologized once more.  “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Are you ok?” 
 
    She averted her eyes and got a lump in her throat.  Suddenly, she was short on words, only managing to utter two.  “Not really.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    She was surprisingly tight-lipped.  This must have been worse than I even suspected.  I’d never seen her so torn before.  It was almost like she was a woman of two minds; one part desperate to tell her story, the other desperately wanting to keep it in.   
 
    Finally, she answered.  “I’d rather just get to work.” 
 
    I respected her wishes, even if she looked like a powder keg that was ready to explode.  “All right.  Well, I’m here for you if you need me.” 
 
    I knew she’d end up telling me sooner or later, but I didn’t realize how quickly the words ended up spilling out of her.  As I moved to go back to work, she was finally unable to bottle up her emotions anymore.   
 
    She stopped me.  “It’s about Mark.”  
 
    “What did he do now?” 
 
    Paige grimaced, and then finally revealed the news.  “We…broke up.”   
 
    This explained her tardiness and bloodshot eyes.  No wonder she was such a wreck.  Poor thing.  My heart immediately went out to her.  “I’m so sorry.  What happened?” 
 
    “I caught him cheating on me,” Paige revealed.   
 
    “Oh, no,” I replied.   
 
    There was more.  Paige struggled to get the words out.  “Oh, yes.  I walked in on him kissing Celeste Cooper.” 
 
    Celeste Cooper?  I had to repeat it again in my head because it was just so crazy.  I knew Mark didn’t mind playing with fire, but this was like dancing barefoot over an open flame.   
 
    Excuse me for taking so long to explain myself.  Of all the people for Mark to cheat with, Celeste Cooper was the most obvious choice, and yet also the most dangerous.  There was one simple reason for this; Celeste’s husband, Ryan, was one of Mark’s old poker buddies. 
 
    I gave her all the sympathy I had, but words could only comfort her so much right now.  Still, it was better to say them than to leave them at the tip of my tongue.  “That’s so awful.” 
 
    “What’s really awful is, I don’t think Celeste even realized she was the other woman.  If anything, she seemed to think I was his woman on the side.” 
 
    “That’s insane.  This whole situation is—” 
 
    Paige didn’t let me finish.  “Maddening.  It makes my blood boil.  Apparently, he’s secretly been dating both of us for months.”   
 
    I wasn’t even the recipient of this mistreatment, yet I was still getting all worked up.  My heart was heavy, my breaths shortened, and anger coursed through my veins.  “I don’t even know what to say.” 
 
    Paige simplified things.  “He’s such a scumbag.  That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.”   
 
    She began beating herself up and questioning her own judgment.  “I can’t believe I was so blind.  How did I not realize this was happening?” 
 
    “This isn’t your fault.  This is his doing, and only his.”   
 
    She looked at me with regret in her eyes.  “You were right about him.” 
 
    “I wish I wasn’t.”   
 
    Now was not the time to say “I told you so.”  I wanted to keep those words as far from my lips as possible.  What she needed now was empathy and nothing else.   
 
    Paige’s second guessing didn’t stop there.  She had plenty more where that came from.  “But you were right all along.  I should have listened to you from the beginning.”   
 
    “Don’t think about that,” I said.  “You need to take care of yourself.  I know it hurts now, but you deserve better than this slime ball.  It may take a while, but you’re going to bounce back and find someone who will appreciate you.”  
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “There’s no doubt in my mind you’ll rebound from this.  You just need some time.  For example, time away from work,” I said.   
 
    “Are you trying to send me home?” 
 
    “Of course I am.  I don’t even know why you’re here in the first place.  You should be at home eating ice cream directly out of the carton with a glass of wine keeping you company.  I’m not just saying it as your friend, but your boss too.”  
 
    “Don’t think I didn’t consider it.” 
 
    I was confused to say the least.  “Then why did you come in today?”     
 
    “The problem is, if I sat around the house, I’d just spend the whole day stewing.  I’d keep going over in my head what he did to me and how angry it’s made me.  It wouldn’t make me feel better, but worse.  While I’m here, at least I can keep busy and try to take my mind off of him.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to work your regular shift?”   
 
    “Yeah.  As crazy as it sounds, I think I’m better off working today.” 
 
    I gave Paige another hug to comfort her through this turbulent time.  “Let me know if you change your mind.”   
 
    She forced a smile.  “Thanks for being there for me.” 
 
    “Of course.  The last thing I’d want would be for you to go through this alone.” 
 
    “There’s no danger of that happening with you around.”   
 
    The look on her face changed as she tried to detach herself from her emotions as much as she could.  
 
    Paige continued.  “I’m going to go clock in.” 
 
    I had to admire her spirit.  She was fighting the good fight at a time when I’d be throwing in the towel and picking up a carton of ice cream.   
 
    While Paige went in the back to begin her shift, I tried to get my thoughts to focus on work as well.  The shelter wasn’t able to hold my attention for long.  A few seconds later, my focus was torn in a whole new direction.     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as I caught my breath after Paige headed into the back, a new form of drama came calling, this time in the form of a police detective.  On the list of people I didn’t want to show up at my door, police were at the top of it, right next to tax auditors.  The local authorities didn’t come carrying big foam checks worth millions of dollars.  They were the perpetual bearers of bad news.  No doubt that would be the case here as well.   
 
    If I didn’t already have enough reason to be concerned, the detective wasn’t just any random member of law enforcement.  He was family.  I wish I could tell you that made things easier.  That was far from the case.   
 
    My younger brother Joe had a knack for doing everything the hard way.  He was a clean-shaven, crew-cut, blue-eyed man in his late thirties with no neck to speak of, and who made his points loud and clear.  I played a detective on TV, but he did it in real life.  He never hesitated to tell me the difference between the two, much to my annoyance.  It wasn’t the only thing he did that got under my skin, but it was the most grating.  Apparently, he didn’t understand what taking a creative license meant.  I’d never met a bigger stickler in my entire life, and I did not mean that as a compliment.   
 
    As hard as it was to believe, I’d opened the place months ago, and this was his first time setting foot in here.  That, combined with the tight-lipped expression on his face, and I couldn’t help but get the feeling that I wasn’t going to like the words that were going to come out of his mouth.   
 
    “Morning, Hope.” 
 
    With a greeting that joyless, it was hard to believe we were family.  He addressed me with stunning indifference.  It was no secret that I didn’t get the warmest welcome from my family when I returned to Florida, but I figured relations would have thawed at least somewhat by now.  Clearly, I was wrong.   
 
    If Joe didn’t want to bother with chitchat, fine, neither would I.  Instead, I cut straight to the point.  “What brings you here?” 
 
    He didn’t give me a lot to work with.  “Business.” 
 
    Did extra words come at a premium now?  Had answering in full sentences been outlawed?       
 
    “What kind of business?” 
 
    He remained awkward and dismissive.  “I’d rather not discuss this with you.” 
 
    If he didn’t think I was going to call him out on that, he was dead wrong.     
 
    “Why don’t you want to discuss this with me?” 
 
    He still didn’t answer my question, opting for a standoffish reply.  “Because it doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    “Really, you’re going to come into my business and tell me something doesn’t concern me?  Nice try.” 
 
    As a resourceful detective, he tried to tackle this situation a different way.  Joe tried to ignore me and began looking over my shoulder towards the back room.    
 
    “Paige Richardson, are you back there?” 
 
    He walked around me and headed towards the back room.  I tailed him, peppering him with questions.   
 
    “What do you want Paige for?” 
 
    He didn’t answer this time.  As he kept walking, Paige came out from the back room.  She gave my brother the once over but mostly looked confused as she had no idea who he was or why he was here.  
 
    “Yes?” Paige replied.  “Who are you?” 
 
    Joe pulled his police badge out and showed it to her.  “Joe Hadley, Hollywood Police Department.  I need to ask you some questions.”   
 
    Paige was beside herself.  She couldn’t make heads nor tails of this.  Her mind was swirling with confusion.  Her panicked thoughts came out as a stream of consciousness.  “Hadley?  Police?  But wait, why?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” I said.     
 
    Joe turned to me with his eyes narrowed.  “This is a private matter.” 
 
    “Stop kidding yourself.  You don’t think I’m going to find out what this is all about?  Just come out with it already,” I said.   
 
    Paige’s voice cracked as she replied.  “Will someone please tell me what this is all about?”    
 
    Joe finally broke down and came clean.  “The murder of Mark Butler.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s really dead?” Paige asked.   
 
    “He was stabbed in the back in his garage with his own fishing knife,” Joe said.   
 
    What an awful way to go.  It was the kind of thing that made my stomach turn.  As much as a scumbag as he was, and he truly was, to have his life cut short that way, was cruel and unusual.   
 
    My brother’s expression didn’t change.  He was as stoic as always on the outside.  The only emotion I saw was in his eyes.  There was something very striking about his stare.  He looked at her like he was reading her reaction to his statement.  That was very curious to me and sent a shiver down my spine.   
 
    At first, I couldn’t figure out why my body was having such a visceral reaction.  Then, it dawned on me.  I knew why my brother was really here.   
 
    “Paige, where were you last night between eleven and midnight?” Joe asked.   
 
    My suspicions were confirmed.  Just when I thought this situation reached a low point, it went from bad to decidedly worse.   
 
    Paige was confused.  “Wait, why do you want to know that?” 
 
    My brother didn’t shed any light on the situation.  “Just answer the question.” 
 
    Joe’s abruptness put Paige on her heels.  She searched her thoughts for the answer.  “I uh…”  
 
    My brother’s patience was razor thin.  He got tired of waiting.  “Paige.” 
 
    Finally, Paige untied her tongue.  “I was driving home--” 
 
    My brother took her statement and ran with it in a highly disturbing direction.  “From Mark’s place?” 
 
    “Yes,” Paige answered.   
 
    I had to keep my jaw from hitting the floor.  Did I really just hear that right?  I couldn’t have.  Denial was a powerful thing, but it could only take me so far, especially when the truth was staring me down.  I was so shocked that I couldn’t keep thoughts from spilling out in a stream of consciousness.  “What?  Tell me that’s not true.” 
 
    The somber, remorseful look in Paige’s eyes gave me the exact answer I didn’t want to see.    
 
    Paige turned to Joe.  “How did you know I was at Mark’s house?” 
 
    “We got an anonymous phone call placing you at the scene around the time of the murder.” 
 
    That last statement didn’t sit well with me, the kind of detail that made it impossible for me to blindly accept it as the truth.  “Anonymous?” 
 
    Paige’s focus was squarely on Joe.  She was desperate to plead her innocence.  “I was briefly at his house, but it’s not what it looks like.” 
 
    “Are you saying you didn’t kill him?” my brother asked.   
 
    She was completely resolute and lightning quick with her reply this time.  “I didn’t kill him.”  
 
    “So you say,” he replied.   
 
    Paige stated her case further.  “It’s the truth.  I’m not a killer.” 
 
    Joe let his skepticism be known.  “Are you saying it’s all just a big coincidence that you were at his house shortly before he was killed?” 
 
    Paige stated her case again.  “He was alive when I left.” 
 
    My brother came at her from a different angle.  “What were you and Mark arguing about last night?” 
 
    The confidence that had been so prevalent in Paige just a moment ago eroded in a heartbeat.  She fumbled around, trying to pick her words wisely.   
 
    Joe grew tired of waiting for her and lobbed out his own theory.  “Was it about how he cheated on you?” 
 
    She sighed, then answered.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Your conversation must have gotten pretty heated.” 
 
    “I was angry,” she explained.   
 
    I almost put my head in my hands.  She was playing right into his hands.  Even more, she didn’t even realize it.   
 
    Joe didn’t fritter away the opportunity Paige had given him.  “Murder is often a crime of passion.” 
 
    She became defiant.  “I already told you I didn’t do it.  Mark and I had an argument, then I got in my car and drove home.  End of story.” 
 
    “That’s your official statement then?” 
 
    “It’s the truth,” she declared.   
 
    The critical look was still in Joe’s eyes.  “We’ll see about that.  My forensics team is running a slew of lab tests right now.  I have a feeling this won’t be the last we’ll be seeing of each other.” 
 
    I’d heard enough.  The situation had turned dire.  I had a series of questions of my own that needed answering before I could jump to any wild conclusions.     
 
    “Joe, I need to talk to you,” I said.   
 
    He wasn’t having it.  “Not now.  This isn’t your business.” 
 
    It was a bad time for my little brother to underestimate me.  “Joe, I’m not joking.” 
 
    He glared at me.  “Neither am I.”   
 
    While Joe and I were going toe to toe, Paige was completely beside herself.   
 
    She blurted out her biggest fear.  “Are you going to arrest me?” 
 
    Joe gave her the first bit of good news she’d heard all day, although it came with a strict caveat.  “Not at the moment.  At least not until I get the test results back.  But don’t you even think of leaving town on me.” 
 
    Like that, Joe was done.  What he didn’t realize was that I was just getting started.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe was in a hurry to get out of the shelter, and I didn’t blame him.  He no doubt knew what was coming, although he was trying to do his best to avoid it.  He could attempt to make tracks all he wanted; it would do him no good.   
 
    “Joe, I need to talk to you.” 
 
    He stopped but didn’t turn around.  I figured it was because he was trying to compose himself.  He let out a faint groan.  It was probably the first of many to come.    
 
    “Can’t it wait?” he replied.   
 
    Joe sounded as dismissive as could be.  That was the thing about my brother; he never made any bones about his feelings.  When he loathed something, he made sure the whole world knew it.  His distaste was abundantly clear at that moment.    
 
    “No.  We have to talk about this now,” I said.   
 
    He groaned again, this time louder, and without even trying to conceal his displeasure.    
 
    So, what was the cause of our squabbles?  That was easy.  Joe had a massive chip on his shoulder, largely stemming from my acting career.  Don’t get me wrong, we had our spats during my pre-thespian days, but they really ramped up once I headed out to California. 
 
    One of the issues was my pursuit of an acting career in the first place.  See, law enforcement was in my blood.  My father spent over four decades on the force.  His father did the same.  Even my mom was in law enforcement, working as a 9-1-1 dispatcher.  That’s how my parents met.  
 
    Suddenly, I started to get a little choked up.  That always happened when I thought of my mother.  It had been seven years since she passed away, but the wound was still as fresh as ever.  That was probably because of the way she died.  Her heart attack came out of nowhere.  One minute she was baking cookies, the next she was keeled over on the ground.   
 
    I had to compose myself before I began to tear up.  Paige needed me to be strong right now.  The last thing I could afford to do was blubber over my mother’s death.  I took a few deep breaths and then refocused.   
 
    My mother’s death aside, we were a blue-blooded family.  It was just assumed that my brother and I would join the Hollywood Police Department in some capacity.  My brother fell right in line, first as a deputy, and now as a detective.  No doubt one day Joe would retire to the Florida Keys and take up fishing, just as my father had when he turned in his badge.   
 
    Given that kind of lineage, artsy-fartsy things like acting weren’t encouraged in my house growing up.  Even so, the acting bug proved more unshakable than mosquitos on a muggy summer Florida day.  Unfortunately, when I moved to California to pursue my silver screen dreams, I did so with a distinct lack of encouragement from my family.   
 
    The end of my acting career became the ultimate “I told you so” moment for him.  It didn’t help that Joe was the most vocal voice of dissent when it came to my acting career in the first place.  He’d always warned me that Hollywood would chew me up and spit me out, which was exactly what happened.  At the same time, eating crow was hard enough.  Having it shoved in my face was infinitely worse.   
 
    That was the emotional baggage we both brought to the table now.  And, as much as we tried to ignore it, the past was never far behind.  It was a powder keg ready to explode at any moment. 
 
    Joe put his foot down, dismissing me as clearly and definitively as he could.  “I’m really busy here.  I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    That wasn’t going to fly with me.  I kept after him.  “Make time, Joe.” 
 
    Joe let out a reluctant sigh.  “All right, make it quick.” 
 
    I knew he wasn’t kidding.  He wasn’t going to give me a second to spare.  I had to launch right into it.  “You can’t really think Paige did this, can you?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  The only reason I haven’t arrested her is because I like to be extra thorough before I cuff a suspect, and she’s not a flight risk.  A lot of other detectives would be dragging her off to jail right now.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “No, you don’t want to believe it.  There’s a big difference.  Look, I know it’s hard for you to believe that your friend could do something like this--” 
 
    I corrected him.  “It’s impossible for me to believe.  This is Paige we’re talking about.  She’s a sweetheart.  The kindest person I know--” 
 
    He didn’t let me finish.  “Who found out her boyfriend was cheating on her and was spotted at the scene around the time he was killed.  There’s motive and opportunity.”   
 
    “Doesn’t the fact that the call you got was anonymous bother you?  Don’t you think she’s being framed?  What if the killer was the anonymous caller, using Paige as the perfect frame for the crime?” 
 
    “That’s a big if.  I prefer to work in facts.  We have the murder weapon, and my team is running a whole slew of tests.  Regardless of how much you argue with me, if her prints show up on the murder weapon, she’s going to be spending the rest of her life behind bars.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on her prints showing up.”   
 
    “Why, because she’s your friend?” 
 
    “There’s that, but also, the real killer would have only left the murder weapon behind to frame her.  If they were smart enough to do that, they would have wiped the prints off the weapon or worn gloves in the first place.” 
 
    “I don’t even know why I’m wasting my time arguing with you.  You are a hundred percent biased.” 
 
    “And you are a hundred percent stubborn--” 
 
    He didn’t let me finish my thought.  “Let me tell you something.  Just because you are friends with her doesn’t mean she’s innocent.” 
 
    I couldn’t disagree more vehemently.  “Yes, it does.  I know what my friend is and isn’t capable of.” 
 
    He gave me a critical look.  “I have news for you.  Given the right circumstances, with their backs against the wall, people are capable of anything.” 
 
    I shook my head in disagreement.  “No, not Paige.”   
 
    Joe was getting fed up with my arguing and let his frustration seep out.  “You know this is real life and not just some TV show, right?” 
 
    Talk about a head scratcher.  Where did that come from?  He may not have been aiming below the belt, but he was getting dangerously close to it.   
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked.  
 
    “It means you’re not a real detective just because played one on TV.” 
 
    “I’m not talking to you as a TV detective.  I’m talking to you as your sister.  Now please, just listen to me.” 
 
    Joe had other ideas and was curt in expressing them.  “I’m warning you.  Leave this to the professionals.” 
 
    “I’d love to—” 
 
    For the first time, I saw relief on his face.  It would prove to be short-lived.  He mistakenly thought this was over and tried to wrap up the conversation.     
 
    “Good,” he said.   
 
    I hated to burst his bubble, but he gave me no choice.  By not letting me finish my thought, he assured himself future frustration.  “I can’t let you leave here thinking Paige actually could have done this.” 
 
    “I already told you, if I was completely convinced that she was guilty, I’d be dragging her away in handcuffs right now.” 
 
    “Are you willing to rule her out as a suspect then?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Not a chance.  I may not be convinced that she’s guilty, but I’m not so sure she’s innocent either.  That’s why I’m doing an investigation; to find out the truth.”   
 
    “I’m telling you the truth.  You just won’t listen.” 
 
    “No.  What you’re doing is giving me your very biased opinion.  Detective work—real investigations, are based on facts.  Now, let me gather them.” 
 
    I went to reply, but he cut me off before I had the chance to.  The lecture was on, whether I wanted to hear it or not.  For the record, I couldn’t wait for him to finish.  I already knew what he was going to say before he even said it, and it wasn’t pleasant.     
 
    “They may not have covered this on your show, but police work is murky sometimes.  You can’t let your feelings get in the way of the truth, whether it involves your friends or not.  Now, I have a lot of work to do, so let me do it.”   
 
    That was even more condescending than I ever imagined.  I didn’t let the comment get to me.  I could brush it off, that was, if I chose to.  Part of me wanted to rip into my brother and set him straight.   
 
    The problem was, I knew it wouldn’t do any good.  I recognized that all too familiar look of stubbornness in his eyes.  Arguing would get me nothing but a migraine.  Ultimately, I decided to let him go.   
 
    Once Joe got into his car and drove away, I thought over my next step.  I tried doing things the easy way.  As that didn’t work out nearly as planned, I’d have to try something different.  If there weren’t already enough problems stacking up, it looked like I’d have to do things the hard way, 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I walked back into the shelter, Paige was an even bigger wreck than before.  Time left alone did no favors to her anxiety level.  She looked like she was on the verge of a major panic attack.  I tried to talk her down from the ledge but had little luck.   
 
    “Take deep breaths.  You have to calm down,” I urged.   
 
    Paige was wide-eyed and practically quivering.     
 
    “How can I possibly be calm at a time like this?”  In a further fit of anxiety, she began rocking back and forth.  “Your brother actually thinks I could have done this.”  
 
    “Deep down, I don’t think he truly believes you did this.” 
 
    “Do you really think that, or are you just saying it to try and make me feel better?” 
 
    “I know my brother, and although I don’t always agree with his approach, I know he’s a fair man.  He’s just doing his job and not ruling out any possibility.” 
 
    Unfortunately, my explanation did nothing to calm her down.   
 
    Paige had actually looped right back around to her original line of thought.  “Which goes right back to my point.  In his mind, there’s a possibility that I actually did this.” 
 
    “Technically, yes.”   
 
    “Technically?”  Her breaths got shorter and shorter before she finally put her head in her hands.  “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    Up until that point, I thought I’d done an admirable job of toeing the line.  Unfortunately, my first big mistake came at an inopportune time.  Just when she needed my support, I let my tongue slip. 
 
    “To be fair, things don’t exactly look good for you.” 
 
    There weren’t a lot of moments in my life I wished I could take back.  That was one of them.  I instantly regretted the words as they came out of my lips.  Now that they’d been uttered, there was nothing I could do but damage control.   
 
    “You don’t think I could have done this, do you?” 
 
    Her eyes were filled with fear.  There were a number of mysteries yet to be solved, but I could say definitively and without hesitation that my friend was not one of them.  I knew where Paige stood, both in my head, my heart, and my gut.      
 
    “I know you didn’t do this,” I said.     
 
    Finally, a little bit of relief came to Paige’s face.  “Good.  I’m glad you believe me.  Now, if I could just get the police to.”   
 
    “The problem is, you didn’t do yourself any favors by going over to Mark’s place last night.” 
 
    She pleaded her case.  “I didn’t know he’d be murdered a few minutes later.”   
 
    “Fair enough.  At the same time, why did you go back to his place after he’d already broken up with you?” 
 
    “I know it wasn’t the best decision, but I’d been stewing since the breakup.  The more my emotions festered, the more I wanted to get them off my chest, so I went over there, frustrated and bent on giving him a piece of my mind.” 
 
    “You’re still not helping your case,” I pointed out. 
 
    Paige’s face went white as she went over her statement in her head again.  “You’re right.  Who knew the truth could get me into trouble?” 
 
    “You know what they say.  The truth hurts.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “Sorry.”  
 
    Paige’s frustration manifested in an existential groan.  “What am I going to do?” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’m going to clear this up with my brother.” 
 
    “But you just talked to your brother, and here I am, still on the suspect list.” 
 
    “True, for now.  But, if I give him indisputable evidence that you aren’t the killer, he’ll have to believe it.” 
 
    She still wasn’t convinced.  “How are you going to do that?” 
 
    An idea had been percolating inside me ever since talking with my brother.  It was a slow burn, the kind of thought that popped into my brain at random and at first appeared fleeting but persisted no matter how much I tried to dismiss it.  Over the course of our conversation, there was a swell in my gut, telling me what needed to be done.   
 
    “I’m going to find the real killer.” 
 
    Once again, I didn’t get nearly the reaction I was hoping for.  Paige gave me a look of utter disbelief.  “You?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten?  I was Victoria Sassy, amateur sleuth.” 
 
    She was quick to correct me.  “Yeah, on TV.” 
 
    “Trust me, you learn a lot about investigating a case when you do it every week for seven years, even if it is on a TV show.” 
 
    She was still wary.  “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “This isn’t my first choice.  I’d rather be doing any other numbers of things, including eating chocolate, getting a deep tissue massage, or laying out on the beach.  But, given our current predicament, what other choice do we have?” 
 
    Paige didn’t put up much of an argument.  She couldn’t even come up with one alternative.     
 
    “Exactly.  Now, I’m not going to let you go to jail for a crime you didn’t commit.  And, as much as I’d love to leave this to the police, my bullheaded brother thinks you actually could have done this.  So, you’re either left with me or nothing.” 
 
    On a day littered with unpredictable reactions, Paige responded with the most bizarre one of all.  As I glanced at her, I saw a tear form in her eye.  She wiped it away quickly, but I noticed it.   
 
    “Why are you crying?” 
 
    I was pleasantly surprised by her answer.  “I’m just so touched that you’d do something like this for me.  I couldn’t do it.  It means a lot to me.  I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me just yet.  I have a lot of work to do.  Not to mention, if I’m going to pull this off, I’m going to need your help.” 
 
    She gave me a quizzical look.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The killer already has a head start.  If I have any hope of leveling the playing field, I’m going to need all the information I can get.” 
 
    “I’ll help you out any way I can.  What do you need from me?” 
 
    “Can you think of anyone who wanted your boyfriend dead?” 
 
    I had a feeling the answer would be yes, but I didn’t know how resounding it was until she opened her mouth.  “Actually, I can think of plenty of people.” 
 
    “I’m going to need names.” 
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    Paige ended up giving me plenty to work with.  She ended up naming off so many suspects that I had to go over them with her a second time just to get them all straight.    
 
    “So, first we have Celeste Cooper,” I said.   
 
    “Naturally.  Not only was she his woman on the side, but she didn’t know she was,” Paige replied.   
 
    “I’m sure when she found that out, she was mighty angry.” 
 
    “You know what they say about a woman scorned.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Having been a woman scorned, I have to say, there really is no fury like it.” 
 
    She agreed.  “There really isn’t.  Don’t forget her husband, though.  A husband scorned cannot be easily dismissed either.” 
 
    “True.  Don’t worry, I have Ryan Cooper on my list as well.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t know if he was aware of his wife’s affair or not.” 
 
    “I’ll add that to my list of things that I need to find out.” 
 
    “That’s a growing list.” 
 
    I opened my eyes wide.  “It sure is.  But, just say he did know and only recently found out about it.  The wound would be extra fresh in his mind.”   
 
    Paige segued to the next suspect, Tyler Howard.  “Speaking of people with fresh wounds, never underestimate a bitter business partner who thought Mark was running the place into the ground.”   
 
    “Especially when a retirement account is at play.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Imagine how Tyler Howard feels, having invested the lion’s share of his retirement account into the bait and tackle shop, only to see the profits slip month after month.” 
 
    “Before you know it, the friendship you once had with Mark evaporates, devolving into nothing but infighting about who can run the place better,” I said.       
 
    “But, with Mark out of the picture, Tyler would be free to run the place any way he chooses,” Paige replied.   
 
    Out of sheer frustration, I couldn’t help but let a zinger fly, just to blow off some steam.  “So true.  It’s a shame Mark didn’t have many enemies, huh?”  
 
    She smiled.  “I know, right?” 
 
    “It makes me wonder, is there anyone who did like Mark?” I continued.   
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder that myself.” 
 
    “I guess we should get to Kristal Stanton next.” 
 
    “Ah, nothing like a crazy ex-girlfriend.” 
 
    “Key word being crazy, right?” I asked.   
 
    Paige corrected me.  “You mean, the scary word being crazy.  She did not quite grasp the concept of what being an ex, meant.  She acted like Mark had never broken up with her.” 
 
    “The only thing worse than a woman scorned is a crazy woman scorned.” 
 
    “Kristal is definitely all of the above.” 
 
    “I wish I could say that was all the suspects,” I replied.   
 
    “I know.  There’s so many, but we can’t forget about Becky Campbell,” Paige said.   
 
    “No, especially not with her story.  Do you have anything more to go on than Mark firing her the other day?” 
 
    “Is that not enough?” 
 
    “It’s definitely a motive, but if I’m going to question her about murder, I’d like to have more to go on,” I said.   
 
    “I wish I had more for you to work with.  All Mark told me was that she was fired for insubordination.” 
 
    I sighed.  “All right.  I’ll see what else I can dig up.  Well, I should get to work.” 
 
    Paige stopped me.  “Not so fast.  You’re forgetting Eric Peterson.” 
 
    “Oh, right.  Mark’s main competitor.” 
 
    “Not to mention the thorn in his side.  He was Mark’s business rival, and things got heated between them.  I can’t tell you how many rants I heard Mark launch into about how Eric was trying to put him out of business.”  
 
     “There’s nothing like a rival to bring out the worst in you,” I said.   
 
    “Yup.  When two people have that kind of bad blood, there’s no telling when or if it will boil over.” 
 
    “I’ll find out.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.  Eric has never been shy about his hatred for Mark before, so why should he start now?” 
 
    I couldn’t resist letting out a little more steam.  My sarcastic streak was having a hard time staying bottled up.   
 
    “It’s a shame I don’t have my work cut out for me,” I said.    
 
    “I know, right?  This case could be as easy as pie,” she deadpanned, at a time when sarcasm couldn’t have been less welcome.   
 
    “Please, don’t mention pie.  At least until I’ve solved this sucker.  Then pie will be a welcome reward.” 
 
    “Good luck, Hope.” 
 
    “To be fair, I’m counting on having more than hope on my side.” 
 
    Paige didn’t quite get my drift.  “Are you asking me to pray for you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t turn that offer down, but it isn’t what I meant.” 
 
    She scrunched her nose as her face went blank.  “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to do some computer research for me.” 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    “I want you to find out everything you can about these suspects.  Check their social media, blogs, anything.  It’s a longshot, but people have been known to post some crazy things online.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” 
 
    “Let’s hope someone did just that.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Paige said.   
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    With the behind-the-scenes preparation out of the way, it was time to get down to business.  In showbiz terms, rehearsals were over.  It was show time.   
 
    My first stop was the scene of the crime, otherwise known as Mark Butler’s house.  It was a modern, brown stucco house with a red, Spanish tile roof situated a twenty minute drive from the ocean.   
 
    When I arrived on the scene, the police were long gone, but their yellow caution tape was out in full force around Mark’s garage.  This was going to make for a delicate dance.  The cover of night was long gone.  The sun was halfway up the sky already.  Everything I was about to do was in plain view of any peeping neighbors.   
 
    While I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, I had to take a chance of catching a stray glance or two if I was going to get anything out of this.  The goal was to poke around and stumble upon something useful that my brother and his forensics team might have missed during their sweep of the place.  It was a longshot, but one I had to take if I wanted to get a leg up on this investigation.   
 
    In an effort to limit drawing too much attention, I parked on the street a few houses down from Mark’s.  I looked around to see if I could spot any prying eyes.  To my great relief, it seemed like I was alone.  I approached the garage, keeping my eyes focused on the ground.  Secretly, I hoped that the killer might have dropped something or left a clue behind in the grass or the driveway.  Upon closer inspection, I didn’t find anything out of the ordinary.   
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was because the killer had been careful, or if the police had already bagged up all the evidence there was to find.  There was only one place left to check, and that was the garage itself.   
 
    A string of yellow police tape warned me not to go any further.  I had a difficult decision to make.  Would I cross the line and go inside the garage anyway in hopes of discovering something new, or would I stop right there?  I knew what the prudent decision was.  Ultimately, I decided just to peer into the window of the side garage door.   
 
    It didn’t give me a great view, but that was as far as I was willing to go.  I wasn’t about to trespass.  Not just because it could draw the ire of my brother, but also because I trusted my brother to have done a thorough enough job of going over every inch of that garage for evidence.   
 
    I knew coming here was akin to a wild goose chase, but I went anyway, because I at least got a better idea in my mind of how things really went down.  Through the window, I was able to see the chalk outline of the body, not to mention the open tackle box where the fishing knife was likely grabbed from.   
 
    Given the layout of the scene, the killer could have gone in through the unlocked side door undetected, grabbed the knife from the open tackle box, snuck up behind Mark, and stabbed him without Mark being the wiser.  No struggle was needed, nor were any words required to be spoken.  Any of the suspects could have done this.    
 
    That was not welcome news.  I came here hoping to find something to narrow the suspects down, not keep the list as long as ever.  It was important not to get down on myself.  My idea was a good one; it just didn’t pan out.  I should probably learn to get used to that.  During the course of an investigation, that happened more often than not.  On my old TV show, my character often came across a bunch of dead ends before landing a solid lead.     
 
    My morale levels aside, I found myself regrettably right back where I started.  Square one had never looked so daunting.  I took a deep breath, then looked ahead.     
 
    Knowing there wasn’t anything else to see here, it was time to regroup and move on.  I walked back to my car, planning out my next step.  My thoughts immediately turned to Mark’s woman on the side, Celeste Cooper.  She was the logical first suspect to question.  I hadn’t even turned on the ignition of my car before I realized that I’d gotten ahead of myself. 
 
    While I was lost in my thoughts going over which questions I wanted to ask Celeste, a car slowly pulled up in front of Mark’s house and parked on the sidewalk.  Suddenly, I was glad I’d been so leisurely making my way back to my car.  Ambling rarely paid dividends, but it certainly had here.  If I’d been in a hurry getting out of here, I’d already be on my way and wouldn’t have spotted this car.   
 
     My curiosity was reaching peak levels.  Who was in the car, and what were they doing here?  I zeroed in on the car, desperate for answers.  Thankfully, they came to me in short order.  As the driver got out of the car, I almost couldn’t believe my eyes.   
 
    Of all people, Kristal Stanton, Mark’s ex-girlfriend, was the driver.  Before my father retired from the police force, he’d often tell me stories about how suspects would sometimes perplexingly return to the scene of the crime.  On occasion, it was a guilty conscience that brought them back.   
 
    Other times, they began second guessing themselves and whether they’d properly covered their tracks.  Was that the case here?  Had Kristal left behind a key piece of evidence?  Or, was this something else entirely? 
 
    One thing was clear—this wasn’t just some random act.  Kristal had come here with a very specific purpose, and I wasn’t going to leave until I found out what it was.  In hopes of keeping the element of surprise on my side, I got out of my car as quietly as possible and tiptoed towards her.   
 
    Kristal went up the driveway to the house with such intense focus that she didn’t even notice me sneaking up behind her.  Everything was playing right into my hand, and I planned to take full advantage of that.  I positioned myself halfway between Kristal and her car, making a hasty retreat difficult.  She’d have to get through me if she was going to get back into her car.  That was just the leverage I was looking for.   
 
    With all the pieces in place, the time to delay was over.  I made the first move.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked.   
 
    Kristal froze dead in her tracks.  “Who’s asking?”    
 
    That was the question I’d been dreading, for a number of reasons.  My identity elicited wildly different reactions, depending on whether people had seen my old show.  Sometimes, I almost thought it was better when people didn’t recognize me as an actress.  Then, I could just be myself.  As Kristal hadn’t still fully turned around yet, I replied with as much authority in my voice as I could muster.   
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.”   
 
    She was determined to see my face before she replied.  Kristal turned around and stared me down, looking just as stiff as when my voice first stopped her dead in her tracks.   
 
    Like Paige Richardson, Kristal was a brunette in her early forties with long hair and a full-figured body.  Mark clearly had a type when it came to the women he was attracted to, and didn’t seem to have any interest in mixing it up.  Kristal was wearing black high heels, a pair of jeans that seemed a little too tight for someone of her size, and a brown sweater.   
 
    Her reply was most peculiar.  “Victoria Sassy?  What are you doing here?  I used to love your show.” 
 
    Uh-oh.  That was just the reaction I was hoping to avoid.  It was important that the focus stayed on the murder case, not my old TV show.  Now, the onus was on me to keep this conversation from getting completely derailed.    
 
    I corrected her.  “My name is Hope Hadley.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    She heard me just fine, but for whatever reason, the words didn’t compute correctly in her head.  They couldn’t have, considering the way she responded.   
 
    “I’m glad a detective like you is here,” Kristal continued.     
 
    This was getting too surreal for comfort.  She was kidding, right?  I mean, she couldn’t honestly think I was a detective.  She must obviously realize I wasn’t the character I once played on TV.   
 
    The dead serious look on her face said otherwise.  Apparently, I’d given her sanity too much credit.  I’d heard about crazy things like this before.  That occasionally an actress got so well known for one role that the two became indistinguishable from one another.   
 
    Instead of trying to explain to her that I was an actress, I decided to let her keep her delusion, even attempting to parlay that to my advantage.   
 
    “Right, a detective like me,” I replied.  “As a detective, I can’t help but wonder what you’re doing here.”  
 
    If I thought she was off her rocker before, Kristal’s next answer really floored me.   
 
    “I’m here to investigate this case,” she said.   
 
    “What do you mean you’re investigating this case?  You’re a suspect.” 
 
    She scoffed and put her hand over her chest, acting as offended as could be.  “Me, a suspect?  Where would you get that crazy idea from?” 
 
    “Are you really going to make me go over the reasons?” 
 
    As unwavering as I was being, she matched me step for step.   
 
    “Try me,” Kristal replied.   
 
    “First, you’re the victim’s ex-girlfriend.  If that wasn’t enough, Mark was the one who dumped you.  To top it all off, you’re clearly still hung up on him.  In the investigative game, that’s what we call motive.” 
 
    She shrugged off my points without flinching.  “If you mean motivation to solve this crime, then I absolutely agree with you.” 
 
    “You’re not going to change your crazy story, are you?” 
 
    As expected, Kristal got bent out of shape and tried to rationalize her behavior.  “Crazy?  That couldn’t be further from the truth.  When I heard about Mark’s murder, I was so heartbroken that I felt compelled to find out who was responsible for this.” 
 
    “So you’re not going to budge at all, huh?  You’re going to stick to this farfetched story about you investigating the case.” 
 
    She was really losing her patience with me now.  “Why do you find that so hard to believe?”  
 
    “To start, who investigates a murder case in high heels?” 
 
    “Uh, what’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “Everything is wrong with that.  When was the last time you saw someone investigate a case in heels?  Never.  No one investigates in heels.  Do you know why?” 
 
    That was a rhetorical question.  Knowing Kristal, if I gave her the chance, she’d actually try to come up with an answer.     
 
    I continued before she had the chance to.  “Because we’re on our feet all day.  I can’t imagine less comfortable footwear than heels.  More importantly, what if a suspect takes off on you.  How could you possibly expect to keep up with them wearing those?” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” she admitted.    
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    “Just because I came here in heels doesn’t mean I’m not here to investigate this case.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.  I don’t know who you think you’re fooling, but it’s not me.” 
 
    My lack of restraint immediately came back to haunt me.   
 
    Kristal lashed out at me.  “I don’t have to explain myself to you.” 
 
    This was a dangerous and crucial crossroad in our conversation.  She’d gone from friendly to annoyed to on the brink of shutting down.  It would prove disastrous if she did go quiet on me.  Since I didn’t have a police badge, she was technically right—I couldn’t force her to talk.  She could end the conversation right here if she wanted.  The only feasible idea that popped into my mind came with a big risk that could backfire on me if I wasn’t careful.   
 
    “You’re right,” I replied.   
 
    Kristal breathed a sigh of relief, mistakenly thinking I was backing off.  She let her guard down too soon.  She just didn’t realize it until I finished my thought.   
 
    “You can explain yourself to the police instead,” I continued.   
 
    Her eyes darted open as I pulled out my cell phone and got ready to dial 9-1-1.  It was a complete bluff on my part, but she didn’t know that.  My only hope was that she wouldn’t call me on it.   
 
    “Stop.  Put your phone away,” she pleaded.   
 
    I had her right where I wanted her.  It was time to double down on my efforts.  I was more aggressive with my questioning than ever.  “What’s the matter?  Do you have something to hide?” 
 
    “No.  I just…what do you want from me?” 
 
    “I just want the truth,” I said.   
 
    “That’s what I’ve been telling you.  Like I said, I’m here to find out who killed Mark.” 
 
    She was really getting on my nerves now.  Instead of belaboring the point even more, I went after her from a different angle.    
 
    “Where were you last night between eleven and midnight?” I asked.   
 
    She was dismissive.  “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “Trust me, it matters more than you think.  Now, answer the question.” 
 
    She scrambled again.  “You first.  Tell me where you were and I’ll tell you where I was.” 
 
    Kristal clearly felt like that would put me in a bind, but that was far from the case.   
 
    “My old friend Penelope Willett and I were having a few drinks at Crafty Cabernet Wine Bar on First Street.  There’s at least a half a dozen people that could vouch for that, in addition to the manager.” 
 
    Kristal was deflated.  “Oh.” 
 
    I fired the question right back at her.  “Your turn.  How about you?” 
 
    She grimaced.  “What was the question again?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe how dumb she was playing.  Then again, perhaps it wasn’t an act.  Maybe she really was this thick.  Either way, I wasn’t going to let her worm her way out of this.   
 
    “Where were you between eleven and midnight?” 
 
    “I was, uh, asleep.” 
 
    “Asleep?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Were you alone?” 
 
    She acted outraged.  “That’s none of your business.”   
 
    These were some seriously softball questions.  If she was already wilting under the pressure with these, what would she do when I got to the hard stuff? 
 
    I pressed on.  “If you don’t have anything to hide, you don’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    Finally, I was able to get a straight answer.  “Yes, I was alone.  Are you happy now?”  
 
    “Why would that make me happy?  It just proves you don’t have an alibi,” I said.     
 
    She flew off the handle.  “Why are you asking me these questions?  I’m investigating this case, and you’re treating me like I’m a suspect.” 
 
    “Ok.  Let’s assume I go along with your logic.  Say I believe you’re investigating this case, what have you found so far?” 
 
    She somehow found a way to be argumentative even when I was taking her side.  This was maddening.   
 
    “Oh, so now you want to compare notes?” 
 
    I called her out again.  “You don’t have anything, do you?” 
 
    She was vehement in her denial.  “That’s not true.” 
 
    Before I had a chance to rebut her statement, she threw a name at me.   
 
    “My theory is that Eric Peterson did this,” she continued.   
 
    I pressed her for more details.  “What are you basing that on?” 
 
    “My instincts.  Sometimes investigators have hunches, and I was just coming here to try and back up my theory.” 
 
    She was starting to talk a good game, but her words rang hollow in my ears.   
 
    “Do you want to know what I think happened?” I said.   
 
    Not realizing that my question was rhetorical in nature, she opened her mouth to answer.  
 
    I wasn’t going to stop talking until I got my point across.  “I think the real reason you’re here is because you’re worried you might have left something incriminating here last night, so you came back to try and cover your tracks.” 
 
    She jumped back on the defensive.  “I already told you, I was asleep at the time of the murder.” 
 
    “You also told me you have no one to verify that.”     
 
    “I don’t have to explain myself to you.” 
 
    I pulled my phone out again.  “Like I said before, you can explain yourself to the police.”   
 
    This time, my bluff didn’t scare Kristal.  She had a full head of steam and would not be intimidated.  I’d managed to keep the upper hand throughout the rest of the conversation but suddenly found myself blindsided as she barreled towards me and knocked my phone out of my hand.   
 
    My natural instinct was to bend over and pick up the phone from the grass.  As I was off-balance, Kristal shoved me aside and bolted towards her car. 
 
    I let my phone go for the moment and followed her.  “Hey.  Where do you think you’re going?”   
 
    Kristal reached her car and swung the driver’s side door open.  “I’m out of here.  Leave me alone.” 
 
    I rushed over to the passenger side door and tried to think of something that would keep her from driving off, ultimately saying the first thing that came to mind.   
 
    “Running only makes you look guilty.” 
 
    Kristal paid no attention to me, firing up her engine and switching into drive.    
 
    I only had one shot of keeping her here now.  As a last resort, I could move around to the front of her car and try to act as a human roadblock.  I decided against it when I saw the crazed look in her eyes and realized there was a good likelihood of getting run over.   
 
    Instead, I let her drive off and picked up my phone from the grass, lamenting how close I’d come to making a breakthrough, only to leave empty-handed.     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After that surreal encounter with Kristal, I knew a stop back home was in order.  All it took was an interview with one of the suspects for my best laid sleuthing plans to go astray.  Before things went too far afield, I was determined to right the ship.     
 
     There was still a whole slew of suspects left to question, and I couldn’t afford a repeat of what just happened.  I had to make the most of the limited time I had with each suspect.  That meant focusing on the case, not getting distracted by talk of my former thespian life.    
 
    Luckily, there was one easy way to take the focus off me—a disguise.  A few years back, when my old TV show was garnering huge ratings, I got a taste of what it was like to be a bonafide celebrity, with all the perks and pitfalls that entailed.  When most people pictured superstardom, it was the spoils they thought of.  Visions of a life of luxury darted to the forefront of their minds.   
 
    There was a flip side to celebrity as well—the complete loss of anonymity.  My days of being inconspicuous were over.  In addition, when everyone knew you, they all had opinions of you, and weren’t shy to share them with you, for better or worse.   
 
    To keep some semblance of privacy when I went out in public, I had the costume department at the TV studio whip up a proper disguise for me, consisting of a fiery-red curly-haired wig, floppy hat, and wide-rimmed sunglasses.   
 
    It wasn’t some jaw-dropping transformation, but then again, I didn’t want it to be.  If the disguise was too extreme, it would draw attention to itself like a Halloween costume that was worn in December.  This new look of mine was just enough of a tweak to help me blend in with the crowd.   
 
    Once I arrived home, I dug out my old disguise and put it on.  Part of me wondered if it would still work.  As I looked in the mirror at the bright red wig, floppy hat, and oversized sunglasses, I became confident that this would do the trick.  With that out of the way, I could focus once again on the case, and more specifically, the next round of suspects.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With my true identity disguised, I headed back out to investigate.  After Kristal Stanton had given me Eric Peterson’s name as a lead, I headed over to the pier.  Both Eric’s and Mark’s bait and tackle shops were located there.  While Kristal had most likely name-dropped Eric to throw the finger of blame off of herself, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that there was a kernel of truth to her statement.   
 
    As Eric was already a suspect on my list, this gave me even more reason to talk to him.  Part of me was in disbelief that the bait and tackle shop was even open that morning.  If my rival had been murdered, I would have kept the doors shuttered for at least one day out of respect for the deceased.   
 
    Eric didn’t agree with my line of thinking.  The shop opened on time like it was just any other day.  It looked like business as usual, and a brisk business day at that.   
 
    There was an old adage about the business world stopping for no one.  That was on full display here.  Perhaps for a cutthroat business like this, the prospect of losing a day’s worth of sales was too much of a hit to take.  I was about to find out.  Before I went in, I reconsidered my timing when I spotted Mark’s bait shop across the way.  While Eric’s place was bustling with business, thus making it harder to get him alone, Mark’s shop was dead quiet.   
 
    I revised my plans and decided to hit up Mark’s shop first and double back to Eric’s place later in hopes that business might have quieted down by then.   
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    The first thing that struck me about Mark’s bait shop was how rickety the place was.  The store was decades old and looked like it hadn’t been updated or cleaned in as long.  It was an unappetizing shack, as grimy as it was rusty.   
 
    As I entered, the place didn’t become any more welcoming.  It was the bait shop equivalent of a dive bar.  A locals only fisherman haunt, where tourists or casual fishers dared not enter.  Some would say the place had character.  I just thought it needed a good scrubbing.  I’m not talking running a few rags or a dust mop around the place.  We’re talking bringing in a professional cleaning crew here.  What looked back only smelled worse, like taking a whiff of a fish tank that hadn’t been cleaned in weeks.   
 
    Tyler Howard, the co-owner of the shop, was behind the counter, going over some printed reports from the cash register.  He was a burly man in his midforties with a trucker hat covering his long brown hair and a tank top that showed off the barbed-wire tattoo that circled his left bicep.   
 
    Tyler put all his weight on his right leg, which was understandable, due to the hobble in his left leg.  An old knee injury from his former career as a professional fisherman was the culprit.  He’d banged up that knee pretty bad, which left him with this nasty souvenir that forced him into early retirement.  With his days at sea over, he took his savings and opened this business with Mark Butler.   
 
    Make no mistake, just because he co-owned a business doesn’t mean he’d gone corporate.  He was anything but polished in his business approach and had a salty attitude that didn’t lend itself to customer service.  That’s why he and Mark made such a good team.  Tyler handled the behind the scenes matters while Mark and his schmooze-heavy personality handled the customers.   
 
    With Mark gone, Tyler looked out of place behind the counter.  Even more, he seemed wildly uninterested in making an effort to change his surly ways. 
 
    Going in, I knew this would be like trying to thaw a glacier.  Still, I had to try.  I began with the most basic of icebreakers, a warm smile.     
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Tyler gave me a cockeyed look, as if he was befuddled why a woman like me would ever set foot in a shack like this.   
 
    “You lost?” he asked.   
 
    “No.  I actually came here to see you.” 
 
    He looked me up and down again with a piercing stare that made me feel like I was under a microscope.  If anything, instead of warming him up a little, my response only made him even more wary of me.   
 
    “You’re not some no good tax auditor or nothing, are you?” he replied.   
 
    I wanted to assuage his fears as quickly as possible.  “No.” 
 
    He seemed relieved, like he’d been dreading a visit from a government suit for some time.  After assuring him that I wasn’t a civil servant, he wasn’t nearly as aggressive with me but did still look at me with a great deal of continued skepticism.   
 
    “What do you want?” he asked.   
 
    I couldn’t get over how brusque he was.  It was so off-putting.  And this was before he found out that I’d come to interview him as a suspect in Mark’s murder.  Things were poised to get much worse.   
 
    While I’d taken a purposefully confrontational approach with Kristal, I was trying to thaw Tyler out as best as I could.  If I kept at it, maybe I’d finally have some luck.   
 
    “I heard about what happened with Mark.”   
 
    Tyler narrowed his eyes, more suspicious of my presence than ever.  “Yeah.” 
 
    He gave me as little to work with as possible.  That was barely more than a grunt.  Getting info out of him would be like trying to pull teeth with a pair of pliers.   
 
    “How did you hear about it?” 
 
    “Who’s asking?” he asked.   
 
    That put me in a tight spot.  The old adage about the truth hurting had never been more true.  In this case, telling the truth wouldn’t just hurt my chances of getting the information I needed, it would be a total conversation killer.  He was already tight-lipped.  If I told him I was just some former actress turned animal shelter owner who took up sleuthing to help a friend, I most likely wouldn’t be able to get another word out of him.   
 
    My only other choice was to lie to him.  I hated to do it, but extreme situations called for extreme actions.  Luckily, I found the perfect one.   
 
    “Detective Sassy,” I said.  I threw a question his way before he thought to ask to see a police badge.  “How did you hear about Mark’s death?” 
 
    “He didn’t show up for his shift this morning, so I drove by his place.  That’s when I saw the police cars out front and knew something awful had gone down.” 
 
    “It’s very unfortunate what happened to him.” 
 
    “He had it coming,” Tyler replied.   
 
    Did he not realize he was a suspect in this case?  If he didn’t, that was his loss because he’d just given me some serious fodder to work with.  I was almost stunned at what I’d just heard.  It wasn’t often leads like this got dropped into a sleuth’s lap.   
 
    “Oh, really?  How did he have it coming?” I asked.   
 
    “That’s what happens when you mess around with too many women at the same time.” 
 
    “So, you think one of his exes did this?” I said.   
 
    He nodded.  “There’s no doubt in my mind.” 
 
    “You say that, but do you have any proof of it?” 
 
    “There are some things you just know.” 
 
    “Can you be a little more specific?  You told me that Mark messed around with too many women at the same time, but which one do you think killed him?” 
 
    “It was that last one he was with, Paige Richardson.” 
 
    I had to admit, hearing Paige’s name in the context of a murder suspect again made my skin crawl.  It hit far too close to home for my taste.  I tried to shrug off my personal feelings and focus on finding out the truth.    
 
    “What makes you think that?” I said.   
 
    “She loved him.  I mean, really loved him with all her heart.  But he didn’t treat her right, and when a man doesn’t treat a woman right, bad things happen.”   
 
    “What about Kristal Stanton?” 
 
    He furrowed his brow.  “What about her?” 
 
    “Mark didn’t treat her right either, and I heard she was the crazy ex-girlfriend type.”  
 
    “I can’t disagree with you there.  Even now, all this time after Mark broke up with her, Kristal still seemed like she was hung up on him.”   
 
    “What makes you say that she was still hung up on Mark?” I asked.   
 
    “She kept coming in here every day, even after Mark got with Paige Richardson.  Kristal didn’t take no for an answer.  She was like a crazed boat captain obsessed with a whale she could never catch.”  
 
    “Yet you still think Paige did this?” I asked.   
 
    He nodded.  “Nothing hurts more than a fresh wound.” 
 
    It was time to turn things around on him.  “You’re spending a lot of time pointing fingers at Paige, but what about you?” 
 
    He stared me down.  “What about me?” 
 
    “Where were you last night between eleven and midnight?” I asked.   
 
    “I was here.” 
 
    “At work?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    I turned around and pointed at the door.  “The sign says that the shop closes at five.” 
 
    He kept to his story, with one little addendum.  “I was working late.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at him.  “Really late, it sounds like.” 
 
    He raised his voice as his tenuous grip on his temper began slipping.  “There’s no crime against that.” 
 
    If I was going to get anywhere with this case, I’d need to start getting into specifics.  “What were you working on?” 
 
    He was really making me work for it, giving me the vaguest and least descriptive answer he possibly could.  “Business stuff.”.  
 
    “You mean, trying to turn around the business?” 
 
    He sneered.  “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “I know you and Mark were having some pretty bitter disagreements about what direction to take the business in.” 
 
    He dismissed me outright like I was a crazy person talking to the moon.  “So what?  I didn’t kill him.  I was here at the time of the murder.  I just told you that.” 
 
    I scanned the shop and confirmed my own theory.  “You don’t happen to have security cameras here, do you?” 
 
    He didn’t seem to follow my logic.  “Do you know how much those things cost?  Besides, who is going to rob a bait and tackle shop?” 
 
    “I meant, it’s a shame that you don’t have security cameras in here because they could have verified your story.  Without any video proof, all you have to go on is your word.” 
 
    “A fisherman’s word means everything.  Besides, I told you the one to watch out for is Paige Richardson.” 
 
    “That’s what you keep telling me, but like everything you’ve said, you don’t have any proof.  Right now it’s just your word against hers.” 
 
    He slammed his fist down on the counter.  “What, you’re going to take the word of a bitter ex-girlfriend instead of me?” 
 
    A dangerous line had been crossed.  When the conversation began, Tyler was just grumpy.  From there, he’d moved on to outraged.  This was beyond that.  He’d veered off the cliff of sanity.  There was a crazed look in his eyes like he’d turned into a rabid animal.  
 
    It didn’t take an expert camper to know not to poke an angry bear.  If I didn’t want things to turn grisly, I needed to find an alternate way to get the information I was after.   
 
    He continued.  “We’re done here.” 
 
    I stood my ground.  “No.  Becky Campbell was just fired yesterday.  Why?”  
 
    He was terse once again.  “Insubordination.”   
 
    “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said.  
 
    “Can’t, or won’t?” 
 
    He was at the end of his fuse.  My only saving grace was that this confrontation was occurring in the shop he owned.  Theoretically, a customer could come in at any time.  While that was unlikely, given the shop’s lack of recent sales, it was still enough of a deterrent to keep him from completely unloading on me.    
 
    While going ballistic on me was out of the question, snarling was not.   
 
    “Can’t,” he said.     
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I kept pressing, inching closer to wearing him down completely.   
 
    “Because I don’t know.” 
 
    I folded my arms.  “Do you really expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Mark was too busy to go into detail with me yesterday.  He was going to run down the whole story with me today.”     
 
    For the first time, I saw a different look in his eyes.  Throughout the rest of the conversation, he seemed to be hiding something.  Now, his eyes were clearer than I’d ever seen them before.  That led me to believe two things.  First, that he was telling the truth about being in the dark regarding the Becky Campbell firing.  Second, that he still had plenty of secrets to hide when it came to everything else.   
 
    If I hadn’t pushed my luck enough already throughout this conversation, I decided to do it once more.  “Is that all you have for me?” 
 
    Tyler was grinding his teeth he was so angry.  “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “I meant, are you sticking to your flimsy cover story?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me.  “It’s not just a story.  It’s the truth.” 
 
    I could have stayed there all day trying to wear him down, but I felt like I’d already passed the law of diminishing returns.  With so many other suspects left to question, I decided to leave before things got even more contentious.   
 
    “We’ll see about that.  In the meantime, don’t go leaving town.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since I was already on the boardwalk, my next logical stop was only a few hundred feet away.  Hook, Line, And Savings wasn’t just Tyler and Mark’s local bait shop competition, it was devouring Boardwalk bait and tackle like a great white shark sinking its teeth into easy prey.   
 
    This rival shop, which was sending Boardwalk bait and tackle to a quick and watery grave, was run by Eric Peterson, the charismatic thirtysomething upstart entrepreneur who may or may not also be a murderer.  That part was what I was there to find out.     
 
    I didn’t even have to take a step inside Eric’s shop to see that the contrasts between the two businesses were stark.  Anyone with half a brain could see why the new bait shop in town was trouncing the competition.  Eric’s store seemed to shine a light on all of Boardwalk’s inadequacies.   
 
    The outside was clean and modern, the sign was big and sleek.  There was a sophistication to the place, a polish that made a huge difference in its presentation.  Eric’s business looked welcoming to families, hobbyists, and professional fishermen alike.  By contrast, Tyler’s shack almost dared potential customers to enter at their own peril.   
 
    When I went inside Hook, Line, And Savings, my feelings about the place were just affirmed even more.  Despite the fact that they sold inherently messy items such as bait, the place looked clean and orderly and was noticeably odor-free.  In addition to the décor and presentation, there was another major point of contrast: the volume of customers.  More specifically, Eric’s business actually had them, in great numbers.   
 
    The store was bustling.  It was almost too busy for me.  I’d gone to Boardwalk bait and tackle first in an attempt to let the crowd thin out here, but that just didn’t happen.  While I could have done without Tyler Howard’s sour attitude, the quiet and privacy at Boardwalk afforded me the ability to really hammer him with questions.   
 
    With so many people coming and going here at Hook, Line, And Savings, I’d have to find a way to isolate Eric Peterson to get any information out of him.  Hopefully, I could get him to talk to me in the back or outside.  But first, I had to track him down.  
 
    Surprisingly, I was greeted with a nice, big, warm smile before I even made it to the front counter.  Paul Miller was a friendly clerk with pockmarked skin and great customer service skills.  
 
    “Can I can help you?” he asked.   
 
    I glanced over the clerk’s shoulder, scanning the shop for any sign of the owner, Eric Peterson.  Unfortunately, I didn’t see him.  Maybe he was in the back.  At least, that’s what I hoped.     
 
    “I’m looking for Eric Peterson,” I said.   
 
    Paul scrunched his nose.  “I’m sorry.  He’s not here.” 
 
    “You mean, he’s not even in the back?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Can you tell me where he is?” I said.   
 
    He shrugged his shoulders.  “I have no clue, but I can take a message if you’d like.” 
 
    “No, that’s ok.” 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t take a message for you?  I’ll make sure he gets it when he returns.” 
 
    “It’s really something I need to talk to him about in person.”   
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Do you know if he’s expected in today?” 
 
    He had more bad news for me.  “He’s actually taken a few days off.” 
 
    My mind immediately began racing.  Had he decided to take today off because he knew he was a suspect?  This was one of those times when specifics meant everything.  “Starting when?” 
 
    “As far as I know, he’s always off on Friday and Saturday.  He’s on the schedule for tomorrow, though.” 
 
    Without realizing it, Paul had just given me the answer I was looking for.  Not only was Eric off today, but also yesterday.  More importantly, it was by design, prescheduled.  I wasn’t sure if that helped my case or hurt it.  I guess it depended on whether the murder was premeditated or a spur of the moment crime of passion.   
 
    Either way, there was nothing more to get from Paul.  It was time to make a hasty exit.     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Becky Campbell was next on my list of suspects to question.  Having been fired from the bait and tackle shop less than twenty-four hours before the murder, her motive was unmistakable: revenge.  When people lost their jobs, they got pushed to the brink.  Their emotions were raw and unstable, a breeding ground for desperation.  Poor decisions almost always followed.   
 
    After getting Becky’s address from Paige, I headed over to the pastel green-colored bungalow she was renting to find out.  Unfortunately, as I arrived, I found no car in the driveway.  That was not a good start.  Things only got worse from there.   
 
    I knocked on the front door but received no answer.  After another round of knocks had yielded no response, I peered into one of the front windows of the house.  What I saw only confirmed my fears, that she wasn’t home.     
 
    That left me with a big decision to make.  It was one thing for Becky not to be home right now.  It was another to not have any idea when she’d be back.  If I waited, there was a chance I could get lucky and have her return within the hour.  There was also the very real possibility that the whole rest of my day could be squandered. 
 
    Time was the one thing I didn’t have enough of right now.  With each hour that passed, the odds stacked higher against me.  A sleuth’s best chance of solving a murder case was within the first forty-eight hours.  After that, the odds got longer and the leads grew cold quickly.  That’s why I had to maximize my time.   
 
    Given the fact that there were still a number of other suspects that I’d yet to interview, I decided to move on and come back later.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After striking out at Becky Campbell’s place, I was hoping to have better luck with the next suspect.  Unfortunately, I’d kept tripping over unexpected stumbling blocks.  With each stop that I made where I didn’t even get to talk to one the suspects, I lost precious time.  Since the killer already had at least a fifteen-hour head start on me, any time I could make up was crucial.  
 
     I prayed that luck would smile on me.  Apparently, the universe had a tongue in cheek sense of humor, because what I got instead was a mischievous wink in return.  I probably should have known better than to expect a tranquil scene to be waiting for me when I arrived at Celeste Cooper’s house, but as I pulled up, an all-out blitz of drama was unfolding before my eyes.   
 
    It was a baby blue-colored bungalow with a dark gray tiled roof.  Two stumpy palm trees stood in the sparsely landscaped yard.  Celeste, Mark’s woman on the side, stood on the brick walkway trying to plead with her disgruntled husband, Ryan Cooper. 
 
    In an uncanny fashion, like both Paige Richardson and Kristal Stanton, Celeste was a brunette in her forties with a full-figured body.  If this was a Hollywood casting call, they’d all be competing for the same role.  Instead, they’d unknowingly been vying for Mark’s heart, only to have theirs broken.   
 
    Conversely, Ryan Cooper looked nothing like Mark Butler.  He was nebbish and slight of build, a scrawny fortysomething accountant type with large-framed glasses and a short-sleeved buttoned down blue shirt with a thin black tie.   
 
    While I philosophically disagreed with such morally abhorrent behavior as adultery, as an objective observer, I could see that in picking a muscular, charismatic man like Mark to have an affair with, Celeste had chosen a man who couldn’t share fewer similar traits with her husband.       
 
    Ryan was planted squarely on the doorstep of the house, guarding the front door like his life depended on it.  Even as I drove by on the street, the tension between them was palpable.     
 
    Ryan appeared to be turning a deaf ear to his wife, not even yielding an inch, despite all her efforts to look contrite.  There was a sizable amount of emotional energy being exerted, all to no avail.  It was not an unreasonable assumption to believe that this all stemmed from Ryan finding out about his wife’s affair.  Whether my hunch was spot-on was still yet to be determined.   
 
    What was quite evident was that I’d stumbled upon a powder keg that could explode at any moment.  My greatest concern was that if I intervened right now, perhaps it would do so in my face.  That’s why I decided to watch the rest of the Coopers’ exchange unfurl from a distance, at least for the meantime.   
 
    I overshot the house and parked on the sidewalk, watching as things quickly devolved.  Part of me was still in a state of shock that something like this was occurring right in their front yard.  Explosive encounters like this were a rare occurrence to begin with, but when they did crop up, it was usually behind closed doors.   
 
    That this was taking place outside, in plain view of neighbors or anyone driving by, showed just how little awareness and concern they had for prying eyes.  Their intense focus on either other worked to my advantage, and I planned to make the most of this opportunity.  My only concern was that by parking a solid fifty feet away, I’d not only be well out of earshot but might miss something crucial.  My fears were confirmed when I focused in and saw how expressive their body language was.   
 
    There was no mistaking what was going on.  Even more, I didn’t have to wait long until things completely unraveled.  It was obvious that Ryan had reached his limit.  He grabbed a moving box from the doorway and shoved it at Celeste, forcing her backward.   
 
    Instead of responding with anger, she gave him her best hangdog face and made one last plea for his sympathy, but there was none to be found.  He pointed at her car in the driveway and commanded her to leave.   
 
    Defeated, she reluctantly complied, staggering slowly away from him.  A few seconds later, she loaded the box into her car, then turned back to the doorway and gave him one last wistful look which he averted his gaze from.  With great frustration, she then got in her car and pulled out of the driveway. 
 
    I made a point to watch Ryan’s next move carefully.  His reaction would either greatly complicate things for me or would simplify them.  Once again, I turned to prayer quickly.  Thankfully, this one was answered.   
 
    Much to my relief, Ryan did not get in his own car and drive off to parts unknown.  Instead, he turned around and headed back inside his bungalow.  After breathing a substantial sigh of relief, I knew my next step.   
 
    The choice was easy.  If Ryan was going to head out, he probably would have gotten in his car right then and there.  Since he went inside, it was a safe bet that he was staying put for a while.  That allowed me to tail Celeste, fairly confident in the knowledge that Ryan would probably still be back at the bungalow when I returned to question him later.   
 
    As for Celeste, she was hardly burning rubber.  Her car was putting along as if she was making up her route as she went.  That was fine by me.  The more aimless she was, the better, especially since it gave me time to make up the distance between us.   
 
    Despite the significant head start she’d gotten on me, her hesitation allowed me to pull to within a few car lengths of her by the time she reached the stop sign at Cove Road.  I now had her right where I wanted her.  What I was lacking was any clue what she was doing, especially when I saw her linger at the stop sign for an unnecessarily long time.  Was she more rattled than I thought?  Was she catching her breath?  Or, was trouble afoot? 
 
    It was in a sleuth’s best interest to anticipate every possible scenario when it came to suspects.  During times like this, I saw nothing wrong with a little paranoia.  This curious behavior of Celeste’s put me on edge.  A worst-case scenario popped into my head, and I couldn’t seem to shrug it off.    
 
    Had Celeste seen me following her and become suspicious?  Was she coming up with her next plan of attack?  Was she going to get out of her car and confront me?  Or, was this something else entirely? 
 
    Finally, as my nerves began to fray, I heard the sound of a car horn honking.  It was coming from a beige sedan across the street.  The horn got more than my attention.  Celeste put on her right blinker and turned onto Sunny Breeze Avenue, which led to Old Town.   
 
    It looked like my paranoia might have gotten the better of me.  As she made her way down the avenue and into Old Town, there was no indication that she knew I was following her.  She didn’t try to make any last second turns to shake me or slow down to almost cause an accident.  Instead, she kept driving, only now with a better sense of direction.   
 
    I thought for sure that she’d stop somewhere in Old Town, but she didn’t slow down in the least, bypassing the boutiques and bistros that lined the recently revitalized historic district, in favor of heading out to a sleepy portion of shoreline that was far off the tourist track.   
 
    She finally came to a stop after pulling to the side of the road at a very odd location.  It was tucked out of the way.  There was no beach access here, so no tourists were around.  Instead, it was a rocky section of the shore with only small patches of sand dotted around.  This was the domain of the water, the seagulls, and not much else.  I could hear the waves crashing against the rocks while the gulls squawked at each other.   
 
     While there was no disputing how scenic it was here, it also seemed like an odd place to stop at random.  My mind went into overdrive, wondering what she was doing here.  There was no one else around, so that ruled out the possibility that she was meeting someone here.  Briefly, if I were to assume she was the killer, I wondered if maybe she’d taken evidence here to bury or dispose of.   
 
    It didn’t take me long to dismiss that idea.  While this area was not heavily touristed, it was also far from isolated.  If I were a killer and was attempting to get rid of incriminating evidence, my first choice would be to head out to the swamp.  That was a no-brainer.   
 
    My mind then pivoted.  Maybe this had nothing to do with the case at all.  It was a peaceful location.  She was surrounded by only the sounds of nature without the busy noises of everyday life obtruding.  It was a tranquil place where she could hear herself think.  Perhaps that was why she came here after the fight with her husband.  There was only one way to find out for sure.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before I approached, I wanted to cover my tracks a little.  If I pulled to the side of the road right behind her, it would be far too obvious that I’d been following her.  Even in her emotionally ragged state, that would be a dead giveaway.   
 
    What I did instead was overshoot her location, driving past her for a mile before making a U-turn and coming back the other way.  As I returned to her position from the other side of the road, as expected, she was still parked there.  Even better, she was looking out at the ocean, oblivious to the cars going by on the road.   
 
    If that didn’t play into my hand enough, the forlorn expression on her face was a clincher.  I crossed the road and parked behind her, armed with a plan that I was ready to put into action.  Once I turned off the engine of my car, I approached her cautiously.     
 
    As I reached her window, I saw that her mood had gone from bad to worse.  She’d now broken into tears.   
 
    I knocked lightly on the window to get her attention.  Celeste was so caught up in her own thoughts that the presence of another person sneaking up on her made her nearly jump in her seat.  It was a good thing she was wearing a seat belt, or she might have jumped straight through the roof.   
 
    Her heart began palpitating as she got short of breath.  She had just enough air in her lungs to lash out at me.   
 
    “Who are you?  What do you want?  And why did you sneak up on me like that?” 
 
    The questions came rapid fire, so in an effort to calm her down, I replied as calmly as a police negotiator trying to talk a suspect down from a ledge.   
 
    “I’m sorry for scaring you.  I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    She was already so emotionally fragile that the soft-glove approach seemed to be the only way.  I wanted to try and earn her trust, and I couldn’t do that if I came on like a sledgehammer. 
 
    Apparently, she wasn’t done chewing me out.  “Well, you did.  Who sneaks up on someone like that?” 
 
    I gave her the most empathetic expression I could muster and made my play to win her over.  “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.  I came here because I’ve always loved the view.” 
 
    “So have I.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I’ve always found it to be a great place to collect my thoughts.” 
 
    “Ditto.” 
 
    “When I looked over, I happened to notice you crying.  Naturally, my heart went out to you.” 
 
    She bit the corner of her lip and glanced at me with troubled eyes.   
 
    “I just wanted to come over and see if you’re ok.” 
 
    She hesitated before answering, looking like she was scrambling to compose herself.  “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I didn’t believe that for a second.  Instead of calling her right out, I replied like a concerned stranger, hoping that would pay dividends.  “If you want to talk about it—”   
 
    She shut me down, clamping up at the exact time I needed her to let me in.  “You’re a stranger,” she said.  “What makes you think I’m going to open up to you?”  
 
    I acted hypersensitive and pretended that my feelings were hurt by her snapping at me.  “Look, I just wanted to see if there was anything I could do to help you.  That’s just who I am as a caring person.  I’m sorry I asked.” 
 
    I waited impatiently for her reaction, the conversation at a significant crossroad.  Luckily, the heart on the sleeve approach worked out better than I even thought.  She backtracked on her earlier statements, contrite as could be.       
 
    “No, I’m sorry.  You were just being nice.  You’ll have to forgive me, it’s been a really bad day.” 
 
    “I know how that goes.  Guy problems?” I said.   
 
    Her eyes got wide.  She looked at me closely and suspiciously.  “How did you know?” 
 
    “Only guy problems could turn a woman upside down like this,” I said.   
 
    She gave me a knowing look the minute I said the words.  “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “I know I’m right.  I’ve been there.  I know what you’re going through.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “I’m not sure that you have.” 
 
    “Try me,” I said.   
 
    She shut me down again.  “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I kind of want to be alone right now.  I’m sure you understand.”   
 
    Like that, she’d forced me into a corner.   
 
    “Unfortunately, I can’t leave you alone,” I said.   
 
    She furrowed her brow.  “Why not?” 
 
    I stared her down.  “I know what happened between you and Mark Butler.” 
 
    She was aghast, not to mention utterly confused.  “How did you—” 
 
    I cut her off and dug right to the heart of the issue.  “That’s not important.  What matters now is perception, reality, and how much overlap there is between the two.” 
 
    She gave me a blank-faced stare.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Come on, Celeste.  You can’t deny how bad things look for you.  You were having an affair with Mark Butler, who was just found murdered.  That puts you right at the top of the suspect list.”   
 
    As expected, she was completely blindsided by the abrupt switch in my personality.  She responded to my accusation with equal parts anger and confusion.  “What are you, some kind of detective?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said.   
 
    Her demeanor completely changed.  She tightened up, as stiff as a corpse.  
 
    “I’ve been tracking you, long enough to see you having an explosive argument with your husband.  Or, should I say, your soon-to-be ex-husband?” 
 
    She became highly defensive.  “That argument wasn’t what it looked like.”   
 
    I hit right back at her.  “Really?  Because it looked like a marriage on the verge of dissolving.  Are you really going to tell me I was just seeing things?” 
 
    She yielded some ground.  “Ok, so we’re having some problems.” 
 
    “Because your husband found out about your affair with Mark Butler?” 
 
    She gritted her teeth but answered.  “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s been a tough couple of days for you.  Your husband found out you were cheating on him with another man.  Meanwhile, you found out Mark was dating another woman.” 
 
    “I know where you’re going with this, but you have the wrong idea about me.” 
 
    I cut right to the point.  “Do I really?  Why don’t you tell me where you were between eleven and midnight last evening?” 
 
    She was slow to respond, trying to calculate the right words to use.   
 
    I forced her hand.  “It’s a simple question.  Where were you last night?  What’s the holdup?  Just tell me, unless you have something to hide.” 
 
    “I was with a friend, all right?” 
 
    “What’s the name of this friend?” I said as I pulled out my phone.  “And what’s their number?” 
 
    She stiffened up.  “You’re going to call them right now?” 
 
    Celeste seemed far too surprised that I wanted to put in a simple call to her friend.   
 
    “Of course.  If you’re telling the truth, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to revise her statement.  “Fine.  I was with my friend earlier in the night, then I went back to my motel room.” 
 
    One question immediately sprang to my mind.  “Motel?” 
 
    She reached into her purse and pulled out a key card from the Coastal Crest Motor Lodge, a place frequented by budget travelers that despite having the word “coastal” in the name, happened to be ten miles inland.   
 
    “Here’s my key.” 
 
    She held it up, then quickly tucked it back in her purse after I’d taken a brief look at it.  In her mind, the motel key card acted as total validation of her story.  In reality, it made a new question spring up in my mind.   
 
    “Would you care to tell me why you were staying in a local motel in the first place?” 
 
    The discomfort on her face was unmistakable.  
 
    Before I had the chance to, she became combative with me, dismissing my question with sarcasm.  “It’s a free country, I can stay wherever I want.” 
 
    Great—sass, just what I didn’t need right now.   
 
    “Then why didn’t you stay at your house last night?” I said.   
 
    When she instantly froze up, I knew that I had her hook and line.  Now, I just had to find a way to sink her.   
 
    I continued prodding, in hopes of forcing an answer out of her.  “What’s the matter, did he kick you out?” 
 
    Celeste didn’t even have to say “yes” aloud.  She clearly wasn’t a poker player, because her squirmy body language gave the answer away immediately.   
 
    “Is it because of the affair?” I said.   
 
    She finally opened her mouth, only to shut it again quickly afterwards.  “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    I fired back.  “This isn’t about what you want.  It’s about uncovering the truth.  A man is dead, and I’m not going to rest until I find his killer.” 
 
    Celeste became shorter than ever with me.  “My marital problems have nothing to do with this case.” 
 
    She wasn’t the only one who could be cross.  I gave her a dose of attitude.  “That’s what you’d like me to believe.  The way I see it, your marital problems may have everything to do with this.” 
 
    Celeste narrowed her eyes.  “How dare you accuse me of murder?” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re innocent?” 
 
    She got haughty.  “Of course I am.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe that.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you?”  
 
    “There’s just one problem.  You showed me your motel key card as evidence that you were at the motor lodge last night.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you said you were alone at the motel, which means that you have no one to verify you were actually there at the time of the murder.” 
 
    She clammed up again.   
 
    I continued.  “You could have killed Mark, then gone back to the motel.” 
 
    Her eyes opened wide as a sense of panic entered her voice.  “No.  I was at the motel all night.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you have no way to prove that, and I have a hard time taking the word of a murder suspect at face value.” 
 
    She went nuclear.  “That’s it, I’m out of here.” 
 
    This was the moment I’d been dreading.  As she turned on the ignition to her car, I made one last-ditch effort to keep her from bolting away.    
 
    “If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to worry about.  Driving away only makes you look guilty.” 
 
    My words fell on deaf ears.   
 
    Celeste shifted her car into drive and floored it away, looking desperate to get as far away from me as possible.  It was so frustrating, seeing her peel away like that.  I felt like I’d gotten so close to making a break, with very little to show for my efforts.   
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    Just because Celeste Cooper didn’t give me much to work with didn’t mean I’d suffer the same fate when questioning her husband.  If anything, with the spouses on such unstable ground, I wondered if I could play them against each other.  Additionally, with such a divide between them, I didn’t know if Celeste would call Ryan to warn him that I may question him as well, but I decided to speed back to their bungalow just in case.  
 
    As I turned onto the Coopers’ street and approached their baby blue bungalow, a number of questions went through my head.  First and foremost was whether Ryan Cooper was still even home.  There was a chance that he’d left during the time I was questioning his wife.   
 
    Thankfully, my worries were unfounded.  I spotted a black sedan parked in the driveway.  That didn’t mean I could breathe a sigh of relief.  Just as I was able to get over one hurdle, I was confronted with a new one. 
 
    Ryan’s sedan wasn’t the only one parked in the driveway.  There was a second car there as well.  A shiver went down my spine as I looked at it, mostly because I knew who it belonged to.  It was my brother’s car.  This was the worst-case scenario that I’d been trying to avoid all afternoon.   
 
    If it wasn’t hard enough questioning suspects, now I had to navigate my way around my brother’s disapproving gaze as well.  With us both investigating the case at the same time, it was probably inevitable that we’d cross paths, but I was hoping to defy the odds.  Unfortunately, my luck had run out.     
 
    Knowing that I couldn’t afford to have my brother spot me, I stopped short of the bungalow and pulled over to the side of the road, parking behind a car on the sidewalk a few houses away.   
 
    As I slinked in my seat and stared over at the Cooper residence, I breathed out, comforted by the knowledge that my brother had his back turned to me as he questioned Ryan Cooper on the front doorstep.  They were talking so intensely that neither of them noticed my presence.   
 
    In this circumstance especially, I had to be careful to keep my distance.  One wrong move and it would spell disaster, not just to me questioning Ryan Cooper, but any of the remaining suspects.  With my fires of sibling rivalry burning so hot, if he so much as caught sight of me, I knew he’d drop everything and lecture me, lording his authority over me like I had no business being here.   
 
    Now was the time to take the path of least resistance, which meant hiding in the shadows of this old-growth tree until Joe finished questioning Ryan.  Luckily, my brother didn’t keep me waiting long.  Less than ten minutes later, Joe wrapped up his interrogation and headed back to his car while Ryan went back inside his bungalow.   
 
    A few moments later, when my brother pulled away and turned onto Sea Breeze Lane, I got ready to make my move.  I was happy to have averted disaster with my brother, but talking to Ryan posed its own challenges.   
 
    I’d have a hard time getting him to buy my usual routine.  I had to devise a new plan to get him to talk.  He’d just said his piece to my brother, so talking to me wouldn’t be something he’d be looking forward to. 
 
    I needed to formulate a new cover story.  Over the decades, I’d learned that in acting, sometimes the most important ingredient to pulling off a role was strutting around with confidence.  Most of the time, it didn’t matter whether you could back it up.  The sheer fact that you were parading around like you knew what you were doing was enough to convince people.  I’d need to call on that hubris now.   
 
    I turned my car back on and pulled onto the street, ready to confront Ryan.  Naturally, that was exactly when life threw me another curveball.  After all my planning, Ryan unexpectedly bolted out of his house and made a beeline to his car, looking like he was eager to skip town. 
 
    That forced my hand.  I had to act fast to stop him from driving away.  I didn’t want to get into another chase, like what had happened with his wife.  That put too many variables into play.  I could lose him in traffic or be led on a long drive out of town to which I wasn’t prepared for.   
 
    My best chance to pin him down was now.  I reacted on the fly and pulled into his driveway behind his car, blocking him in just before he had the chance to pull out.  That was just the twist of luck I needed.  Now, he wouldn’t be able to leave without talking to me first.   
 
    I opened the driver’s side door to my car, full well expecting him to try to make his way back to his front door and hide away inside to avoid talking to me.  What I didn’t expect was for him to swing his door open and burst out towards me.   
 
    He got out of his car and came at me with a full head of steam, an emotional volcano erupting right before my eyes.       
 
    “Hey, what’s the big idea?” he barked.   
 
    So much for a slow build.  He’d gone from zero to sixty in no time flat.  If I wasn’t careful, he’d bite my head off.  
 
    “Going somewhere in a hurry?” I said.   
 
    He continued chewing me out.  “That’s none of your business.  Who do you think you are coming up behind me like that?  I could have backed right into you.” 
 
    “I’d watch your tone if I were you.  Do you really want to talk that way to a detective?” 
 
    The decibel level of his voice drastically lowered, if only due to the mention of the word detective.   
 
    Confusion clouded his face as he let out a groan.  “Detective?  You guys on the police force really need to get your act together.  I just talked to a detective.” 
 
    “True, but new details have since been brought to light.  Detective Hadley wanted me to follow up with you as he has pressing matters to attend to…concerning your wife.” 
 
    His anger instantly gave way to confusion.  Ryan was completely on his heels, fumbling with multiple thoughts.  “Wait, what?  I’m sorry, what new details are you referring to?  And what are these pressing matters concerning my wife?” 
 
    His emotions continued to be all over the map so I made sure to keep mine as steady as could be.  “Mr. Cooper, I’m the one asking the questions here.” 
 
    “But I already told the other detective everything I knew.” 
 
    “That was before news came to light of the big blowout argument you had with your wife.  Or, should I say, your soon-to-be ex-wife?” 
 
    He tried his best to undermine my point.  “Look, that argument wasn’t what it seemed.” 
 
    I folded my arms and stared him down.  “What was it then?” 
 
    There was a nervousness in his voice that made it crack as he replied.  “Couples argue all the time.” 
 
    I remained steady.  “You can’t really expect me to believe this was an ordinary argument given the extraordinary circumstances surrounding you both.  Why don’t we face the facts here?  Your wife was having an affair with a man who was murdered last night.  Who do you think that points the finger of suspicion towards?” 
 
    He answered coldly and without hesitation.  “My wife.” 
 
    “Do you think she did this?”   
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “It’s a yes or no question.  Do you think your wife killed Mark Butler?” 
 
    I grew increasingly frustrated and made that clear by the tone of my voice.  “Why are you having such a hard time answering the question?  Is that a yes or a no?” 
 
    His face contorted, wavering back and forth, unable to settle on a definitive answer.  “That’s the thing, I don’t really know.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  How about you?” 
 
    He played dumb.  “What about me?” 
 
    I don’t know who he thought he was fooling, but it certainly wasn’t me.  “Your wife had an affair with the deceased.  That makes you a suspect as well.”   
 
    Ryan shook his head in vehement denial.  “I had no part in this.” 
 
    “All right, then prove it.” 
 
    He got snappy with me.  “How do you want me to do that exactly?” 
 
    “That’s simple.  Where were you between eleven and midnight?” I said.   
 
    “I was at home,” he said.   
 
    “Were you alone?” I replied.   
 
    He snarled at me, annoyed that I didn’t take his answer at face value.  “Yes.  Why?” 
 
    “Because if you were alone, it means you have no one to verify your alibi.” 
 
    He groaned.  “Yes, I was alone.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe that.  Unfortunately, since you were alone, there’s no one to corroborate your story.” 
 
    His temper was winning out as he lost control of his emotions.  “I’m telling you the truth.  I just told you I was here.  I don’t know why you’re not listening to me.” 
 
    I countered.  “I am listening to you.  I just don’t necessarily believe you.  There’s a difference.”   
 
    “Don’t push your luck.” 
 
    In an attempt to avoid a physical altercation, I approached the questioning from a new angle.  “So, let’s just say you were here alone.  Where was your wife last night then?” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at him.  “You don’t know?” 
 
    He snapped at me.  “What are you, deaf?  That’s what I just said.”   
 
    “I find that hard to believe.  She’s your wife, how could you not know where she was?” 
 
    He exhaled.  “We had a fight last night, and she left.” 
 
    I turned up the heat on him.  “You mean you kicked her out.” 
 
    He held his hand out to stop me as he shook his head in denial.  “Now you’re just jumping to conclusions.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to let him dodge the truth anymore.  It was time to throw down the gauntlet.  “Cut it out.  Celeste told me you had a big fight about her affair and you kicked her out.  That means you were alone and absolutely livid right before the murder occurred.” 
 
    “I know where you’re going with this, and I don’t like it one bit.” 
 
    “Fine, prove me wrong.  I’d love it if you did.” 
 
    He was losing the last grip he had over his temper.  “I already told you, I was here.  You can’t prove otherwise.” 
 
    “True, but you can’t prove you really were here either.  The only thing that’s a hundred percent clear is that you had a motive and seemed to be in a hurry to get out of here the moment after Detective Hadley spoke with you.  Where were you just headed?” 
 
    He began backtracking.  “Just, to the grocery store.” 
 
    “In such a hurry?  What, were you worried you’d miss out on that big sale they’re having on papayas right now?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to defend himself, but I continued.   
 
    “It seems more likely that you were trying to skip town.” 
 
    Ryan fired back at me.  “That’s baseless speculation.” 
 
    “I’m all ears and ready to hear the truth,” I said.     
 
    “I already told you--”   
 
    I interrupted him.  “The whole truth.” 
 
    He remained defiant.  “I’m going back inside.” 
 
    Ryan continued stepping backward towards his front door.     
 
    “I thought you had to go to the grocery store.” 
 
    “I changed my mind.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re not done here,” I said.     
 
    “I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    As he reached his front door, I couldn’t help but be overcome with frustration.  Not only did I not get the answers I wanted from him, but he’d found a way to evade any further questions from me.  It was a shame because I felt that I was so close to making a breakthrough, only to watch him slip away.    
 
    Before he disappeared inside his house, I made sure to get in the last word, if even to give a warning to him.   
 
    “Don’t even think of leaving town.  We have our eyes on you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So far, I had done my best to keep frustration at bay, but it was all coming out now.  After going from one contentious confrontation to another, it was clear that I needed to take a break to clear my head.   
 
    Getting a solid jolt of energy wouldn’t hurt either.  I was sapped trying to keep track of all the double-talking and finger-pointing.  These suspects made Hollywood agents look trustworthy, which was saying a lot, considering that agents were self-confessed bloodsuckers infamous for stabbing each other in the back with shocking regularity.   
 
    Luckily, I knew a place to get both a breather and the boost in energy I needed.  Bill’s Buzz was a local java joint on Ocean Boulevard that had the best lattes in town.  I knew that from experience.  It took me some time and a whole lot of sampling, but once I stumbled upon Bill’s, I didn’t trust any other place in town to satisfy my caffeine needs. 
 
    I was in such a hurry to get my latte that I almost forgot to take off my disguise before going into the shop.  Thankfully, I caught sight of my disguise in the rearview mirror and stopped myself.  Phew, there was a near disaster averted.   
 
    I quickly took off my hat and wig and left them on the passenger seat of my car, then went in to order my drink.  Their vanilla lattes had never let my taste buds down before, and this time was no exception.  The drink hit my system immediately like a caffeine I.V. and gave me new life.  A few sips later, I was ready to tackle the seedy side of Hollywood again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the concentrated effort to shift my focus back to the case, it wouldn’t stay there for long.  I only managed to make it a few steps out of the java joint before I stopped in my tracks.  Lucky, I was in for a pleasant surprise.  That came as a serious relief after spending my morning in the angry and reluctant company of potential murderers.   
 
    Charlotte the terrier approached me on the sidewalk with Daniel Jacobsen in tow behind her.  The little fur ball wagged her tail at me the moment she saw me and let out a yip.  
 
    “I can’t help but wonder who’s walking who?” I asked.   
 
    Daniel clearly felt the same way.  He was just trying to keep up and wasn’t exactly doing a stellar job at it.  He shrugged his shoulders, at first not realizing that I wasn’t just a casual onlooker attempting to poke fun at him.   
 
    It was only when he looked over and saw that it was me giving him a friendly ribbing that the expression on his face changed.  A nice, wide, warm smile followed.     
 
    “There’s no doubt in my mind,” he replied.  “It’s definitely not me.  If I’m supposed to be her master, someone forgot to tell her that.” 
 
    Apparently, the only thing that could stop Charlotte’s bullish sprint was seeing me.  When I caught her eye, she made a beeline over to me and gave me a hind-legged welcome, jumping up on my torso with plenty of licks to spare.  Every dog expressed their excitement a little differently; Charlotte did it with her whole body upright.   
 
    “Down, girl,” Daniel said.   
 
    “That’s ok.  I’m used to shelter dogs using me as a tackle dummy.  Although, this is the first time old Charlotte has done it to me,” I replied.   
 
    Charlotte’s newfound verve clearly came as a surprise to Daniel as well.   
 
    Daniel answered wide-eyed.  “She does have more a lot more spring in her step than when I picked her up at the shelter.”  
 
    It wasn’t often that a fire hydrant proved to be a welcome sight.  In our case, it was just the distraction we needed.  Charlotte eyed the hydrant and bounded over to it, smothering it with attention, sniffs, and a generous marking of her territory.   
 
    With the mutt’s energy devoted elsewhere, Daniel and I were free to talk in relative peace.   
 
    “So, it’s good to see you,” he said.   
 
    As I looked into his hazel eyes, I realized how easy it would be to get lost in them.  For one sweet moment, I actually did.  My heart began to flutter as I suddenly felt like a character in a romantic comedy.   
 
    The funny thing was, while I dreamt of genuinely romantic moments like this to come along, I was altogether unprepared for them when they did.  Romance had been absent from my life for so long that I nearly didn’t recognize it, no less how to react to it. 
 
    Telling jokes was my go-to when faced with an unfamiliar situation.  That’s what I did here.      
 
    “Yeah, long time no see,” I cracked.   
 
    “Just because it’s only been a few hours doesn’t mean it isn’t nice to see you.” 
 
    “Besides, a lot can happen in a few hours.” 
 
    He didn’t know the half of it.  I didn’t think it was a good time to fill him in on all of the details.  Talking about his new dog provided a lighthearted and welcome distraction.  
 
    “It’s a shame you two don’t seem to be getting along very well,” I cracked.   
 
    Daniel gazed at Charlotte with a fondness that typically took longer to develop.  “I was worried there would be an adjustment period, but she’s taken to me right away.” 
 
    “I have to say, I’ve never seen Charlotte like this.  It’s like she’s a whole new dog.”     
 
    “Like she has a new leash on life,” Daniel joked.   
 
    The joke was corny, but it still made me laugh.  I didn’t have some kind of highbrow barometer when it came to humor.  It either brought a smile to my face or it didn’t, and in this case, I was smiling from ear to ear.   
 
    “It seems like she could walk for days,” he continued.   
 
    “If you spent as much of your life in a cage as she did, you’d probably want to stretch out your legs too.” 
 
    “No argument here.  Besides, we can’t stop walking yet, there are still a few fire hydrants in town she hasn’t peed on.” 
 
    “You know how it is.  A dog has never met a fire hydrant it doesn’t like.”   
 
    “They’re loyal creatures, both to men and inanimate objects,” he joked.   
 
    Unknowingly, I must have been sending out mixed signals, because while my mouth was smiling, the look in my eyes concerned him.   
 
    “How’s your day going?” he asked.   
 
    “It’s um, it’s been an interesting few hours.” 
 
    The difficulty with my approach was that my answers naturally lent themselves to more questions.  For a curious man like Daniel, they were too irresistible not to ask.  “Interesting good or bad?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m still trying to sort it out.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help you?” 
 
    “I wish there was.” 
 
    “I get it.  There are some problems you can only solve yourself.  Well, let me know if that changes.”  
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “You know, I think it might be meant to be that we ran into each other today.” 
 
    He gazed at me with his soulful hazel eyes fixed on me, warming my heart while lending an undeniable aura of romance to the air.  It would be easy to get wrapped up in it, and I would have, had I not spotted Becky Campbell over his shoulder.  
 
    I snapped out of my gooey haze immediately as my attention turned back to the case.  I’d been meaning to speak with Becky, and now was my best opportunity to do it.  Not knowing where she was going, I didn’t want to squander my chance.   
 
    Unfortunately, this put me in a horrible position with Daniel.  I knew he was trying to wax poetically.  There was a shortage of poetic people around in this day and age.  I wanted to encourage, not discourage them.  Yet, I was left with no choice now.  I had to make a hasty exit from this conversation while not hurting his feelings or spurning him in any way.   
 
    “I think you’re right.” 
 
    That was probably the most truthful thing I’d said during the entire conversation.  At first, I thought it was meant to be that we ran into each other because it meant we could talk more.  Now, I realized the tangential benefit; Becky was a hard person to track down.  If I hadn’t stopped to talk to Daniel, I would have been long gone from the coffee shop and not noticed Becky at all.   
 
    Of course, not seeing the suspect or knowing anything about the case, Daniel took my reply as a compliment.  He gave me a warm smile.     
 
    That only made my next statement all the more awkward to say.     
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    Daniel looked like he had the wind knocked out of him.  He was completely perplexed.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to explain it all to him without letting the suspect get away.   
 
    I had to talk to Becky Campbell now.  There was no telling when I’d see her again.  So, as much as it pained me to cut things short with Daniel, especially since it was going so well between us, I had to be off.   
 
    Before I left, I wanted to clarify one thing.  “That didn’t come out the right way.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear that.  What way did you intend for it to come out?” 
 
    “I got so caught up talking to you that forgot I have somewhere to be.” 
 
    “Oh.  Right, you probably have to get back to work.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Anyway, it’s been great talking to you.  We should do this again.”   
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    Like that, I had no more time to waste.  I had to be on my way.  Go figure, there I was making such an abrupt exit from the first good man I’d met since my breakup.  Following up with Becky Campbell sure better be worth it.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Becky rounded the corner from the convenience store and headed into the parking lot.  My first instinct was to dart across the street after her on foot.  With such a steady traffic flow on Ocean Breeze whizzing by, I was glad I resisted.  I didn’t want to get flattened like a pancake, which had a pretty high probability of happening if I just bolted into the middle of the road.   
 
    Additionally, by the time I could make it to the nearest crosswalk and get a green walk light, she’d be way too far ahead of me.  There was only one way I could catch up to her, and that was pursuing her in my car.     
 
    I quickly got in my nearby sedan and tailed her.  Fortunately, luck smiled on me right then, and I was able to close the gap between us.  As I pulled onto the street, I saw Becky driving out of the parking lot and making a quick right turn onto Third Street.  I had to cut across two lanes of traffic but managed to keep her in my sights.   
 
    Once we were off the main thoroughfare and taking side streets, it was much easier to keep pace with her car.  I settled into a rhythm, hanging back five or six car lengths behind Becky, hoping to not arouse suspicion.  As I drove, I slapped my wig and floppy hat back on in case I needed to confront her quickly when she finally came to a stop.  That moment was apparently much further away than I thought.   
 
    She just kept on driving, with her final destination completely unclear to me.  Ten minutes into tailing her, she threw me for a serious loop.  I expected her to be heading home, but that clearly wasn’t the case.  Surprisingly, she pulled onto Palm Grove Lane.  What was she doing here?   
 
    The answer I received only led to more questions.  She pulled into the driveway of a mocha-colored Spanish style house, then got out and approached the front door.  As she went up the walkway, a familiar figure opened the door to greet her.   
 
    It was Eric Peterson, Mark’s chief rival, and owner of the Hook, Line, And Savings bait shop.  My mind was on fire, racing to figure out what she was doing here.  It all became crystal clear when I saw Eric give Becky a kiss.  I’d been fishing for leads all day, and this was the equivalent of reeling in a monster catch.   
 
    If it wasn’t going on right in front of me, I almost wouldn’t believe my eyes.  Then again, with all the wacky and highly unpredictable behavior I’d come across today, my jaw shouldn’t have dropped so much.  
 
    While I tried to mentally play catch up, Eric and Becky went inside his house and out of my view.  Oh, the crazy revelations.  By that point, my mind was completely buzzing.  I briefly floated the idea of barreling up to the front door and confronting them about this new bombshell.   
 
    Luckily, I reconsidered before making such a brash decision, and I was glad I did.  I was outnumbered and trying to play catch up as to all the implications of Becky being romantically involved with the rival of her former boss.  Tackling one of those hurdles was already hard enough to overcome.  To take them both at the same time seemed daunting.   
 
    Also, there was the very real possibility that Becky and Eric would team up against me.  That was the last thing I wanted, both pertaining to my own personal safety and the fact that I wouldn’t be able to get any information out of them.   
 
    While it was time-consuming, I went with the best possible option, which was to wait patiently in my car for either Becky or Eric to come out.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With an as yet undetermined amount of time to kill, I realized it was a perfect time to check in with Paige.  Maybe she’d uncovered some juicy news of her own or at least some kind of a lead for me to follow up on.     
 
    Paige was more excited to hear from me than I ever could have anticipated, so much so that she answered on the first ring.  She must have seen my name on the caller ID of her phone and dropped everything.   
 
    “Have you found the killer yet?” Paige asked.   
 
    So much for pleasantries.  My poor friend was so panic stricken that the usual “Hello” and “How are you?” had been completely jettisoned.   
 
    “I’m afraid you’re getting a little ahead of yourself,” I replied.   
 
    I heard her let out a deflated sigh over the phone before answering.  “Oh.  I guess that was just a little bit of wishful thinking on my part.” 
 
    Now I felt bad bursting her bubble so quickly.  I also wasn’t about to lie to her.  That left little to comfort her with, except maybe this.   
 
    “Trust me, when I find the killer, you’ll be the first person I tell.  Aside from the police, that is.”   
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    With that unpleasant part of the conversation out of the way, it was time to get down to the nitty-gritty of the case.    
 
    Paige ended up beating me to it.  “Do you have any hot leads?” 
 
    I turned the question right back around to her.  “Actually, I was about to ask you that same question.”   
 
    “Don’t get too excited.  All I was able to dig up was the addresses for the other suspects.” 
 
    “Text those addresses over.  Do you have anything else for me to go on?” 
 
    Paige groaned.  “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it.  While it would probably do me no good, I tried one last time to get anything else out of her.  “Really, you didn’t come up with anything else?” 
 
    I could hear the discouragement in her voice.  “I’m sorry, Hope.  I’ve been trying my best, but these suspects have been eerily quiet on social media.  They haven’t even made a peep.” 
 
    My frustration hit a fever pitch.  “Drats.  That’s just my luck.” 
 
    “How much did you really expect me to be able to find?  If you were a murder suspect, wouldn’t you stay as inconspicuous as possible?” 
 
    “Of course.  That’s the smart thing to do.  I was just hoping one of the suspects would have done something really stupid.  Since they didn’t, it just makes it harder for me because I’ll have to find a way to outsmart the killer.” 
 
    Paige clearly sensed that I could use some words of encouragement and sent some my way.  “I know you can do it.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I sure hope so.” 
 
    “How about you?  Do you have any good leads?” 
 
    “I have a whole lot of leads, but no smoking guns.  I’m sorry.  I wish I had better news for you.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re trying your best,” she said.    
 
    “That doesn’t matter if it isn’t good enough.  This is really one of those times when it’s all or nothing.” 
 
    “I have faith in you.  Just like I’m not going to give up looking, I know you won’t either,” Paige replied.   
 
    “True.”     
 
    “Good luck,” she said.   
 
    “Thanks.  I’m going to need it,” I replied.      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes after I got off the phone with Paige, Becky finally came out of Eric’s house.  By then, I was wrestling with a mixture of boredom and sore muscles.  It turned out that stakeouts were made for people far more patient than myself.   
 
    As Becky got into her car, I pushed my complaints aside and vowed to get back on track.  I had no idea where she was going but knew that I couldn’t afford to let her out of my sight.  As she backed out of the driveway, I gave her just enough space to think I wasn’t following her. 
 
    Much to my relief, she headed straight home.  While that wasn’t as ideal as her heading to a public place where she’d be wary of causing a scene, this made for a good second choice.  I’d certainly questioned suspects under worse circumstances.   
 
    As she pulled into her driveway, I had to silence my inner monologue and get straight to work.  If she followed a similar pattern as the other suspects, I’d have a very limited window to operate in.  I drove up behind her and parked, then darted out of my car.   
 
    Since I was parked behind her, I knew she couldn’t get out of the driveway without backing into me.  I didn’t think there was any chance of that happening.  If she did something that foolhardy, there was no choice but to get the police involved, and given her circumstances as a murder suspect, the boys in blue were the last thing she wanted hanging around her house. 
 
    Car crashes aside, my real fear was that the moment she spotted me, she’d bolt to her front door to get inside and evade questioning.  For that reason, I headed straight for her driver’s side door, trying to block her path to her front door.   
 
    Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to get the leg up on her that I hoped for, and she was able to get out of her car before I reached her window.  Still, all was not lost.  I parked myself squarely between her and the front door while she gave me a look that was a mix of both confusion and outrage.   
 
    It wasn’t that I expected a murder suspect to be in a good mood, but this still wasn’t ideal footing to be starting on.  This must be what tax auditors felt like, getting cold stares everywhere they went.  Then again, I wouldn’t be jazzed to see a stranger randomly show up on my front lawn, and I’ve never been suspected of murder.    
 
    Ultimately, it didn’t matter if Becky was interested in talking to me.  I was here to find out the truth and didn’t care how uncomfortable the conversation got.   
 
    In this instance, I felt it was incredibly important to get the first word in.  Becky obviously felt the same way as she immediately opened her mouth, no doubt armed with criticism to levy my way.   
 
    I narrowly managed to get my thought out before her.  
 
    “Becky Campbell, I need to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    She looked at me quizzically.  “Wait a minute.  How do you know my name?” 
 
    It was times like this when having a genuine police badge would really come in handy.  Without one, I had to go into my usual evasive maneuvers, hoping to deflect just enough that I wouldn’t be forced to answer the question.   
 
    “That’s not as important as you think.” 
 
     She squinted, nowhere near satisfied with my answer, and then came after me again with a harsher tone.  “Who are you, and what are you doing on my lawn?” 
 
    I had to hand it to Becky, she was persistent.  It wouldn’t be easy throwing her off the scent of my true identity.  At the same time, it wouldn’t be impossible either.   
 
    “I’m here about the murder of Mark Butler.” 
 
    She played coy, but there was a defensiveness to her reply.  “What makes you think I know anything about that?”  
 
    I cut straight to the heart of the matter, pulling out the heavy artillery.  “You were fired yesterday--” 
 
    She tried to negate the significance of that act, attributing it to poor timing.  “That’s a complete coincidence.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure.  It’s one thing to get fired for not performing up to expectations, it’s another to be dating the rival of your boss.” 
 
    Her coyness instantly evaporated.  Panic took over her face.  She blurted out a hasty, dismissive reply.     
 
    “No, wait.  How did you—” 
 
    “That’s right, I know you’re with Eric Peterson.” 
 
    “No.  You’ve got it all wrong.” 
 
    I called out her lie.  “So, you’re saying you weren’t just on his doorstep kissing him?  Because I saw it with my own eyes.” 
 
    She became outraged.  “Wait, you followed me?” 
 
    Becky acted like she’d been violated.  I quickly reminded her of what was truly important.   
 
    I nodded.  “I sure did, and I’m glad, because what I saw is making me see this case in a new light.” 
 
    She went from having trouble speaking to spilling her guts out, albeit still with a heavy tone of denial in her voice.  “All right, Eric and I are together, but that doesn’t have anything to do with what happened to Mark.” 
 
    I stared her down.  “Do you really expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Look, I know it looks bad, but I was about to quit working at that bait shop anyway.  Mark just happened to fire me first.” 
 
    “That’s one of the worst cover stories I’ve ever heard.  Logically, it’s much more likely that you were a mole, working for Mark while sharing business secrets with his rival, your boyfriend.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No, you don’t get it.  This isn’t about the bait shops.  Mark’s place was a sinking ship before Eric ever came around.  Besides, the bait shops are just businesses.  Eric and I are in love.  That’s worth more than all the money in the world.” 
 
    Becky was talking like her head was in the clouds, but I was going to bring her right back down to Earth.  “So you’re saying that you don’t care in the least that Mark fired you?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    This time, I shook my head, not buying her story for a second.  “That’s a convenient, if unbelievable story.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth.  It’s not my problem if you don’t believe it.” 
 
    I corrected her.  “Actually, it is your problem.  Mark Butler’s killer is on the loose, and I’m going to find them.” 
 
    “Not here you won’t.” 
 
    “Do you have anything to back that up?”   
 
    “I don’t know what you want from me, but I’ve already told you that I didn’t have anything to do with Mark’s murder.”    
 
    “We’ll see about that.  Where were you last night between eleven and midnight?” I said.   
 
    “At my sister’s engagement party,” she replied.  
 
    “Really?” I said.   
 
    “Yes, really.” 
 
    “If you were at the engagement party, I’m assuming your sister and other guests can verify that.”   
 
    “I can do you one better.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked.   
 
    Becky whipped out her cell phone from her purse and loaded her photo gallery.  Much to my surprise, she showed me picture after picture of herself and other party guests.  I was about to ask how she could prove they were taken last night between eleven and midnight, then I saw the time stamp in the bottom corner of each picture.  On each one, the date and time matched up.   
 
    For the first time all day, a suspect actually had a clean alibi.  What a rarity.  For a moment, I was actually rendered speechless.   
 
    “How does that crow taste?” she said.     
 
    “All right.  So you have an alibi.” 
 
    That wasn’t good enough for her.  Now she went on the offensive.  “Is that supposed to be an apology?” 
 
    I wasn’t too proud to admit fault.  “I’m sorry.  I was wrong.  But I had every reason to ask those questions.” 
 
    She stared me down.  “And now you have every reason to leave me alone.  Now, get out of here.” 
 
    Becky was in a hurry to shoo me away.  That only arose more suspicion in my mind.  Sure, she was clean, but something about those photos was curious to me.       
 
    I stood my ground.  “Not quite yet.”   
 
    She groaned, as frustrated as could be.  “What more could you want from me?” 
 
    “Where was your boyfriend last night?” I said.     
 
    She opened her mouth but had trouble finding the right words.  I figured she was trying to come up with a lie on his behalf.   
 
    I decided to head her off before she got her thought out.  “I didn’t see him in any of those pictures.”   
 
    She opened her mouth again to reply, but I had a sneaking suspicion that I needed to add one more point before I heard from her.     
 
    “And don’t try to tell me he was taking the pictures because those were clearly all selfies,” I said.   
 
    Suddenly, she was silent.  It was a striking difference in her mood.  A few moments ago, she couldn’t wait to interrupt me.  Now, she looked like she didn’t want to say another word.  
 
    As I stared at her, she knew she couldn’t avoid answering.   
 
    Finally, she let out a sigh and replied.  “He wasn’t at the party.” 
 
    “That’s pretty curious, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to let her play that dumb.  “Really?  What boyfriend doesn’t go to their girlfriend’s sister’s engagement party?” 
 
    She tightened up like she was frozen in suspended animation.  After taking a moment to compose herself, she came clean.  “My family doesn’t really approve of our relationship.  He didn’t want there to be any trouble on my sister’s big night, so he didn’t come to the party.” 
 
    It was funny.  Each answer she gave only led to more questions.   
 
    “Why doesn’t your family approve of your relationship?” I said.   
 
    She averted her eyes and lowered her voice.   
 
    “My family thinks I can do better than some bait and tackle shop owner.  They’re still hoping that one day I’ll come around to the investment banker that they’ve been trying to set me up with.” 
 
    “So, you don’t actually know where your boyfriend was last night, do you?” 
 
    She jumped right to his defense.  “I know he wouldn’t do something like this.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the question.  Do you know where he was during the time of the murder?” 
 
    Becky stammered, considering a multitude of answers before finally muttering the truth.  “No.” 
 
    “Who’s to say he didn’t do this then?”   
 
    “I am.  You don’t know him like I do.  I love him.  He’d never do this.”   
 
    I didn’t back down.  “Let me tell you something, rivalries burn hot, and people get crazy when it comes to money.  Never underestimate what people are capable of when their livelihood is at stake.” 
 
    She’d reached the end of her fuse and blew up in my face.   
 
    “That’s it, we’re done here.” 
 
    I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen to reason. 
 
    “I still have a few more questions.” 
 
    She shut me down.  “This conversation is over.” 
 
    With my car parked behind hers and my body blocking the path to her front door, I figured she had no choice but to talk to me.  Instead, she surprised me by heading around the side of her house and to her back door.   
 
    I could have darted after her, but I knew it would be an uphill battle to get any further information out of her.  Besides, there was somewhere else I needed to get to as soon as humanly possible.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a good chance trouble would be waiting for me when I returned to Eric Peterson’s place.  While the situation was far from ideal, it didn’t stop me from going.  No matter how daunting the odds or hostile the environment, I wasn’t going to back down.  As it was, I raced to get over to his house as quickly as possible to limit the damage done. 
 
    I put the pedal to the metal, counting down the stop signs until I reached his house.  Luckily, he lived a short distance away.  When I arrived back at his place, his car was still in the driveway, which thankfully meant that he hadn’t decided to skip town.   
 
    Not only did I know he was home, but I could see him peeking through the blinds in his living room.  I was right about one thing.  Becky had definitely called him.  That, or he’d decided to recently take up bird watching.   
 
    I approached the door cautiously with my defenses up.  It turned out I had good reason to.  I barely managed to get a knock in before Eric swung the front door open and proceeded to chew me out.  It was clear he’d spent his time stewing in anger.  That probably wasn’t the best use of those minutes, but I wasn’t about to tell him that, seeing as I might be able to work it to my advantage.   
 
    “You’ve got a lot of nerve talking to my girlfriend like that.  How dare you,” he said. 
 
    I knew better than to yell back, to let his anger push me into a fit of my own.  Just because keeping my cool was the best course of action didn’t mean I could resist getting swept up in the fury of the moment.  Despite my best efforts, I responded to the fire in his voice with a fire of my own. 
 
    “No.  How dare you?  Your girlfriend no doubt told you why I was coming.  As a murder suspect, do you really want to take that tone with me?” 
 
    I immediately regretted losing my temper so quickly.   
 
    My response didn’t calm him down in the least.  If anything, he became more unruly.  “Let me make something crystal clear to you.  No one talks to my girlfriend like that.  Do you hear me?” 
 
    I responded firmly, but without the hysteria this time.  “All bets are off when it comes to finding out the truth.” 
 
    He glared at me, clearly trying to intimidate me.  When he realized that he had failed in doing so, it only set him off more.     
 
    “You’re crazy.  Not to mention you’re barking up the wrong tree.” 
 
    “If you keep yelling at me, you’ll soon realize that you’re the one barking up the wrong tree.  Trust me, I could turn into your worst nightmare in a hurry.”   
 
    He lashed out again.  “I think you’ve done enough already.  Becky told me you were spying on us.”   
 
    I shook my head.  “No, she’s wrong about that.  I just happened to be at the right place at the right time and saw something salacious in the process.  It turns out timing really is everything, especially when it comes to murder.” 
 
    With each reply, I felt like I was poking a fire-breathing dragon and praying that I didn’t get burnt.   
 
    Eric came to his girlfriend’s defense again.  “She didn’t do this.” 
 
    I finally figured out a way to turn his loyalty to his girlfriend against him.  “It’s clear you care about Becky, so of course you’d defend her.  But how could you really know she didn’t kill Mark Butler…unless you did?” 
 
    Eric was defiant, proclaiming his innocence with the most violent-sounding tone possible.  “I didn’t kill Mark either.” 
 
    After my initial lapse in temper, I got my mood under control at a crucial juncture.  I was back on an even keel and focused on uncovering the truth.  “Do you have an alibi?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to elaborate.   
 
    I fired a follow-up question at him.  “Where were you last night between eleven and midnight?” 
 
    “I was working late at my shop.” 
 
    Seriously?  That was the story he was going with?   
 
    I called him out.  “Nice try.  I happen to know you’re lying, though.  Your employee told me you’ve had the last couple days off.” 
 
    His eyes got as wide as saucers.  He stammered as he tried to explain himself.  “Right.  I’m sorry, it was a few nights ago that I stayed late.” 
 
    The gears spun in his head as he tried to formulate a new story.  I wanted to stop him before he came up with something.    
 
    “So, again, where were you last night?” 
 
    “I was, uh, here.” 
 
    I left out some bait and waited to see if he’d take it.  “Alone, or with Becky?” 
 
    “I was alone.” 
 
    I went after him again.  “If you were here alone, that means you have no one to verify your alibi then?” 
 
    His voice started cracking.  I could hear how nervous he was as he answered.  “I don’t need anyone to verify it.  I just told you I was here.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s your story, but why should I believe it?” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth,” he snapped.   
 
    “But you just got done lying to me earlier about being at work.  Are you saying I should believe you now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I wish I had a reason to believe you.” 
 
    Seeing the tenacity in my eyes, he tried convincing me of his innocence another way.  “Look, I didn’t even have a reason to want Mark dead.” 
 
    I stopped him right there before the ridiculousness verged on completely absurd.  “You two were business rivals.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call it a rivalry.  My sales were driving him right out of business.” 
 
    “There’s a motive right there.  You pushed to the edge, so maybe he decided to push back, and you retaliated.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “That’s not the only motive.” 
 
    He played dumb.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Eric, Mark had just fired your girlfriend.” 
 
    He became dismissive.  “Becky was just about to quit and come work for me anyway.”   
 
    “We can argue about motive all day, but it doesn’t change the fact that you have an uncorroborated alibi.  With no one to verify your story, you can’t prove that you didn’t do this.” 
 
    Eric went from zero to sixty again on a dime.  His temper flared up out of control.  “I already told you my story.” 
 
    “That’s the thing, with no one to back you up, they are just words of a man who has already lied to me once in this conversation,” I said.   
 
    That was the straw, and he was the camel’s back, broken, bruised, and unwilling to continue any further.   
 
    He shut me down.  “That’s it.  I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    Before I was able to get another word in, he slammed the door in my face, narrowly missing my nose by only a few inches.  Despite the mat on the doorstep, I knew I’d worn out my welcome.  As it was abundantly clear that I wouldn’t be getting any more information from him, I headed back to my car, utterly frustrated.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All day long, I had been taking people by surprise.  I was so focused on cornering suspects that it never occurred to me all my snooping around could land me in hot water.  The number of feathers I’d ruffled were not the kind of thing that went unnoticed. 
 
     I entered my car with my head in the clouds, squarely focused on this case.  So much so that when I caught someone approaching my car out the corner of my eye, at first I didn’t notice them.  When they knocked on the driver’s side window, I was so shocked that I nearly jumped out of my seat.  I grabbed my chest.   
 
    When I looked over, I never thought I’d be so relieved to see my brother there, and not one of the angry suspects I’d questioned.  I could only imagine how much danger I’d be in if it was one of the suspects.  It was the other side of the coin of living on the edge like I’d been since the investigation began.   
 
    Even though Joe was my brother and not a suspect, he did not have a good look on his face.  I recognized that expression.  Good times were not ahead.  I’d been dreading this moment.  Throughout the whole case, I’d been living dangerously, and it had caught up with me.  I knew exactly what was coming.  That’s why I tried to head him off.   
 
    “I know what you’re going to say, and—” 
 
    He didn’t wait for me to finish.  “Nice look, but Halloween isn’t for a few months.” 
 
    Briefly, I didn’t realize what he was talking about.  His reference finally made sense when I remembered that I was wearing my disguise.   
 
    I lobbed a joke his way in an attempt to cut through the tension.  “I still have a few months to find a better costume then.” 
 
    Not only did Joe not laugh, but his face was as stiff as ever.   
 
    I tried again.  “Look, I’m sorry about—” 
 
    He cut me off a second time.  “I don’t want to hear some lame excuse.” 
 
    “How about an explanation?” 
 
    Apparently, he wasn’t interested in that either.  “What did I tell you about interfering with this case?”  
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
    Joe argued with me.  “Do you really, though?  I warned you to leave this case alone, but you just didn’t listen.” 
 
    “That’s not true.”   
 
    He gave me a stern stare, fully expecting me to change my tune.  I didn’t.   
 
    “Do you think I want to be questioning murder suspects?  Because there’s a lot of things I’d like to do with my time that don’t involve throwing accusations at potential killers.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you do us both a favor and drop your investigation?” 
 
    “I wish I could.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know what’s stopping you.  It’s not me, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “It’s for Paige.  If you would take her off the suspect list, I’d be happy to drop the case.” 
 
    “If I did that, I wouldn’t be doing my job.  You know that.” 
 
    “I understand.  Just as I want you to understand that I’m just trying to help out my friend.” 
 
    “There are ways to do that without interfering with an official police investigation.” 
 
    “True, but serving her a cocktail and chocolate ice cream isn’t going to get her off a murder charge.” 
 
    “Hope, I’m a trained, professional detective.  You don’t think you can do my job better than I can, do you?” 
 
    “I never said I could.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you’re acting like it.  How would you like it if I did your job for you?” 
 
    “I find abandoned dogs new homes.  I’d love it if you did my job for me.” 
 
    He gave me a disapproving reply.  “I have no interest in doing your job, and am warning you one more time to stay away from this case.” 
 
    “No problem.  Just take Paige off your list of suspects.” 
 
    Joe folded his arms as he raised his eyebrows at me.  “You’re not giving in, are you?” 
 
    “It’s not the Hadley way.” 
 
    He sighed.  “That’s usually a good thing.” 
 
    “Who says it has to be a bad thing?” 
 
    He furrowed his brow.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Let’s use our stubbornness to our advantage by teaming up.  You tell me what you’ve learned, and I'll be happy to do the same.” 
 
    Joe had an unexpected and highly disappointing reaction.  His reply was a dismissive belly laugh.  “You want me to share information about the case with you?” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    He shook his head.  “For the last time, you’re not a real detective just because you played one on TV.  Now, I’m warning you for the last time, don’t interfere with my investigation again.  Got it?” 
 
    “You want to have it out with me?  I am game, but let’s be clear on what this is really about—” 
 
    “The fact that you think you can investigate a murder case just because you once played a sleuth on a TV show.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  This is about the grudge you’ve been carrying for decades about me leaving town in the first place.  Ever since I returned home, you’ve had to bite your tongue to keep from blurting out ‘I told you so.’  I don’t know what you want me to say, that I should have never gone to Hollywood?  Guess what?  I don’t regret going.  My only regret is that my acting career is over.” 
 
    Oddly enough, he didn’t unload on me.  Instead, he wrinkled his nose, with concern all over his face.  “You think that’s what this is about?” 
 
    Now, I was confused.  What else could this be about?  I wasn’t following his logic.  “If not that, then what?” 
 
    He shook his head, disappointed.  “You don’t get it.” 
 
    “Explain it to me then.” 
 
    “This is a real murder.  A man is dead.  There’s a cold-blooded killer on the loose.  Even more, they’ve already murdered one person, so there’s no telling they won’t do it again.  This is a hard enough case for me to solve, and I’m a trained professional.  But, for you to throw yourself into the fray with such a full head of steam...”  He trailed off, having trouble putting his worry into words.  
 
    His body language told me all I needed to know.  I’d never known my brother to be the protective type.  I guess there really was a first time for everything.     
 
    Joe finally composed himself enough to finish his thought.  “Unlike one of those TV scripts of yours, there’s no guarantee this is going to have a Hollywood ending.” 
 
    “What you’re saying is, you’re worried about me.” 
 
    “Of course.  You’re my only sister.  I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Thanks.  It really means a lot to me to know you care.” 
 
    “So, are you going to stop snooping around and putting yourself in harm’s way?” 
 
    I’d never found myself in such a precarious situation before.  Just when my brother and I finally made a breakthrough that was decades overdue, our new bond was already on the verge of breaking.  I didn’t want my investigation to drive a wedge between us.   
 
    At the same time, giving up this case could potentially lead to my friend wrongfully spending the rest of her life behind bars.  This was a classic rock and a hard place type of situation.  The question became, was there a way to have my cake and eat it too? 
 
    I smiled.  “My day of snooping around is over.” 
 
    A great sense of relief came to Joe’s face.  It was like a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders.  I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him this happy.  Unfortunately, I knew that smile would be fleeting when he found out I hadn’t truly dropped the case.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I got home, I felt like a piñata that had taken one too many whacks at a children’s birthday party.  I was running on fumes.  Seven o’clock was too early of a bedtime for a five-year-old, much less a middle-aged woman like me, but my body disagreed--vehemently, might I add.  My bed was calling, begging me to pay it a visit as soon as possible.  The thought of turning in early was making my eyelids heavier, daring me to try and stay awake. 
 
    Deep down, I knew I just needed to recharge.  A little bit of food would go a long way, followed by sleep a few hours later.   
 
    The tug of war between slumber and supper became instantly moot when I entered my front door and was greeted by the puppy-dog eyes of my Labrador Retriever, Buster.  At fifteen years of age, Buster was a senior dog, but he still had occasional flashes of puppydom in him.  He always seemed to be able to muster the energy of youth when it was needed. 
 
    That evening, Buster pulled out all the stops, making it known in no uncertain terms that he’d not received the attention or the food he deserved today, and that the time to make amends for that was immediately.  I’d like to be able to pretend like I was in charge of my own house, but when it came to my furry friend, that just wasn’t the case.  Buster had me wrapped around his paws.   
 
    It wasn’t just because he was super cute.  Although, he was that in spades.  The sway he had over my emotions was undeniable.  In all my life, I’ve never met someone with such a knack for melting my heart.  I’ve had a soft spot for him from the moment I first laid eyes on him at the Hollywood Animal Shelter a decade and a half before.  He was a young pup back then.  He’d been abandoned in a moving box in a convenience store parking lot.  I brought him home from the shelter on a Wednesday morning and never looked back.   
 
    Buster and I had been through a lot together.  He was the only thing remnant I still had from my old Tinseltown life.  My acting career had come and gone, as had three boyfriends, but Buster was still by my side, as loyal as ever.  
 
    To this day, every night, he still waited by the door for me to come home as if his life is put on hold when I’m gone and doesn’t resume again until I return.  I knew he’d do anything for me, so even in my emotionally ragged state, the least I could do in return was scrounge up some energy to give him some attention.     
 
    “Hi there, boy.” 
 
    He wagged his tail and barked at me, bursting with energy.   
 
    “I know.  It’s been a busy day.  Not that you care about that.” 
 
    He bounced around even more.   
 
    “I know, I know.  You want food and a walk, pronto.” 
 
    I opened up a can of wet dog food, put it down in front of him, and you’d think I’d just given him filet mignon.  He was in complete heaven, wolfing it down like the food was in danger of expiring if he didn’t gobble it up in the next thirty seconds.   
 
    Even though this was how he behaved during every meal, as I watched him this time, I took particular note of it this time.  After the maze-like day of complications I just had, it was a relief to see something so staggeringly straightforward.  
 
    A smile crept across my face as I watched Buster.   
 
    “A dog’s life is simple, indeed.” 
 
    I normally abhorred zapping food in the microwave.  Things always tasted better when cooked on the stove, but I had neither the time nor the energy to cook a full dinner on the oven.  With Buster’s food already making the rounds through his digestive tract, his mind turned to the next big item on his itinerary—to beg for a walk.   
 
    I plowed through my microwave meal and obliged, taking Buster to the boardwalk.  It was a change of pace for him: new sights, new smells, and new fire hydrants to sniff.  I’d like to say I went to the boardwalk for the people watching; one of my favorite pastimes was gazing at the good, bad, and the ugly that humanity had to offer.   
 
    This trip was investigative in nature.  Mark Butler’s bait and tackle shop was right off the boardwalk.  During the daytime, suspects were wary of making any bold moves or doing anything that drew attention to themselves.   
 
    Under the cover of night, often they felt emboldened or safe to try and cover up any evidence that may be out there.  With Buster’s keen sense of smell at my disposal, we perused the exterior of the shop, in search of clues or anything out of the ordinary.  Unfortunately, we ended up finding nothing of the sort.   
 
    Not content to leave things at that, I then brought Buster over to Mark Butler’s house to sniff around.  I still had an abundance of hope, or maybe it was desperation, but either way, I refused to rule out anything that could potentially give me the break I was looking for.  A certain amount of luck was needed in a situation like this, but with enough grit, I hoped to be able to forge my own luck.    
 
    Buster sniffed to his heart’s content, but ultimately, yielded no results.  I told myself it hadn’t been a waste of time, that I was just exhausting every possible angle to solve the case, but really, I was exhausting myself in the process.  What little energy boost my microwaved meal had given me was now long gone.   
 
    It was time to head home.  I’d like to be able to tell you that my tail wasn’t between my legs, but there was no denying the fact that I was no closer to cracking this case than I was an hour before.  I supposed I could console myself with the knowledge that I was doing all I could, but when my friend’s freedom was at stake, a moral victory was of no use to me.   
 
    In terms of solving the case, the walk had proven to be a fruitless endeavor.  In Buster’s eyes, his out on the town was a raging success.  He got to see new corners of his hometown and became intimately familiar with their smells.  Buster returned home completely satisfied.  The more important detail to me was that it tuckered him out.   
 
    He wasn’t alone.  We both returned home ready to crash out.  There was no fighting off the urge to snooze now.  That was fine by me.  While the case was still very much up in the air, I was confident I’d be tackling it with clear eyes in the morning.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, I stopped into Bill’s Buzz for a caffeine boost and then headed over to Penelope’s Pastries, the neighborhood one-stop shop for gossip and baked goods.   
 
    I happened to be in the market for both.  Penelope Willett, the curly-haired, voluptuous, bespectacled owner of the bakery, who also happened to be one of my dearest friends, was happy to oblige.  Although, the vivacious smile I’d grown so accustomed to seeing on her face with stunning regularity was surprisingly absent all of a sudden.  Something peculiar was going on with her.  Before I had a chance to delve into it with her, she spoke up first.      
 
    “Uh oh.  Here comes trouble,” Penelope said, playfully.   
 
    I played along by turning around and looking over my shoulder.  “I’m sorry, did trouble follow me in here?  It’s been doing that a lot lately.  I just can’t seem to shake it.” 
 
    Penelope chuckled briefly.  “Right.  Because you’ve never stirred up any trouble of your own.”  
 
    Penelope knew me so well.  Some might even say too well.  She stuck with me through my days as a starry-eyed wannabe starlet, then the rise and subsequent fall that followed.  Come to think of it, I had put her through a lot.  Although, wasn’t that the point of an old friend, to know someone’s deepest secrets and still enjoy their company anyway?   
 
    “I don’t know about you, but it’s a little too early in the morning for me to want to take an elaborate trip down memory lane,” I said.     
 
    She nodded in agreement and then pivoted the conversation.  “You think this is early?  I’ve been up since three.” 
 
    Penelope looked like she could use another joke.   
 
    Only one sprang to my mind.  “Such is the glamorous life of a baker.”   
 
    She glanced down at her well-worn apron and let out a belly laugh.  “Glamorous?  That’s rich.  I pictured the glamorous life covered in a lot less flour.” 
 
    “At least you have all the muffins in the world to console you.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at me.  “It sounds like someone has a hankering.”  
 
    “Guilty as charged,” I said.  “Send a blueberry my way.”  
 
    Oddly, I didn’t get a response from Penelope.  As I looked up from the display case, I noticed that the concerned look on her face was more pronounced than ever.   
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.   
 
    She sighed.  “It’s just that when you said guilty as charged, it reminded me of the awful murder that just occurred.” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s pretty terrible,” I said.   
 
    She corrected me.  “Insane is more like it.  No offense, but I’d expect this kind of thing to happen in Hollywood, California, not Florida.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m not taking any offense.  My days of defending Tinseltown are over.”  
 
    “This is like something out of a bad movie,” she said.   
 
    Now it was time for me to correct her.  “No.  You can shut off a bad movie at any time and find something else to watch.  This nightmare isn’t going to end until the killer has been caught.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “I know, that’s the problem.  Let’s just hope your brother catches whoever did this sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Penelope didn’t know I’d gone gumshoe on this case, nor was I going to tell her right now.  I had a limited amount of time to work with, and this was a topic that could veer into dangerously verbose territory with very little effort.  For the sake of keeping things concise, I let her go on thinking my brother was the only sleuth on the case.  Of course, I added my own little twist.    
 
    “Speaking of, have you heard anything that might be able to help Joe find the killer?” I asked.   
 
    Her eyes got as wide as saucers.  “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you.  What’s the point of knowing everyone’s business if you’re not going to spread the gossip around with one of your oldest friends?” 
 
    “I hope that’s not your idea of buttering me up.  If so, we’re going to have to work on your sweet-talking skills.”  
 
    “Leave it to a baker to bring up butter.” 
 
    “What can I say?  All good bakers have butter on the brain.” 
 
    “You’re not just a good baker.  You make the best muffins I’ve ever tasted, and I’ve eaten food by top Hollywood chefs.” 
 
    “That’s how to butter someone up,” she replied.    
 
    “It’s more than just butter, it’s the truth.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet.  Tell you what, this muffin is on the house.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice.”  I grabbed the muffin from her and immediately took a bite.  It was enough to send my taste buds into a frenzy.  My mouth was happy as could be.  If only I could say the same for my intellectual curiosity.  With the focus shifting to baking and culinary delights, I knew it was time for some course correction.  “So, what have you heard about the murder?” 
 
    “It’s funny that you should mention that because I saw something crazy yesterday.” 
 
    “How crazy?” 
 
    “So wild that at first I didn’t believe it.  Then, after doing a double take, I looked closer and saw that it was really happening.” 
 
    The buildup was tantalizing.  I just hoped that all the teasing had a worthy payoff.   
 
    “You’ve got my attention.  What was it?” I said.  
 
    “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    By that point, I couldn’t be any further on the edge of my seat without falling off.  The time for delays was over.  I had to know now.    
 
     “Yeah.  Tell me,” I said.   
 
    “All right.”  She took a deep breath.  “When the afternoon rush finally ended yesterday, I stepped outside to get some air.  That’s when I saw Tyler Howard in his car across the street, kissing Kristal Stanton.” 
 
    For a moment, I was completely speechless.  Of all the bombshells that had been dropped on me in the last few days, that one ranked near the top.  It was so jaw-dropping that I needed to hear it again to believe it myself.   
 
    “Wait.  Did you just say that you saw Tyler and Kristal kissing?” 
 
    She nodded and pulled out her phone, showing me a photo that made me do a double take.  The picture was of Tyler and Kristal kissing.  “Something like this needs to be seen to be believed.” 
 
    “So they really were kissing,” I said, still reeling at the news.  
 
    “Briefly.  Then Kristal got out of the car in a huff.  It’s some crazy stuff, huh?” 
 
    Penelope wasn’t kidding.  This was earth-shattering news.  I knew that the world worked in more mysterious ways than I could ever hope to figure out, but this left me more stunned than usual.  It wasn’t just the revelation that hit me so hard, but the circumstances surrounding the discovery. 
 
    Here I’d gone all around town chasing down leads yesterday only now to realize the biggest one of all unfurled in front of my friend while taking a work break.  Up until now, neither timing nor luck had been so kind to me, but now they came together in a magnificent way.   
 
    I had to take a moment to let all this new information sink in.  This was a lot to process.  Deep down, I knew this was more than just a casual observation.  The more I thought about it, the clearer it became that this was the break I’d been looking for to solve this case.  
 
    As I began piecing together how or if it related to Mark Butler’s murder, I reached a moment of clarity.  Suddenly, the muddled haze that had taken up residence in my brain dissipated.  I had more than a hunch.  What was so confusing to me before made perfect sense now.  All of the frustration I’d wrestled with yesterday was no longer a concern to me anymore because I’d finally figured out the truth. 
 
    With my silence going on for so long, my friend began to worry about me.  “Hope, are you ok?”  
 
    I turned and reassured her.  “Actually, I’ve never been better.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow, confused as could be.  “What do you mean?”   
 
    “That’s it.  I have the answer I’ve been looking for.  I know who killed Mark Butler.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that I knew who the killer was, I put my disguise back on and went over to Boardwalk bait and tackle shop to confront him.  When I entered, Tyler Howard looked just as unhappy to see me as he did the day before.  If he thought he was grumpy now, wait until I got started in on him.   
 
    He barked at me immediately after spotting me, trying to get me to go away.  “You’re not welcome here.  Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.” 
 
    If he thought that would be enough to get me out of his sight, he was crazy.  I was just getting started.  “Is that any way to talk to a customer?”   
 
    “I reserve the right to refuse service to anyone for any reason, and I have a good reason when it comes to you.” 
 
    I looked deep into his eyes and saw nothing but contempt.  With such bad blood still boiling from our previous talk, I decided it was best to get them right out in the open.   
 
    I stated the obvious.  “Still upset about our talk yesterday, huh?” 
 
    He snarled at me.  “You have a lot of nerve coming back in here after accusing me of murder.” 
 
    I fired right back.  “You’re the one with the nerve, thinking you could actually get away with murder.” 
 
    Tyler looked like he was about to blow his top.  He managed to get a lid on his temper before it erupted.  “You’re crazy.”  
 
    I shook my head.  “No, I’m not the crazy one here.  I know what you did, Tyler, and you almost managed to get away with it.” 
 
    He played dumb.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Stop playing around with me.  I know you killed Mark Butler, and I’m not going to let you get away with it.” 
 
    He lost all grip on his temper.  “You’re just making things up now.” 
 
    “No, you’re the one who has been making things up.  Like how you told me yesterday you couldn’t stand Kristal Stanton, when in truth, you’re actually in love with her.” 
 
    My statement was able to throw him off guard.  I could see him struggling to piece together in his head how I knew about him and Kristal.   
 
    He went on the defensive.  “I don’t know where you’re getting all these lies, but you’re dead wrong.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    Before leaving the bakery, I had Penelope e-mail me the photo of Tyler and Kristal kissing.  I held out my phone now and pulled up that photo. 
 
    Tyler’s eyes filled with panic the moment he saw the picture.  Even though he was a wreck on the inside, on the outside, he acted dismissive.     
 
    “That doesn’t mean I killed Mark.” 
 
    I threw down the gauntlet.  “As a former actress, I can admire the show you put on for me yesterday, but there’s no way you can act your way out of this one.  It’s time to quit playing make believe and come clean.” 
 
    He remained defiant.  “So you have that picture, you still don’t have any proof.” 
 
    “Tyler, it’s time to stop denying the truth.  You pretended to hate Kristal, but it was all just a front, an act.  Deep down, you always wanted to be with her.  The one thing you failed to realize was that even after Mark dumped her and you started dating her, she never really stopped having feelings for Mark.  Your business partner was a pain in your side in more ways than just your love life, though.  You and Mark couldn’t see eye to eye on the business either, which cost you both dearly financially.  So you formulated a plan to solve both of your problems.  Even more, when you saw Paige Richardson arguing with Mark in his garage that night, you figured she’d be the perfect person to frame.” 
 
    “I’m telling you to stop right now,” he said.   
 
    I pressed on.  “What’s the matter, am I cutting too close to the bone?  You went into Mark’s garage that night, killed him, and then placed that anonymous call to the police to frame Paige.  With Mark dead, you’d own the entire business and could make whatever decisions you saw fit.  If that wasn’t enough, you figured Kristal would finally get over her feelings for Mark and give herself completely over to you.  But it didn’t work out that way, did it?  That’s why shortly after the picture of you was taken, she huffed out of the car, because instead of Mark’s death making her forget about him, it only made her realize how much she missed him.  Am I right?” 
 
    Tyler went dead silent for a moment.  I felt like I was watching a volcano on the verge of erupting.  Then, he completely lost it and blew up in my face.    
 
    “Yeah, I did it, I killed Mark, and because of your meddling, you’re going to be next.” 
 
    Tyler reached over and grabbed some fishing line from behind the counter and lunged at me, looking like he wanted to strangle me with it.   
 
    Before he had the chance to do so, my brother stormed into the bait shop with his gun drawn.   
 
    “Freeze,” Joe yelled.   
 
    Tyler stared down the barrel of the gun and tensed up, paralyzed with fear.   
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as the gravity of the situation hit Tyler like a sledgehammer.   
 
    Realizing that there was no escape, Tyler had an emotional breakdown and let the truth spill out.  “Mark was a fool.  He not only took this business for granted, but Kristal too.  I knew how to turn this place around, and I knew how to take care of Kristal.  That’s exactly what I would have done.  But even after he was gone, Kristal still cared more about him than me.”  He expressed the entire weight of his frustration in one loud groan.  “Sometimes life isn’t fair.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe how twisted his logic was.  “Fair?  You killed a man and thought you could get away with it.  Was that your idea of fair?” 
 
    Tyler lowered his head, not interested in saying another word.   
 
    I, meanwhile, had something very important to say to my brother.  “Cutting it a little close there, weren’t you, Joe?”  
 
    Joe gave me an apologetic look.  “I wanted to make sure you got the full confession before I barged in from outside.”  
 
    “Well, you did, hook, line and sinker,” I said.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How’s that for a Hollywood ending?” Joe quipped.   
 
    Two of Joe’s deputies hauled Tyler away and loaded him into the back of their squad car.  That left my brother and me with a moment alone.  This should be interesting.  Or, an argument-in-waiting.   
 
    Joe’s eyes were filled with concern.  This must have been a difficult thing for him to digest.  It was one thing to be proven wrong, it was another for his sister to do it.  As much as I’d like to believe he could take it in stride, I knew better than that.   
 
    He was having trouble stomaching the humble pie that life had served him. 
 
    I wasn’t the kind of sister that enjoyed rubbing my brother’s face in things.  Instead, I tried to be as sympathetic to his situation as possible.   
 
    “You ok?” I asked.   
 
    “I’m never going to hear the end of it,” he complained. 
 
    “Sure you will,” I tried assuring him.   
 
    He scoffed.  “That’s not likely.  I just got out-sleuthed by my former-actress sister.  I can see the embarrassing headlines now--” 
 
    That’s when I blurted out something I’d been thinking about but wasn’t quite sure I was ready to share just yet.  Apparently, my subconscious had other ideas.  “I won’t tell.” 
 
    He stopped the conversation right there to make sure he heard me right.  “What did you say?” 
 
    I gave my brother the kind of no-nonsense look that could not be misinterpreted and spoke my mind again.  “This could be our secret.” 
 
    While he was touched by the sentiment, his ego was having a hard time buying how I could be so selfless.  “Really?  You’d go to all this trouble to crack the case, and then not take credit?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.” 
 
    That stopped him cold.  “Wow.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this for credit.  I did it to prove my friend’s innocence.”  There, that should settle it.  I took a deep breath as the emotions of the last few days started rushing back to me.  “I’m just relieved this is over.” 
 
    Once again, he found a way to defy my expectations.  My brother shook his head.  “No.  I can’t let you do this.  You cracked this case.  This was all you.  I know how difficult of a thing that is to do.  Sis, you earned the spotlight.  I don’t want to take that away from you.” 
 
    Talk about a one in a million, blink and you’ll miss it moment.  There we were, two siblings, neither of us known for being magnanimous, both deciding to give it a try at the same time.  At first, I wondered if there was something in the air.   
 
    At the same time, something had to give.  In this instance, I was willing to bend over backward, like a contortionist in the limbo world championships.      
 
    “Trust me, I’m ok with it,” I said.   
 
    There was serious doubt in his voice as he replied.  “Are you sure?  I mean, after all we’ve been through, I don’t want any hard feelings.” 
 
    The problem with trying to bury the hatchet on twenty years’ worth of bad blood was the sheer volume of baggage involved.  We’d danced around the topic so long it had become like a bed of hot coals that neither was willing to risk walking across.  I wasn’t afraid of getting burnt anymore.  Whatever it took, I was going to mend the fences between us.    
 
    “After all we’ve been through, I want to put the years of hard feelings behind us.  I care infinitely more about us being on good terms than I do about getting a headline in the paper.” 
 
    The expression on his face morphed.  Gone was the disheartening judgment, replaced by a welcome gaze.  Dare I say, he even looked impressed?  “You’ve changed.” 
 
    “For the better, I hope,” I replied.   
 
    He smiled and then nodded.  “For the best, I think.” 
 
    “Good.  It’s settled then.” 
 
    Just when I thought the sailing couldn’t get any smoother, we hit choppy waters.  “Not so fast.” 
 
    “Guess we don’t get a Hollywood ending quite yet.” 
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you,” he said.   
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry for not believing you when it came to Paige.  If I would have listened to you in the first place, we might have wrapped this case up much sooner.” 
 
    “While we’re apologizing, I’m sorry for lying to you and investigating this case behind your back.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you were right.” 
 
    “Tell you what.  Why don’t we call it even?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “In the future, what do you say we stick together?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    For the first time in decades, we looked at each other not as rivals, but as family.  It felt good.  Even more, I knew my brother felt the same way.  With the drama finally out of the way, we both felt inclined to blow off some steam.   
 
    “Phew.  It feels good to have that behind us,” I said.   
 
    “Are you talking about the case or two decades of festering family issues?” 
 
    “All of the above.” 
 
    He smiled.  “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I think I’ve told you enough already,” I joked.   
 
    That got a healthy chuckle out of him.  The joking didn’t last as long as I’d hoped for.  My brother suddenly had a lingering question. 
 
    “By the way, how did you figure out who the killer was?” 
 
    I remained coy.  “I may not be a detective in real life, but I played one on TV.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “I wasn’t joking.  In all seriousness, it looks like my acting career was good for something.  You solve enough cases on TV, and you pick up some tricks on how to do it in real life.” 
 
    “Go figure.  Well, maybe those newfound detective skills of yours will come in handy on the next case.” 
 
    I had a much different take.  “Let’s hope there isn’t a next time.” 
 
    He smiled.  “I hear you.  Unfortunately, crime rarely takes a day off.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true grizzled detective.” 
 
    “Hey, I represent that.  At the same time, over the years I’ve learned that it’s important to relish the good moments when they come along.” 
 
    That’s when my rumbling stomach took center stage.  “Speaking of, I could go for some food.” 
 
    “How about a donut?” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head.  “Of course, where else would a cop go after a case than a donut shop?” 
 
    “You should know that.  You played one on TV.” 
 
    “Who knew?  Apparently, art really does imitate life,” I joked.   
 
    He gave me a zinger right back.  “Are we calling that TV show of yours art now?” 
 
    “Do you want a donut or not?” I asked.  “My treat.” 
 
    “I’d love one, but I have paperwork to do.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Bummer.  I guess that means more for me.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.  Ah, paperwork, how I loathe thee.  This is one of the few times I wish my life was a TV detective show.” 
 
    “Yeah, paperwork doesn’t make for good television.  Anyway, give me a call when you’re done with your riveting forms.  If you’re lucky, maybe I will have saved you a donut,” I said.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While the discussion with my brother was like taking a ride on the world’s tallest emotional roller coaster, despite the thrilling conclusion, I was looking for less zigging and a whole lot less zagging in my personal life.   
 
    When I told Paige the good news about the killer being behind bars, she responded with pure joy and a healthy side dish of relief for good measure.  In all my life, I’d never seen anyone walk on air so much.  Sure a weight had been lifted off her back, but she looked like she was floating around like an astronaut in zero gravity.  For a few minutes, it seemed like she was never going to come down from that high.   
 
    When she finally pulled her head out of the clouds, she nearly tackled me with a smothering hug.  She held me so tight, it nearly knocked the wind out of me.   
 
    “I just can’t thank you enough,” Paige said.   
 
    “Trust me, you’re thanking me plenty.  Maybe a little too much.  I can barely breathe.” 
 
    As I began to wheeze, she let go of the hug.  “Oh.  Sorry.  I got a little wrapped up in the moment.” 
 
    I caught my breath.  “Well, no one could ever accuse you of being unappreciative.” 
 
    She blushed.  “I guess not.  Sorry if I got too excited.  It’s hard to overstate what a new lease on life I have.” 
 
    I nodded.  “The world looks a little different when you’re not worried about spending the rest of your life behind bars.” 
 
    “That’s so true.  I feel like I have a second chance of my own.” 
 
    I gave her a knowing smile.  “I know what you mean.  It feels good to get another chance.  It’s not every day that you get a new lease on life.” 
 
    “It sure isn’t, and I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    I flashed her a smile and then wiped my forehead with my hand, as if to say phew.  “I’m just glad this is behind us.” After that, a change of subject was in order.  “So, what are you going to do now?” 
 
    “Part of me wants to hit the town and celebrate like crazy.  Another part of me just wants to crash and take a nice, long nap.” 
 
    “At least those aren’t on completely different sides of the spectrum,” I joked.   
 
    “I know, right?  Then again, I could always do both; celebrate like crazy, and then just crash for a day or two.” 
 
    “The best of both worlds.”  I laughed.  “You have plenty of time to figure it out.” 
 
    “That’s true.  I have my whole life ahead of me.”   
 
    Just as the conversation seemed to be turning to lighter fare, Paige abruptly switched gears all of a sudden.  “I just want to tell you again that I can’t thank you enough for what you did.” 
 
    It was getting harder to take the compliments in stride.  I’d done a good job of shelving my ego so far, but if I wasn’t careful, I’d have to book my ego its own penthouse suite.  I had to find a way to diffuse things again, and fast.  “Seeing you not going to jail is all the thanks I need.” 
 
    “It’s nice of you to be so humble, but I want to do something for you as a sign of my appreciation.” 
 
    “You really don’t have to.” 
 
    “Hope, I want to.  How about treating you to dinner and dessert.” 
 
    My overactive stomach answered for me.  “Then again, I won’t turn down a free meal.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.  So, are we on then?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I know just the place to go, too.” 
 
    Paige had a theory.  “Let me guess, Davinci’s?” 
 
    Davinci’s was an upscale Italian restaurant, the favorite of patrons celebrating birthdays, anniversaries, and special occasions.  It was a delight for the taste buds, but a blight for savings accounts.  So when I shook my head, I knew both Paige and her wallet would be relieved.   
 
    “I was actually thinking of Home Sweet Home Cooking.” 
 
    Paige bit the corner of her lip, perplexed.  “Hmm.  Considering this is on my dime, I thought you’d go for a more expensive place.  At the same time, my dime thanks you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Out of curiosity, what made you choose there?” 
 
    Then, as if on cue, Daniel Jacobsen entered, carrying a plastic bag.  Suddenly, I didn’t need to answer.  The excited look on my face was all Paige needed to see.   
 
    I couldn’t get over the timing of it all.  Maybe the old saying about timing in life being everything really was true.  Or, perhaps I was just looking too far into things, as I was often known to do.  After all, I didn’t know why Daniel was here.  One thing was clear; I was interested to find out.    
 
    I made no bones about the fact that part of the reason I’d picked Home Sweet Home Cooking over Davinci’s was because I knew Daniel would be there.  The fact that comfort food would be plentiful was just a bonus.  Little did I know he’d be dropping into the shelter unexpectedly.  
 
    It was good to see him.  In the two times we’d spoken before, the conversation was lively.  Would the banter continue?  Doubt crept into my mind when he gave me an overeager smile.  Not that I didn’t appreciate enthusiasm, but I could tell there was something else going on.  There was a jittery, nervous energy in his body language that he was failing to keep subdued. 
 
    During our previous conversations, he’d been carefree.  His free-spirited energy was part of what drew me to him in the first place.  I wondered what was weighing so heavy on his mind now.  There was an easy way to find out.   
 
    “Hey there, stranger.  Long time, no see,” I deadpanned.   
 
    He laughed.  “Yeah.  It’s been what, a whole day since I last saw you?” 
 
    I corrected him.  “It’s been less than twenty-four hours, actually.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were keeping count.” 
 
    “There’s a bunch you don’t know about me.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s why I’m here.” 
 
    I scrunched my nose.  “I’m not following.  Why are you here again?” 
 
    Before he had a chance to tell me, he stopped and got self-conscious.  I soon understood why.  Out the corner of my eye, I saw Paige watching our conversation like a hawk.  She was in full eavesdropping mode and made no bones about it. 
 
    Both Daniel and I turned to Paige.  She did not welcome the attention.  With all eyes on her, she clammed up.  She gave us a weak smile.   
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Daniel played along.  “Hey.” 
 
    An awkward silence then followed.  It was clear Daniel wanted to speak to me alone but was too polite to ask Paige to excuse herself.  Instead, he silently waited for her to pick up on the subtle hints.   
 
    She didn’t catch his drift.  “Well, you two carry on.  Pretend I’m not here.” 
 
    He did just the opposite.  Daniel turned to me with a suggestion.  “Can I talk to you alone for a moment--outside?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied.  I then turned to Paige.  “Excuse us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel and I stepped outside for privacy but received little.  Out the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Paige spying on our conversation from the window.  I didn’t blame her.  I’d be doing the same thing if I were in her place.  As a friend, it just came with the territory.  Besides, it felt good to have someone genuinely care about me and to have a rooting interest in my happiness, even if it did come across as nosy.   
 
    The sad fact was, in the months that Paige had known me, this was the first sign that my romantic life even had a pulse.  Ever since the debacle of my last relationship, my whole dating life had flatlined.  That’s why I could shrug off Paige’s prying eyes; all I really cared about was what Daniel had to say.   
 
    Now, if only he could get the words out.  What an inopportune time for his tongue to get tied.  When he was joking around with me inside the shelter, he was full of charisma.  The moment he was alone with me, I saw his nerves acting up again.  He clammed up like a wallflower at a public speaking gig.   
 
    I tried to help him along with a warm smile and some gentle urging.  “So, what’s on your mind?” 
 
    His answer was simple and succinct, yet touched me deeply.   
 
    “You,” he said.   
 
    “Me?” I replied.   
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “Delighted is more like it.” 
 
    He gazed into my eyes.  “That’s good to hear.  I have to admit, I’ve had a hard time getting you off my mind lately.” 
 
    “Really?  Maybe that’s why I’ve been a little absent-minded all of a sudden.  I’ve been on your mind instead,” I joked.   
 
    He chuckled.  “That could be it.” 
 
    “Let’s not go searching for other explanations.  I wouldn’t want you changing your mind.” 
 
    “Trust me, there’s little chance of that happening.”  
 
    I was intrigued.  “Oh, really?” 
 
    “It’s not often that someone sweeps into my life who is so fun, easygoing, and beautiful.” 
 
    “You sure know how to flatter a woman,” I replied.   
 
    “Sorry for making you blush.  If I’m coming on a little strong, I don’t mean to.  It’s just that a woman as special as you is a rarity in my life.” 
 
    “There you go again, topping yourself.  I’m not sure that I deserve a compliment like that, but I’m certainly not going to turn it down.” 
 
    He looked me deep in the eyes.  “Trust me, you do.”   
 
    So much for not getting ahead of myself.  My heart was swooning like crazy while I got lost in his eyes.  “Well, thank you.  That’s so sweet.” 
 
    “Speaking of, that reminds me.  I brought you something.” 
 
    He held out the plastic bag that I had forgotten he was even holding.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.   
 
    Daniel hadn’t come all this way to spoil the surprise now.  He wanted to see my face as I opened it.  “Go ahead and find out.” 
 
    I did, and boy was I delighted.  Inside the bag was a lemon bar that had been packed in a restaurant to-go container.  The bar looked so good that I had to keep my mouth from watering.   
 
    “Wow.  I can’t believe you got this for me,” I said.     
 
    “Don’t act too surprised.  I do own a restaurant.”   
 
    “Look, I know you didn’t have to go out of your way to get this, but it’s the thought that counts.  Not to mention, it’s nice to know you were thinking of me.” 
 
    He corrected me.  “Thinking?  Have you forgotten already?  I couldn’t get you out of my head.”  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You said life has given you some lemons in the past.  The least I could do was bring you a lemon bar for all your trouble.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping there won’t be any more trouble.” 
 
    “In that case, enjoy the bar.  It may be the last one you have.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.  The one constant in my life is and always will be desserts.” 
 
    He laughed.  “Of course.  My mistake.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  Never underestimate the power of a good dessert,” I said.   
 
    “Let’s hope this lemon bar lives up to those lofty expectations.” 
 
    “You know, it’s funny.”   
 
    He didn’t follow my logic.  “What is?” 
 
    “Paige and I were just talking about you before you walked in,” I replied.   
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I quickly realized I’d misspoken and rushed to correct myself.  “I meant, we were just talking about your restaurant.  I’ve been meaning to stop in there.” 
 
    “It would be great to have you.” 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” 
 
    “Actually, that’s why I came by here in the first place.” 
 
    “Here I thought the treats were going to stop with the lemon bar.  What else is on the menu?”   
 
    “I was actually wondering if I could take you out sometime?” he asked.   
 
    “To your restaurant?” I replied.  
 
    He had ritzier plans.  “I was actually thinking of Davinci’s.” 
 
    Wow, he wasn’t messing around.  He wanted to take me to the restaurant that was built for special occasions.  Suddenly, a date with me qualified as a special occasion.  With the way my heart was racing, I couldn’t imagine an offer he could throw my way that I would turn down.   
 
    “How can a woman say no to that?” 
 
    “Is that a yes then?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Although, I still want to try out your restaurant sometime.” 
 
    He gave the perfect answer.  “If things go well, there will be plenty of time for that.” 
 
    “So true.” 
 
    “It’s settled then.  Dinner it is.  Now, are you going to try out that lemon bar?” he asked.   
 
    “You know you should never have dessert first.  It’ll spoil dinner,” I replied, playfully.   
 
    “I guess you’re right.  I’m just curious what you think of it.  I made it myself.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you baked.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one with hidden talents.” 
 
    “In that case, it won’t hurt to take one bite.” 
 
    Daniel watched intently as I tried out his treat.  I was instantly glad I didn’t wait.  The lemon bar provided a taste explosion.  It was out of this world good.  A bar to end all lemon bars.  
 
    The longer I took to respond, the more impatient he became.  I didn’t mean to keep him in suspense.  The bar was just so delicious that I wanted to savor it.   
 
    Finally, he couldn’t wait for an answer any longer.  “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “In a lot of ways, it’s a lot like you,” I replied.   
 
    That only seemed to confuse him.  “How do you figure?” 
 
    “It’s surprising, delightful, and better than I ever could have anticipated.” 
 
    Daniel gave me the kind of smile I wouldn’t soon forget.  I had a feeling it was the first of many to come.  With this kind of a start, I could only imagine what wonderful surprises awaited us.  Either way, I was eager to find out.   
 
    The End. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Buster, what’s wrong?” I asked.  
 
    My trusty Labrador Retriever was not the kind of dog who barked at the wind.  I had always known him to be a patient little furry sidekick with a calm demeanor.  So on the rare occasions when he did bark, especially this loudly and frequently, there was usually a very good reason for it.  That morning, he was really worked up about something that was going on in the kitchen.   
 
    I sprang up in bed as his bark gave way to a growl.  Uh-oh.  Was my house being broken into?  If so, surely Buster’s menacing growl would scare them away, wouldn’t it?  Or was I just being overly optimistic?   
 
    Those were not questions that I had expected to entertain at seven thirty in the morning.  Originally, I had fully intended to sleep for at least another hour or so.  I really needed to catch up on my shuteye.  The last few days had thrown my entire sleep schedule out of whack.  Unfortunately, with all of Buster’s barking and growling, there was no going back to sleep for me.  Naturally, this had to happen on a morning when I was having a particularly good dream about my boyfriend.   
 
    Before I had time to complain too much about the rude awakening, my senses went on high alert.  After all, if there was trouble afoot, I couldn’t afford to ignore it.   
 
    I called out to Buster again, talking to him like he was a human instead of a dog.   
 
    “Honey, what is it?”  
 
    I wasn’t quite sure why I had posed a question for him when, as a dog, he clearly wasn’t going to answer it.  That was what severe grogginess did to me.  It made me behave irrationally.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter why I had done it.  I didn’t change a thing.  Buster kept growling away.  
 
    My anxiety level began rising.  My hand trembled as I thought about what awaited me in the kitchen.  It was important to be prepared for anything.  I grabbed the baseball bat that I kept beside my bedside table for protection and prayed that I wouldn’t have to use it.   
 
    In case it was a burglar who was carrying a weapon, I tiptoed down the hallway from my bedroom to the kitchen so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself.  In cases like that, maintaining the element of surprise was crucial. 
 
    My muscles tensed up as I reached the doorway to my kitchen.  I peeked my head around the corner, as nervous as could be.  That’s when I spotted what Buster had been barking at all this time.  My eyes darted open in disbelief at what I saw.  Much to my surprise, it was infinitely more terrifying than a burglar.   
 
    What was it exactly?  An alligator.  Yes, you heard that right—a scaly, slimy, cold-blooded alligator.  Or at least the snout of one, trying to push its way through my doggy door.  Luckily, the beast was too huge to fit its entire head and body through the door.   
 
    I never thought the sight of an eight-foot alligator would make me thankful, but given these unique circumstances, size meant everything.  If the alligator was just a little smaller, it could have squirmed its way inside my kitchen, making a meal out of both Buster and myself.  As the reptile was too large to push its way through the door, just its snout and teeth protruded into my kitchen.  That was terrifying enough.  Those teeth were so jagged and scary that they could give me nightmares for weeks to come.     
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks, overcome with both disbelief and terror.  Buster’s growl snapped me out of my funk and made me realize that I had to act—and quickly.  The gator had its mind set on eating Buster for breakfast, and I had to make sure that didn’t happen.   
 
    I grabbed Buster’s collar and slid him as far away from the door as I could.   
 
    “Stay back, Buster.” 
 
    Dogs were fiercely loyal creatures.  Sometimes to a fault.  Buster viewed it as his responsibility to protect his home at all costs.  There was a lot of fight in my dog, but despite his courage, I knew that he was no match for a gator.  Then again, who was?  These were prehistoric creatures we were talking about.     
 
    Suddenly, the sequence of events that had led to this alligator’s snout poking through my doggy door came together in my mind.  Buster was most likely in the backyard doing his business when the gator had caught sight of him.  Figuring Buster was an easy breakfast for him, the gator had dashed at my dog, who had made a hasty retreat into the kitchen.   
 
    Not content to let a meal scurry away, the alligator had given chase, following Buster, only to hit a snag at the doggy door.  Alligators were doggedly determined creatures.  This one wasn’t going to give up without a fight.  At the same time, neither was I.  It was clear what I needed to do.  Priority number one was to find a way to force the alligator to back away so I could secure the doggy door.   
 
    With a baseball bat in my hand, I thought I had a solution.  I approached the doggy door, gave the gator’s snout a few whacks with the bat, then watched as the gator moved backward.  Knowing I had little time to work with, I pushed my kitchen garbage can in front of the door.   
 
    That was just the beginning.  A single garbage can wouldn’t be heavy enough to keep the gator from poking its snout back through the door.  For reinforcement, I pushed my kitchen table toward the door and pressed one of the table’s legs as tightly against the garbage can as I possibly could.  That should be enough weight behind the garbage can to keep the gator out.   
 
    Before I had the chance to catch my breath, I realized the ordeal was far from over.  Sure, the alligator couldn’t get inside my kitchen, but that didn’t mean it had given up trying.  The creature lingered on my back patio, scheming.  It was in no hurry to leave my yard.   
 
    I stared out the window, getting a good look at the entire body of the gator for the first time.  It had dark, killer eyes and a set of teeth that sent a shiver down my spine.  I also happened to notice that the gator was drenched.  It looked like it had recently taken an uninvited dip in my pool.   
 
    Gross.  My pool was going to need a good cleaning and a whole lot more chlorine in it before I ever went for a swim in it again.  If I ever went into my pool again.   
 
    Seeing that the gator wasn’t going to leave my property of its own volition, I grabbed my cell phone and called for help.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My brother, Joe, the local police detective in town, was the lucky one to get my call.   
 
    “Joe,” I said.   
 
    He could tell by the panicked tone of my voice just how rattled I was.   
 
    “Hope, what’s wrong?” Joe asked.   
 
    I clutched Buster tight, as my heart was still beating out of my chest.  I looked out the window again, hoping against hope that the alligator would get tired of hanging around my patio and would return to the nearest swamp.  That was not the case.  It was incredible to think that only a single pane of glass currently separated a gator from me.   
 
    I was barely able to get the words out.  “There’s an alligator in my backyard.”   
 
    There was dead silence on the other end of the phone line.  I didn’t blame my brother for being at a loss for words.  Even though what I had said was a hundred percent true, the statement sounded ridiculous coming out of my mouth.  It was the kind of thing someone said as a joke.  As if I was trying to crank call him.  If the roles had been reversed and he had called me up and told me there was an alligator in his backyard, I would have assumed that he was pulling my leg.   
 
    The phone line had been quiet for too long.  I had to make sure that the call hadn’t dropped.   
 
    “Joe, are you still there?” I asked.   
 
    My brother finally spoke up.  “Yeah.  I’m sorry.  Did I just hear that right?” 
 
    I reminded myself that it was still early in the morning and that not everyone had been woken up by a huge reptile trying to break into their kitchen.  By that same token, I didn’t have time to mess around.  I had to make sure my tone conveyed the seriousness of the situation.    
 
    “Joe.  This is not a drill.  It is very real.  There truly is an alligator in my backyard, and I need to get it out of here immediately.”   
 
    There—I had made myself perfectly clear.  After that, there should be no question in his mind that I wasn’t just joking with him. 
 
    While Joe still sounded blown away by my statement, he did not hesitate with his response.  “I’ll call a gator wrangler and be right over.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as I was concerned, an alligator wrangler could not come soon enough.  Every second that ticked by during which that gator remained in my backyard made me increasingly more concerned that it would try to break through my kitchen window and try to attack me ferociously.  Whether my thoughts were irrational or not didn’t matter to me.  This was anything but a rational situation, and my worries exemplified that.     
 
    Fifteen minutes later, my brother’s car pulled into my driveway.  Two professional gator wranglers arrived shortly afterward.  As Clancy and Travis Sumpter got out of their pickup truck, I couldn’t help but question whether my brother had called the right people for the job.  Clancy was the older of the brothers, but they both had that same rough-around-the-edges look to them.  They were both muscular men in their thirties who looked like they frequented dive bars a little too often.       
 
    The differentiating feature that allowed me to tell the brothers apart was that Clancy’s hair was long, greasy, and pulled back into a ponytail.  Travis, meanwhile, had a thick beard and sleeves of tattoos up and down his arms.  What they were both noticeably lacking, other than a sense of professionalism, were work uniforms.  There they were, with no identification indicating that they were from animal control.  Instead, they were wearing just T-shirts, jeans, and tennis shoes.   
 
    If I hadn’t already gotten the sense that they were grossly underprepared to wrangle an alligator, when they got out of their pickup truck without any equipment, I became even more baffled.  Had they brought no tranquilizer gun or net or anything that would help them subdue the gator? 
 
    While I was at a loss for words, the wranglers were not.   
 
    “I’m Clancy, and this is my brother Travis,” Clancy said.   
 
    “I’m Joe Hadley,” my brother replied.  “This is my sister Hope.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.  Now, where’s this gator of yours?” Clancy asked.   
 
    “In the backyard,” I said.   
 
    “All right.  Leave this to us.  We’ll take it from here,” Clancy said. 
 
    I stopped him.  “Aren’t you forgetting something?” 
 
    Clancy looked at me quizzically.  “Like what?” 
 
    “Like, I don’t know, a tranquilizer gun or a net or something?” I replied.   
 
    Clancy snickered at me.  “Are you kidding?  The only thing we need is our keen intellects and a roll of tape, which we got.” 
 
    Travis pulled a roll of electrical tape out of his pocket and showed it to me.     
 
    I had to give the brothers this: they did not lack in confidence.  Whether that audacity would come back to bite them in the future was still to be determined.   
 
    At the same time, their brashness did not do much to reassure me.  I tried to express my concern for their safety, but they wouldn’t listen.   
 
    As I opened my mouth to reply, Clancy interjected.  “Like I said, we’ll handle this.”   
 
    While Clancy and his brother went around back to confront the gator, I turned to my brother.    
 
    “I thought you were going to call animal control,” I whispered.   
 
    “Trust me, these guys are professionals,” Joe assured me.    
 
    I waited for some indication that my brother was joking, but none came.  He was dead serious.  That only made me more incredulous.  Had I been transported to some crazy parallel dimension where these guys qualified as professionals?  They looked like they should be operating a carnival ride, not removing an alligator from my backyard.   
 
    I questioned my brother.  “Who shows up to work wearing jeans and a T-shirt—with no equipment?” 
 
    Joe disputed my point.  “You don’t exactly look the part of a shrewd homicide detective, yet look how many murder cases you have solved in your life.” 
 
    He had me there.  I couldn’t argue with his point.  Then again, I didn’t try to wrangle an alligator with a keen intellect and a roll of electrical tape.  
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    Joe and I watched the proceedings from the safety of my kitchen while Clancy and Travis sized up the gator in the backyard.  I said a little prayer for the Sumpters.  Their brazen attitudes aside, I didn’t want anything bad to happen to them.  They were out there, risking life and limb against a prehistoric beast, to help me.  The least I could do was pray for their safety.  Besides, I figured they needed all the help they could get, divine or otherwise.     
 
    My pulse started pounding as I imagined the various outcomes to this situation.  Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t stop my heart from racing.  How could it not?  As far as I could see, there were so many ways things could go sideways.  Yet with all the possible negative outcomes, there was only one way this could go right.  Those were some terrible odds to be staring down.   
 
    I wasn’t the only one who was filled with anxiety.  My brother rubbed his hands together nervously as he stood beside me and peered through my kitchen window.  I found it rather curious that Joe was inside the house with me rather than outside with the Sumpters.  After all, he was a man who always operated with such a tough exterior and took on criminals with a steely resolve.  Yet he looked all too happy to be in the kitchen with me right then, completely out of danger.   
 
    I was not about to let that go unmentioned.  “Shouldn’t you be out there helping them?”    
 
    “I’m fine right here,” Joe replied.   
 
    “Joe, you are the only one here with a gun,” I insisted.     
 
    Joe wasn’t going anywhere.  “They said they could handle this.” 
 
    My brother could not deflect my point fast enough.  It was clear he wasn’t about to leave my kitchen with a gator roaming around the backyard.  So much for the fearless police detective façade that he had spent years building up.     
 
    I joked with him.  “All this time I thought you were a tough guy.”   
 
    My brother defended himself.  “Against criminals, yes.  Gators are a whole different animal.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.  That’s the kind of animal that’ll give you nightmares.” 
 
    Ironically, standing in the safety of my kitchen, my brother and I were the nervous ones, while the Sumpters looked as calm as could be as they stared down certain danger.  Professionals or not, Clancy and Travis had nerves of steel.         
 
    They were the real tough guys—two men willing to take on an alligator with their bare hands.  I still couldn’t believe what they were doing.  Part of that was because I had a much different vision of what alligator wrangling truly entailed.  I figured one of the brothers would try to sneak up on the gator from behind and pin it to the ground while the other brother forced its mouth shut.  I had awful visions of one of the brothers losing a hand or even an arm in the process.  That’s why I was so short of breath as I watched.   
 
    Apparently, I had pictured things all wrong.  Clancy stared the gator down in the backyard, full of confidence, not taking his eyes off the beast for even a second.  Travis circled around behind the gator and stood five feet behind the reptile’s tail.   
 
    Clancy remained completely calm but had a razor-sharp focus in his eyes.  Amazingly enough, the gator didn’t immediately lunge at him.  Like two boxers sizing each other up in the ring, they both waited for just the right time to strike.   
 
    Back in the kitchen, I was a bundle of nerves.  “Oh, dear.  Here we go.” 
 
    Clancy made the first move.  While keeping complete eye contact with the gator, Clancy reached his arm forward with the palm of his hand facing upward.  He tried to put his palm under the gator’s bottom jaw.   
 
    The gator then quickly snapped his jaw shut.  Luckily, Clancy was able to just pull his hand back in time before being bitten.   
 
    I jumped back in horror as I watched.  When I saw that Clancy’s hand was still safely attached to his arm, I breathed a big sigh of relief.  “That was close.” 
 
    If I were Clancy, I would have pulled up stakes right then and there and headed for the hills, but Clancy didn’t panic.  Surprisingly, he refocused and made deep eye contact with the gator once again. 
 
    When he had stared the alligator down long enough for his liking, Clancy made his move again.  He reached his palm out and slowly tried to place it under the gator’s lower jaw, hoping the beast wouldn’t lunge at him. 
 
    This time, he was successful.  Against all the odds, Clancy had successfully placed his palm against the gator’s lower jaw.  At the same time, that was only half of the equation.   
 
    There was still the gator’s upper jaw to deal with.  Clancy took his left hand, held it up above the gator’s upper jaw, and then tried to put his palm on top of the gator’s mouth.   
 
    If the gator made any sudden movements, Clancy would be in big trouble.  This was the most intense, nail-biting moment I had ever witnessed in my life.  This could still go south in a hurry if he wasn’t careful.   
 
    That’s why Clancy remained completely focused and slowly placed his palm on top of the gator’s upper jaw.   
 
    Incredibly enough, he was successful.  With his palms on both the gator’s upper and lower jaws, Clancy pushed the gator’s mouth shut.   
 
    I was all ready to take a deep breath until I realized there was more to come.  Clancy moved one of his hands so that he was holding the gator’s mouth shut with only one hand, then signaled for his brother.   
 
    “Travis,” he said.  
 
    Travis tossed the roll of electrical tape to his brother, who caught it with his free hand.  From there, Clancy wrapped the tape around the gator’s mouth a couple of times to make sure it was securely taped shut.   
 
    Once that was done, Travis came over, grabbed the gator from behind, and picked it up, then the two of them loaded the gator into the bed of their pickup truck.     
 
    While all of that was occurring, my brother and I stood in our kitchen, looking completely stunned.  I couldn’t believe what I had just seen.  It had happened right before my eyes, yet it didn’t seem real.  I felt like I had just watched a magician performing an unbelievable trick, only I had no idea how he had just pulled it off.   
 
    While the Sumpters were at their truck, Joe and I tried to make sense of what had just happened.   
 
    “Do you have any idea how they just did that?” I asked.   
 
    “I was going to go with magic,” Joe said.   
 
    I didn’t have a better explanation to offer, so I just went along with my brother’s theory.  “That sounds about right to me.”   
 
    Joe decided to pat himself on the back.  “I told you they were professionals.”   
 
    “You can’t blame me for not believing you at first,” I replied.   
 
    “It just goes to show that not everything is as it seems.” 
 
    “You can say that again.  I can’t believe what just happened, and I just saw it with my own two eyes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Travis and Clancy returned from their truck, I thanked them profusely.  I offered to pay them handsomely for their amazing work, but they just wanted me to make a donation to their alligator rescue sanctuary.  How could I not?  For one, they had safely removed the gator from my backyard.  On top of that, as someone who ran a rescue shelter for abandoned dogs and cats, I knew how important donations were.  I just never expected to be donating to a place that rescued gators.   
 
    Then again, my expectations had been wrong about practically every part of the gator-wrangling process, so why should the surprises have stopped there?  In addition to writing out a nice check to the Sumpters, I also made them breakfast.  I figured it was the least I could do after all the trouble they had gone to.   
 
    When Travis and Clancy finished up their scrambled eggs and toast, they went on their way while my brother and I sat back in our chairs and decompressed.  There was so much going on in my mind.  I remained quiet as I tried to make sense of it all.  That silence worried my brother.   
 
    “Are you okay?” Joe asked.   
 
    I was very candid with my brother.  “Yeah.  I was just thinking about how wrong I was.” 
 
    Joe scrunched his nose.  “About what?” 
 
    I elaborated.  “About everything.  This whole morning has been a reminder that life is never done surprising you.” 
 
    “Spotting an alligator in the backyard would throw anyone for a loop.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.  At first glance, I thought those gator wranglers were just…” 
 
    I had trouble finishing my sentence.   
 
    Joe had a guess as to where I was going with my thought.  “Hicks?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  But they turned out to be good guys.  Not to mention the most professional alligator wranglers I have ever seen.” 
 
    “Just how many alligator wranglers have you seen?” Joe joked.   
 
    I gave him the stink eye.  “You know what I mean.  After all the things I have seen in my life and all the people I have met, I figured I wouldn’t make the mistake of pegging two people so incorrectly.” 
 
    “Don’t get so down on yourself.  I did the same thing.” 
 
    “I know you’re trying to make me feel better, but a situation like this makes me wonder who else in my life I may have misjudged.” 
 
    “Don’t look too far into it.  Like you said before, life is full of surprises.  Besides, it’s hard to think straight when there’s an alligator trying to break into your kitchen.”     
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  The only thing I was thinking was how lucky I was that my poor little Buster didn’t become that gator’s next meal.” 
 
    Joe gave my Labrador Retriever a pat.  “What a tragedy that would have been.  I think it’s time to get rid of that doggy door of yours.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  That’s at the top of my list.” 
 
    Joe gave Buster another pat.  “Good.” 
 
    “That’s not all.  It turns out Buster isn’t the only one with good timing on his side.” 
 
    My brother furrowed his brow.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s Saturday, which means Benjamin Norton is supposed to come by and clean my pool.  If he had shown up a little early, he would have run into that gator.”   
 
    Joe grimaced.   
 
    “Exactly.”  I then checked the time on my phone.  “Speaking of, Benjamin should already be here.” 
 
    “Well, when he does get here, tell him to use a lot of chlorine.  Who knows what germs that alligator brought with it.”   
 
    Blech.  I got grossed out just thinking of the germs and bacteria that could be living in my pool now.   
 
    Joe changed the subject.  “But hey, you have always joked about other people’s alligator-in-the-pool stories.  Now you finally have one of my own.”   
 
    “It’s safe to say this wasn’t on my bucket list,” I deadpanned.   
 
    Joe chuckled.     
 
    I took a deep breath, hoping that things had finally calmed down for the day.   
 
    My brother had other plans.  He seemed to be determined to goad me with sarcasm.  “It’s a shame it’s been such a boring day, huh?” 
 
    I stared him down.  “Don’t even joke about that.” 
 
    “Too soon?” he asked.   
 
    “It’s too soon and too early in the morning.  I’m going to need more coffee before I laugh at a joke like that.”   
 
    “If you’re going to make a pot of coffee, I’ll take a cup.” 
 
    I got up to turn on the coffee machine while my mind indulged in happier thoughts.  “Come to think of it, after the insanity of the morning, I deserve a nice spa day.”   
 
    Before I had a chance to get any deeper into my daydream about getting a massage, my brother got a call over his police radio.       
 
    “Detective Hadley,” the dispatcher said over the radio.   
 
    Joe picked up his radio and answered the call.  “This is Hadley.” 
 
    “I just received a report of a dead body being found,” the dispatcher replied.   
 
    Like that, it suddenly became clear that the craziness of the day was far from over.  Instead, it seemed to just be getting started.     
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    My plans for a quiet spa day were instantly shelved.  How could I relax after hearing the news of another dead body being found in town?  After the incident with the alligator, I was already on edge.  This new revelation just made it impossible for my thoughts to be anything but distracted, and no massage or mud bath was going to change that.  
 
    I had to hand it to the state of Florida.  It knew how to outdo itself.  The discovery of a dead body was the only thing that could be more shocking than finding an alligator roaming my backyard.  So naturally that was the situation I was faced with.     
 
    At the same time, my curiosity had a way of getting the better of me.  Originally, I hadn’t planned on leaving with my brother to investigate the dead body.  Then I heard the identity of the deceased—Benjamin Norton.  The same Benjamin Norton that had been running late to clean my pool.  No wonder he never showed up. 
 
    The question was, what had happened to him?  Joe and I hadn’t even arrived at Benjamin’s place before my mind went to work concocting possible answers.  I kept them all to myself, mostly because it was nothing but wild speculation on my part.  Theoretically, we would be getting a number of answers when we arrived on the scene.   
 
    Joe was quiet on the drive over to Benjamin’s house, which gave my mind an open playground to run around in.  My brother hadn’t even put up an argument when I told him I wanted to go along with him.  If anything, he seemed to welcome my input.  I was glad we had reached a point where he no longer viewed me as just a meddling amateur sleuth but rather as an investigative equal.   
 
    In regard to the deceased, for a man who had come to my house once a week for the last year to clean my pool, I knew surprisingly little about Benjamin Norton.  During his weekly visits, we had made pleasant small talk, and he had always been nice to me, but that didn’t exactly give me any great insights into his character.   
 
    My dad always used to say that any serviceman who couldn’t be nice to his customers probably wouldn’t be in business very long.  Ultimately, all I was to Benjamin was a customer.  Who he really was around friends and family was just as much of a mystery as what had killed him.  As Joe’s car pulled into the driveway of Benjamin’s Spanish-style tan-colored house, I hoped that the next few minutes would shed some light on that.   
 
    The police presence at Benjamin’s place was already strong.  A deputy’s car was parked on the street out front, as was the coroner’s van.  Benjamin’s familiar blue pickup truck was in the driveway, with various nets, hoses, and other assorted pool-cleaning supplies cluttered in its bed.   
 
    Joe and I walked through the house and onto the back patio, where the coroner and the majority of the police activity was taking place.  Todd Kelty, the fifty-two-year-old coroner, had recently moved to Hollywood, Florida, because the high crime rate in Miami had taken its toll on him.  Yet here he was, examining another dead body.   
 
    Todd was convinced that the stress of his job back in Miami had accelerated his hair loss.  If that wasn’t enough to deal with, the long hours on crime scenes and at the morgue had done nothing to curb his yen for fast food, further contributing to his growing waistline.  But it was the world-weary look in his eyes that really struck me.  I couldn’t imagine the things he had seen during his career as a coroner.   
 
    As I spotted Benjamin Norton’s lifeless corpse on the back patio beside his in-ground pool, my thoughts shifted to the case.  A number of forensics specialists wandered around the backyard, searching for evidence and trying to pull any fingerprints they could.   
 
    My focus was on Benjamin’s dripping-wet body.  He didn’t seem to be bleeding at all.  I actually saw no gashes on him of any sort.  Naturally, that led me to believe that he had drowned.       
 
    My brother preferred to eschew assumptions and asked Todd directly.  
 
    “What do we have?” Joe said.   
 
    “Deceased male, early forties, found face down in the pool,” Todd replied.   
 
    “Does that mean he drowned?” Joe asked.   
 
    “It’s funny that you bring that up.  On first appearance, that seemed to be the case.  But upon closer inspection, I found this red mark around his neck,” Todd replied.   
 
    I had to look closely but finally saw the thin red mark the coroner had been referring to.   
 
    Joe jumped to a new conclusion.  “Are you saying the cause of death was strangulation?” 
 
    Todd nodded.   
 
    “So much for an accidental drowning,” I said.   
 
    My brother looked discouraged.  “I’ll say.  So is your best theory that the killer strangled Benjamin to death then pushed him into the pool to make it seem like he’d drowned?” 
 
    “That’s safe to assume,” Todd replied.   
 
    “Do you have any idea what he was strangled with?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Judging by how thin the red mark is, I’d say a piece of wire maybe,” Todd replied.   
 
    “Has your team found any wire here?” Joe said.  
 
    Todd shook his head.  “No.  But it wouldn’t matter anyway.  The wire would be too thin to pull any prints from.” 
 
    “Speaking of, have your guys been able to pull any fingerprints from the scene yet?” 
 
    “Only Benjamin’s.” 
 
    Joe groaned.  “It figures.”  My brother switched gears.  “Time of death?” 
 
    “It’s looking like sometime between nine and ten o’clock last night.” 
 
    “All right.  And who found the body?” Joe said.   
 
    “His maid came over this morning to start cleaning the place.  That’s when she spotted his body in the pool.” 
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    Joe and I went over to talk to Benjamin’s maid, Rosa Flores, who was still really broken up about finding the body.  My heart went out to her.  I still remembered the first time that I saw a dead body in person.  It was a jarring experience—one that sent a shiver down my spine.  To this day, it was an image that I couldn’t shake from my memory.  Of all the things to have burned into my brain, that was one that I would do almost anything to get rid of.   
 
    While the diminutive forty-seven-year-old had been the one to find the body, unfortunately, Rosa didn’t have much else to offer in terms of this investigation.  She relayed to us that she had come in to start cleaning, spotted the body, and had called the police.  Since she was far too petite to be able to strangle Benjamin, had no discernable motive, and had a verifiable alibi for the time of the murder, in my mind, her involvement in the case ended right there.      
 
    After speaking with Rosa, Joe and I decided to pay a visit to Benjamin’s direct neighbors.  We were hoping to get a few leads out of them.  Maybe they had seen someone suspicious skulking around.  Perhaps they had spotted a person fleeing from the scene.  Or maybe they had heard something out of the ordinary.  Anything that we could use to solve this case.   
 
    Joe and I questioned three different neighbors but ended up with nothing to show for it.  It was almost baffling how empty-handed we ended up.  None of the neighbors had heard or seen a thing.   
 
    It was incredibly frustrating to talk to so many people and not turn up a single nugget of information.  Luckily, while the neighbors were no help, my memory was.  As I thought back on the previous years’ worth of pool cleanings, I recalled at least a couple of times when it wasn’t Benjamin who had done the cleaning but rather his assistant, Landon Thorpe. 
 
    Murder suspects were typically drawn from two different pools—the victim’s personal life and their professional one.  Discontent at the workplace was a common motive for murder.  Were Benjamin Norton and Landon Thorpe in the thick of any disagreements at the time of Benjamin’s death?  Joe and I headed over to Landon’s place to find out.   
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    Landon Thorpe lived in a green, single-story ranch-style home that looked like it hadn’t been updated since it was built in the fifties.  This was more than just wear and tear.  It was deferred maintenance at its most brazen.  Not to be outdone, his front lawn was begging to be mowed.  The grass was so tall and thick that I was surprised the city hadn’t cited him for negligence.  Or, maybe it had and Landon had just ignored it.  For someone who cleaned pools for a living, he put astonishingly little effort into keeping up the appearance of his own home.   
 
    What he did seem to care about was surfing.  As we arrived, he was in his garage waxing a surfboard, oblivious to the jungle of weeds that was growing in his front yard.  The weeds weren’t the only thing that failed to grab his attention.  Joe and I were able to reach the open doorway to his garage before he even noticed us.   
 
    Landon curled his shoulder-length, wavy brown hair behind his ear as his hazel eyes looked quizzically at us.  The trim twenty-six-year-old was wearing a wetsuit and appeared to have his mind solidly on catching some waves.     
 
    “Can I help you, dudes?” Landon asked.   
 
    I couldn’t help but groan.  That wasn’t exactly the best start to the proceedings.  Had he really just called us dudes?  Seriously?  Did he not notice that I was a woman?  Or did he just not care?  My vote was for him not giving a hoot.   
 
    I wasn’t alone.  Joe did not appreciate being called a dude, either.  He pulled out his police badge and spoke with authority.   
 
    “Joe Hadley, Hollywood Police Department.” 
 
    Landon was nonplussed.  He shrugged his shoulders.  “Okay.  What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We have some questions we need to ask you,” Joe replied.   
 
    “About what?” Landon wondered.   
 
    Landon was either as out of the loop as he let on or he was putting on a really good act.  I couldn’t tell quite yet.  I kept my eyes peeled for any strange body language.  After all, I had been dead wrong in how I had judged the gator wranglers earlier, so I didn’t want to make the same mistake when it came to a potential murder suspect.   
 
    My brother tried to cut through the haze of confusion.  “Are you saying you didn’t know that your boss had been murdered?” 
 
    That drew an interesting set of reactions from Landon.  His eyes immediately darted open at the mention of the word “murder.”  Such a candid facial expression made me believe this truly was the first he had heard of it.  My opinion began to shift as he hesitated in responding.   
 
    The longer it took for a reply to come from his mouth, the more I questioned what was causing the delay.  It definitely wasn’t grief.  That emotion was completely absent from his face.    
 
    Finally, Landon answered my brother’s question.  “No.  This is the first I have heard of it.” 
 
    If I hadn’t been suspicious of him before, my concerns were only heightened now.  He had taken an awfully long time to come up with such a short response.  Why were the gears turning so slowly in his brain?   
 
    From there on out, I had a hard time taking Landon at his word.   
 
    My brother played things straight and carried on as if Landon had been telling the truth.      
 
    “Benjamin was murdered last night at his house,” Joe said.     
 
    “That’s crazy, man.  How did it happen?” Landon asked.   
 
    By that point, I had the sneaking suspicion that Landon was trying to pull the wool over our eyes.   
 
    It was time to set things straight.  “We’re the ones asking the questions here.”   
 
    “All right.  Whatever you say, dude,” Landon replied.   
 
    It really boiled my blood to be called that again.  I wasn’t going to put up with that.  “Don’t call me that.  I’m a woman, not a dude.”   
 
    “There’s no need to freak out on me.  Just chill,” Landon replied.   
 
    That only spurred me on even more.  I don’t know, but this guy really had a way of pushing my buttons.   
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do,” I said.      
 
    Joe didn’t like where things were headed.  He could tell the conversation was getting dangerously close to going off the rails and made an effort to reel us back in.   
 
    “Can we get back to the matter at hand?” my brother asked.   
 
    “Right.  Of course,” I replied.   
 
    Landon acted just as dumbstruck as ever.  “I still don’t know why you’re here talking to me.” 
 
    “Your boss was just murdered, and the killer is still out there,” Joe said.   
 
    Landon looked at us, blank faced.  “Yeah, but what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    Joe didn’t let Landon’s dimwitted answers throw him off his game.  “That’s what we’re here to find out.  Did you and Benjamin get along?”  
 
    Landon nodded.  “Oh yeah.  Really well.” 
 
    “So you two didn’t have any disagreements or disputes of any kind?” 
 
    Landon shook his head.  “Nope.” 
 
    The suspect had managed to do an abrupt one-eighty.  A few moments ago, he had been slow and deliberate with his answers.  Now he was quick, concise, and seemingly in a hurry to change the subject.   
 
    That only served to stoke my suspicion even more.  I would have liked to consult another source, but unfortunately, that wasn’t possible.  Landon was Benjamin’s only employee, so there was no way to get independent verification or repudiation of Landon’s answers.  Clearly, Landon knew that and was using that fact to his advantage.   
 
    Luckily, there were a number of other questions to ask him.   
 
    “Where were you last night between nine and ten o’clock?” Joe said.   
 
    “I was here, man,” Landon replied.   
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Nothing much.  Just chilling out in front of the TV.” 
 
    “Were you alone?”   
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Why unfortunately?” 
 
    “I was hoping to have a date with this super-hot surfer chick, but she turned me down cold,” Landon said.   
 
    I had a follow-up for Landon.  “Back to the TV.  What were you watching?” 
 
    “This surfing documentary called Waves Of Paradise.  It was really rad.  You should check it out,” Landon replied.   
 
    “I’ll pass,” I replied.   
 
    Once again, Landon had found a way to push the conversation off topic.   
 
    Joe got things back in line in a hurry.  “So if you were watching TV alone, that means you have no one to verify where you were at the time of the murder.” 
 
    “I just told you where I was—parked in front of my TV,” Landon replied.   
 
    “It turns out your word is only as good as my ability to verify it,” Joe said.   
 
    “No, man, you’ve got this all wrong,” Landon insisted.   
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    Landon nodded.  “Yeah.  I’m a laid-back dude living a chill life.  Why would I murder someone?” 
 
    “There’s a whole host of reasons people get murdered,” Joe said.   
 
    “Except, like I told you, I don’t have a reason.  Ben and I were cool,” Landon replied.  “Not everyone in his life can say that.” 
 
    Landon kept insisting that he wasn’t a suspect in this case, but he was sure acting like one.  Maybe he didn’t realize it, but in my years of investigating, I had learned the most common deflection tactic that a suspect used was to try to point the finger of blame at others.  While his not-so-subtle dig begged following up on, it was also important for me to not lose sight of the fact that he was using a diversionary tactic.   
 
    “When you say that not everyone in his life was as cool with him as you were, who are you referring to?” I asked.   
 
    “Pretty much everyone else in his life,” Landon replied.   
 
    That was frustratingly vague.  “Give me some names.”   
 
    “You can start with his girlfriend, Andrea Fogerty,” Landon revealed.   
 
    “What problems was Benjamin having with his girlfriend?”  
 
    “Two very big problems—Teresa Loomis and Michelle Dillon.” 
 
    “Why were they problems?” I asked.   
 
    “Because Benjamin was sleeping with both of them behind Andrea’s back,” Landon said.   
 
    Joe stopped him.  “Wait a minute.  Are you saying Benjamin was carrying on two different affairs?” 
 
    Landon nodded.  “He was, until yesterday.”  
 
    “What happened yesterday?” 
 
    “They all found out about each other.”   
 
    “And let me guess, things got explosive,” Joe said.     
 
    Landon’s eyes opened as wide as saucers again.  “Oh, yeah.  It was a regular fireworks show of crazy yesterday.  Although of all the people who lost their minds, Hank Dillon was probably the one to take the news the harshest.” 
 
    “When you say Hank Dillon, you mean Michelle Dillon’s husband, right?” 
 
    Landon nodded.  “For now.  I’m not sure how much longer those two will stay married.” 
 
    I had to hand it to Landon: he didn’t just point the finger of blame elsewhere.  He had unleashed a hurricane of gossip.  But as it was currently nothing more than wild speculation in my mind, one pointed question couldn’t help but pop into my brain.   
 
    “How do you know all this?” I asked.   
 
    “Andrea, Michelle, and Teresa are all pool-cleaning clients of ours.  Needless to say, yesterday was a pretty messy day at work,” Landon said.   
 
    “I’ll bet,” Joe replied.   
 
    Landon had certainly given us a number of leads to follow up on.  Whether any of them would pan out was yet to be determined.  Conversely, while Landon was content in thinking that he had successfully deflected the conversation from himself, I wanted to remind him that he wasn’t exactly out of the woods when it came to this investigation, either.  I still had my eyes on him.   
 
    “At the same time, none of what you just told us proves that you’re innocent,” I said.     
 
    Landon didn’t give up.  “Come on.  Don’t you realize by now that you’re wasting your time with me?”   
 
    “That’s your word against ours,” Joe replied.    
 
    “Hey, if you’ve got something on me, I’d like to hear it.  Otherwise, I’d like to go back to waxing my board here, man,” David said.   
 
    We could have pushed him further, but he clearly wasn’t about to divulge any more information to us.   
 
    Joe decided to give him one last warning before we made our exit.   
 
    “All right.  We’re done for now.  But don’t even think about leaving town on us.  Understand?”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the tip from Landon, Joe and I headed over to Andrea Fogerty’s place next.  Unfortunately, Benjamin’s girlfriend wasn’t home.  We knocked a number of times on the door to her beige bungalow and received no answer.  After going around back and hitting another dead end, we peered into the window of her garage doorway and spotted no car inside.    
 
    It was pretty obvious that she wasn’t home.  What remained a mystery was where she had gone and when or even if she would return.  We could have stuck around for a while, but that could eat up a lot of time.   
 
    Instead, Joe called a patrol car to keep watch on the place until Andrea returned home.  To be safe, he also put out on all-points bulletin in case she had tried to leave town.     
 
    Twenty minutes later, when the patrol car was in place, my brother and I tackled the next suspect on our list—Teresa Loomis.    
 
    Unlike Andrea, Teresa was easy to track down.  She was a local real estate agent who worked for Hollywood Top Star Realty.  Fortuitously, she was holding an open house at a green ranch-style house on Oakford Circle.  Joe and I drove over to the house and were relieved to discover that Teresa was having a slow day.   
 
    As we entered the living room of the open house, Teresa greeted us with a flyer describing the property.  She was a pretty woman in her late thirties wearing a black blazer and skirt that complemented her trim figure.  Her long brown hair was pulled back into a bun, which made her chocolate-colored eyes stand out.    
 
    “Welcome.  My name is Teresa Loomis.  Let me tell you a little about the place,” she said.   
 
    I was happy that Joe hadn’t immediately flashed his police badge and that Teresa had mistakenly taken us for prospective buyers, but I was in no mood to hear her entire sales pitch.   
 
    “We’re mostly interested in the pool,” I replied.   
 
    Teresa was taken back by my abruptness but didn’t let that throw her off of her sales game.  “You’re in luck, then.  This house has a very nice pool.”   
 
    “Do you have any good pool cleaners that you can recommend?” I asked.   
 
    Teresa looked startled by my question.  She tried her best to handle it in stride.  “That’s, uh, not really my area of expertise.” 
 
    “Really?  You don’t have any experience with pool cleaners?” I asked.   
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I kept peppering her with questions.  “How about Benjamin Norton?” 
 
    I could see her muscles tense up, but she tried to shrug my question off nonchalantly.  “What about him?” 
 
    “Would you recommend him?” I asked.   
 
    Teresa finally grew tired of my badgering and called me out.  “I’m sorry.  What’s with all these questions about Benjamin Norton?” 
 
    Joe pulled out his police badge and held it up for Teresa.   
 
    “Joe Hadley, Hollywood Police Department.  We have to ask you some questions about the murder of Benjamin Norton.” 
 
    It was an interesting study in contrasts to see how quickly Teresa’s demeanor turned sour.   
 
    “Are you sure you’re in the right place?  I don’t know why you’d want to talk to me about that,” Teresa replied.   
 
    My brother’s tolerance for putting up with people’s lies was at an all-time low.  He cut right to the chase.  “Don’t play dumb.  We know you were sleeping with Benjamin.” 
 
    Teresa averted her eyes.  Refreshingly, she didn’t try to deny Joe’s statement.  At the same time, she did try to downplay the significance of her and Benjamin’s relationship.     
 
    “Yeah, I was.  So what?  That doesn’t mean I killed him,” she replied.   
 
    “No, but it does give you a motive,” Joe said. 
 
    “That’s what you say,” Teresa replied.   
 
    My brother corrected her.  “That’s what anyone would say.  Especially after finding out that he was also sleeping with Andrea Fogerty and Michelle Dillon.”   
 
    “What do you want me to say, that it made me crazed to find out that Benjamin was a two-timing jerk?” Teresa asked.   
 
    I corrected her.  “Three-timing jerk, technically.”    
 
    Teresa didn’t skip a beat.  “The world is filled with jerks.  That’s why wine coolers were invented.”   
 
    Joe had a hard time taking her at her word.  “Really?  You can just brush aside being cheated on with two other women that easily?” 
 
    “Trust me, nothing about the way things ended with Benjamin has been easy to take, but it’s also not something worth killing over.  There are other men out there—better men.”  
 
    Teresa was giving us little to work with.   
 
    My brother grew frustrated and tried tackling this interview from a different angle. 
 
    “Where were you between nine and ten last night?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I was at work,” she replied.   
 
    “At that hour?” 
 
    “Real estate agents don’t have set hours.  I’ve put in a lot of late nights over the years.” 
 
    “Were you the only one putting in a late night?” Joe wondered.   
 
    Teresa nodded.  “Yes.  I had the office to myself.” 
 
    “So you don’t have anyone to verify your alibi, then?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I don’t need anyone to verify it.  I just told you where I was,” Teresa said.     
 
    “You’re a murder suspect.  You don’t really just expect us to take your word for it, do you?” Joe replied.     
 
    “All I can tell you is the truth.  It’s up to you to believe it,” Teresa said.    
 
    “It would be a lot easier to believe you if you gave us more to work with,” Joe replied.  
 
    “Like I already told you, I was at work.  That’s all there is to it,” Teresa said.   
 
    Joe was about to press her again.  Unfortunately, a husband, wife, and their two small children then entered the front door of the house.    
 
    “Hi.  We’re here for the open house,” the curly-haired wife said.     
 
    Teresa immediately switched back into sales mode.  “Yes.  Welcome.  I’ll be right there.”    
 
    Ugh.  What horrible timing.  I couldn’t believe our awful luck.   
 
    Teresa turned back to us and put an end to the questioning.  “Excuse me, but I have a job to do.” 
 
    Before Joe had a chance to reply, Teresa walked away and began talking with the family that had walked in.   
 
    Joe could have made a scene in front of the family but knew that wouldn’t result in us getting more answers from Teresa.  If anything, it would have only made her shut down.  Instead of forcing the issue, my brother and I left Teresa to her open house and moved on to question the next suspect on our list.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe drove over to Michelle Dillon’s chocolate-colored Spanish-style house on Breakwater Lane.  As we knocked on the front door, we expected Michelle to answer.  Instead, it was her husband, Hank Dillon, who came to the door.  
 
    “Mr. Dillon?” Joe asked.   
 
    Hank was a handsome, forty-two-year-old pharmaceutical sales rep.  He spent a lot of time on the road, but his muscular body didn’t look like it had much wear and tear on it.  He wore a pair of black sweatpants and a T-shirt with his favorite football team’s logo emblazoned on it.  His short brown hair had a certain bedhead look to it.  I noticed some stubble growing on his face as he gave us a confused look.    
 
    “Yes,” he replied.  
 
    “We need to talk to both you and your wife,” Joe said.   
 
    Hank squinted as he stared at my brother.  “I’m sorry.  What’s this regarding?” 
 
    Joe flashed his police badge.  “The murder of Benjamin Norton.  Now, where’s your wife?” 
 
    “Uh, she’s not here,” Hank replied.   
 
    “Is she at work?” Joe asked.   
 
    Hank strained as he tried to come up with an answer.  He could only muster one word.  “Um—” 
 
    “You don’t know where she is, do you?” Joe said. 
 
    Hank stammered as he answered.  “Uh, at this exact moment, I don’t know.”   
 
    “Why is that?  Is it because you kicked her out?” Joe asked.   
 
    Hank opened his mouth to reply.   
 
    My brother stopped him before he did.  “Don’t lie to us, Mr. Dillon.” 
 
    Hank’s eyes opened wide.  “How did you know that I kicked her out?” 
 
    “I’m a detective.  It’s my job to know those things,” Joe replied.    
 
    “You must have been really angry when you found out about your wife’s affair to kick her out of the house so quickly,” I speculated.   
 
    Hank got squirmy.  “I don’t like where this is going.  What do you want from me?”   
 
    “The truth,” I said.   
 
    “Yes, I kicked her out.  I already told you that.  Now, are we done?” Hank replied.   
 
    “Far from it.  Where were you last night between nine and ten o’clock?” Joe asked.   
 
    Hank stepped back.  “Wait a minute.  Are you implying what I think you are?” 
 
    “Just answer the question,” Joe said.   
 
    “You don’t actually think I might have killed Benjamin, do you?” Hank asked.   
 
    “Why aren’t you answering the question?  What’s the matter?  Do you have something to hide?” Joe said.   
 
    Hank became defensive.  “No.” 
 
    “Then answer the question.” 
 
    Hank stopped for a moment to think.  “Fine.  Between nine and ten o’clock, I was watching the game.” 
 
    “Here?” Joe asked.   
 
    Hank nodded.   
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Well,” Hank started saying.  He hesitated as if he didn’t want to finish his sentence.  “Yeah.” 
 
    “Which means you have no one to corroborate your alibi,” Joe said.   
 
    “Corroborate?  I was watching the game.  Ask me what happened.  I can tell you what happened in every quarter,” Hank replied.   
 
    “So could a box score.  Nice try,” Joe said.   
 
    “I didn’t kill Benjamin.  You have to believe me,” Hank pleaded.   
 
    “We don’t have to believe anything.  You don’t have anyone to corroborate your alibi.  Not to mention, with you finding out about your wife’s affair, you have a serious motive,” I said.   
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like.  Really, you have this all wrong,” Hank replied.   
 
    “Do I?  Or is that just what you want me to believe?” I asked.   
 
    “If you want to point the blame anywhere, look at my wife.  She was the one in love with the guy.  Apparently, he said he was going to leave his girlfriend for her and everything,” Hank said.     
 
    “That’s interesting,” I replied.   
 
    “See, you’re wasting your time with me.  Go talk to her,” Hank said.   
 
    “I meant, it’s interesting that you were willing to throw your wife under the bus like that.  Her affair must have made you even angrier than I thought.  Yet you insist that you’re innocent,” I replied.   
 
    Hank held firm.  “I am.” 
 
    My brother didn’t believe him.  “Everyone says that, yet no one has any proof.”   
 
    “I give you my word,” Hank said.   
 
    Joe shook his head.  “That’s not enough.” 
 
    Hank folded his arms.  “It’s going to have to be, because I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Joe asked.   
 
    Hank didn’t respond.   
 
    “Fine.  I have just one more question—about your wife,” Joe said.   
 
    Hank remained quiet.   
 
    “Do you have any idea where we might be able to find her?” Joe asked.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hank refused to answer any more questions about the case, but he did give us a lead in trying to find his wife.  Apparently, they owned a second home on the other side of town that they rented out frequently to vacationers.  As it was the off-season, the place was currently unoccupied.  Hank told us that Michelle most likely headed over there after he kicked her out yesterday.   
 
    Joe and I drove over to the address that Hank had given us.  Unfortunately, Michelle wasn’t home.  All hope was not lost, though.  We knew where Michelle worked and decided to head there next.   
 
    Michelle owned a retail boutique on Wave Avenue that sold overpriced dresses and handbags.  When we arrived at the shop, it disturbed us that we were unable to spot her.  I began to worry that she might have tried to skip town.  Luckily, when we talked to the hipster chick at the cash register, she told us that Michelle was in the back office.  After Joe had shown the hipster chick his police badge, she led us to the back office.     
 
    That’s where we saw Michelle doing paperwork at her desk.   
 
    “Mrs. Dillon, I’m surprised you’re at work after all the turmoil you’ve been through in the last twenty-four hours,” Joe said.   
 
    Michelle was a blue-eyed woman in her early forties with shoulder-length black hair, an angular face, a petite build, and a chic green dress.  She looked up from her paperwork with outrage that two complete strangers had walked back to her office and interrupted her.   
 
    “How do you know what turmoil I have been through?  And what are you doing back here?  This is a private area,” Michelle said.   
 
    Joe held up his badge.  “This badge gets me into a lot of private areas.” 
 
    “And we know plenty about what turmoil you’ve been through.  For example, that your husband kicked you out of the house when he found out that you were having an affair with Benjamin Norton,” I said.   
 
    “I don’t see how that’s a police matter,” Michelle replied.   
 
    “It wouldn’t be if Benjamin Norton hadn’t been found dead this morning,” I said.   
 
    Michelle tensed up.  “Wait a minute.  Dead?” 
 
    Michelle responded like she was in complete disbelief.  As if she had no idea that Benjamin had been killed.  At the same time, her muscles completely tensed up, which commonly happened when a suspect realized that we had suspicions about them.    
 
    “Are you saying you didn’t know?” Joe asked.   
 
    “No.  This is all news to me,” Michelle replied.   
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” I said.   
 
    “Believe it or not, it’s the truth.”  Michelle put her hand over her mouth and took a deep breath.  “That’s horrible.”   
 
    “It is, and we’re not going to stop until we find Benjamin’s killer,” Joe said.   
 
    “Why are you here talking to me, then?” Michelle wondered.   
 
    As she looked into Joe’s steely eyes, the reason occurred to her.  She squirmed.   
 
    “No, you can’t think that I had anything to do with this,” Michelle continued.   
 
    It was a strange experience interviewing Hank and Michelle Dillon back to back.  Even though they were in different locations and were now estranged from each other, they both had the same initial reaction to finding out that they were suspects in this case.  Either they were both very good actors, or they just happened to believe they could play my brother and me for fools.  
 
    I was tired of dancing around the issue.  It was time to get down to business.  “How could we not?  After all, you were having an affair with Benjamin.  One that cost you your marriage.” 
 
    Michelle shook her head.  “No, I didn’t do this.  I didn’t kill Benjamin.”    
 
    “Prove it,” Joe said.  “Where were you last night between nine and ten o’clock?” 
 
    “At home,” Michelle replied.   
 
    “Nice try, but your husband told us he was at home alone last night,” Joe said.   
 
    “I meant, at my new home.  You see, we own a second property that we’ve been renting out to vacationers, but since Hank, you know, kicked me out, I moved my stuff in there,” Michelle explained.   
 
    “Was there anyone with you at this second property of yours last night?” Joe asked.   
 
    Michelle had a defeated tone in her voice.  “No.  It was just me and a bottle of chardonnay.” 
 
    “So there’s no way to actually prove that you truly were at the second property at the time of the murder, then?” Joe said.   
 
    “I’m telling you the truth.  That’s where I was,” Michelle insisted.   
 
    “You’ll forgive us if we don’t believe you.  I mean, there you were, completely alone, having lost your marriage over an affair with a man who was sleeping with two other women.  If that’s not a motive for murder, I don’t know what is,” I said.   
 
    “No.  I loved Benjamin.  I would never kill him,” Michelle reasoned.   
 
    “Actually, your love for Benjamin may have been what made you want to kill him.  According to your husband, you were under the belief that Benjamin was going to leave Andrea Fogerty to be with you.  But that was before you found out he was sleeping with Teresa Loomis, too.  You know what they say about a woman scorned,” I replied.   
 
    “I can’t believe my husband threw me under the bus.  I mean, if anything, you should be talking to him.  He lost his mind when he found out about Benjamin and me.  I have never seen him that angry in my life.  The man was crazed.  If you’re looking for a motive, look no further than Hank,” Michelle said.   
 
    After listening to Michelle’s statement, I couldn’t help but laugh.   
 
    Michelle was confused.  “What’s so funny?”  
 
    “I’ve never seen a husband and wife so eager to point the finger of blame at each other,” I said.   
 
    “If he’s going to do it to me, I’m going to do it right back to him,” Michelle replied.   
 
    “Did you feel the same way about Benjamin?  He broke your heart, so you made him pay?” Joe asked.   
 
    “No.  It’s not like that at all.  Like I said, I loved Benjamin,” Michelle said.   
 
    “You used to love your husband, too, and look how sour things have gotten between you two,” Joe replied. 
 
    Michelle hated where this was going and tried to put an end to it.  “Look, I already told you the truth.  It’s not my fault if you don’t believe it.  Now, I have some work to get back to.  So, you two can go ahead and see yourselves out.” 
 
    Joe hated being given orders.  What he really wanted to do was keep pressing Michelle for information, but she was done talking to us.  Like with the other suspects, we didn’t have enough evidence to charge her with murder, so Joe and I reluctantly walked away.   
 
    But first, my brother made sure to get the last word in.  “All right, but don’t even think of trying to leave town.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With no sign of Andrea Fogerty yet, it meant that Joe and I had run out of suspects.  We were also lacking in energy.  It had been a rough afternoon, one in which we had ignored our stomachs for too long.  Our appetites refused to remain on the back burner any longer.  Not that we were complaining.  By that point in the case, we needed to take a breather.   
 
    When we were in search of a good meal in Hollywood, one place always came to our minds—Home Sweet Home Cooking.  Not only did the restaurant serve good comfort food at an affordable price, but my boyfriend happened to own the place.   
 
    My beau, Daniel Jacobsen, greeted us with a smile as he led us to our favorite booth in the back of the restaurant.  Every time I saw him, I was reminded of how handsome he was.  The sight of his muscular body was always a delight, but today, I cared more about his uncanny ability to always make me feel better.    
 
    “The rumor going around is that it’s one of those days when you wished you had stayed in bed,” Daniel said.     
 
    “I could have done without being woken up by an alligator,” I replied.  
 
    With all that had gone on that afternoon, it was crazy to think the alligator incident had just been this morning.  It seemed so long ago.  Sigh.  The stressful days always seemed to tick by the longest.   
 
    “Very few good days start with alligator sightings,” Daniel replied.  
 
    “Or dead bodies,” my brother added.   
 
    “I know what you mean.  It’s been a tough day at the restaurant, too.  Real life-and-death stuff, like one of the servers complaining that they couldn’t wake up in time for their eight o’clock shift.  Oh, and the customer who made a stink because his steak wasn’t cooked rare enough,” Daniel said.   
 
    When my boyfriend was joking, he had a tendency to slather his statements with a thick layer of sarcasm.  Only that time, it was noticeably absent.  I couldn’t tell if Daniel was kidding or not.   
 
    Daniel had not expected such widespread silence to greet his statement.  He cleared up the confusion.  “I was just joking.  I guess I shouldn’t quit my day job to take up stand-up comedy, huh?” 
 
    Joe and I chuckled.   
 
    Daniel continued.  “So, you guys want to talk about the case?” 
 
    Joe scoffed.  “That’s the last thing I want to talk about.” 
 
    Daniel turned his attention to me.  “How about a little gator gossip?” 
 
    I changed the subject.  “How about you tell us what your specials are?” 
 
    “I can do that.  It just so happens that we have a couple of dishes that will take your minds completely off your troubles,” Daniel said.   
 
    “In that case, I’ll take a double order,” Joe replied.   
 
    My boyfriend was true to his word.  Daniel had the kitchen whip up a lemon chicken with garlic mashed potatoes that was just delectable.  An hour later, my stomach was happy, and my mind was rested enough to focus on the case once again.   
 
    Before I went back into full investigative mode, Daniel pulled me aside and gave me a deep goodbye kiss.  It was the best dessert I could ever ask for.        
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I had given our brains the rest they needed, but once we left the restaurant, we were left staring down the same problem—we had hit a roadblock in this case.  Joe decided to check in with the forensics lab, hoping that they might have turned up any further useful information.  Unfortunately, that was a dead end as well.   
 
    Just as the frustration began building inside me again, Joe received a fateful call on his police radio.  The dispatcher had news about Andrea Fogerty.   
 
    “Detective Hadley, Deputy McLellan has informed me that Andrea Fogerty has returned home.  McLellan is currently holding her for questioning,” the dispatcher said.     
 
    Joe picked up the police radio and responded.  “We’re on our way.” 
 
    Questions swirled through my head as we drove over to Andrea’s place, but as we arrived, it was Andrea who ended up firing the first question at us.     
 
    “What’s the big idea holding me like this?” Andrea snapped the moment we approached her.   
 
    Well, that was abrupt.  As investigators, we never expected a warm welcome, but rarely did things get off to such an inauspicious start.  We always seemed to find a way to get on a suspect’s bad side eventually, but typically, we slowly worked our way up to it.  This time, Andrea looked like she was out for blood from the get-go.     
 
    Andrea was a voluptuous woman in her late thirties with a form-fitting black dress, blue eyes, fiery red hair, and a temper to match her scarlet locks.  Joe dismissed Deputy McLellan, who had been holding Andrea for us, and let the officer go on his way.     
 
    One thing my brother didn’t do was get thrown off his game.  Andrea wasn’t the first suspect to mouth off at him.  Getting snapped at by suspects was just one of the occupational hazards of being a detective.  My brother remained focused on the task at hand.   
 
    “The big idea, Ms. Fogerty, is that we have to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “About Benjamin?” she replied.   
 
    “Exactly.”   
 
    Andrea sighed.  “Well, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Andrea looked more annoyed than anything.  That was highly unusual.  Typically, when a suspect realized why we had come to talk to them, they tensed up.  Andrea didn’t seem to be thrown off at all.  I sensed no uneasiness in her body language.   
 
    “You don’t look very surprised to be getting a visit from us.  Were you expecting us to swing by eventually?” Joe said.   
 
    “Is that why you were out for so long?” I asked.   
 
    Andrea shook her head.  “I was out because I had a bunch of errands to run.” 
 
    Joe went back to his original point.  “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Andrea scrunched her nose.  “About what?” 
 
    Joe hated repeating himself.  That’s what made questioning suspects so frustrating for him.  Still, he was determined to get answers, so he pressed on.  “About if you were expecting us to swing by eventually.” 
 
    “Benjamin was my boyfriend, so it wasn’t so much that I was expecting you but that I realized it was inevitable that our paths would cross sooner or later,” Andrea replied.  
 
    “Yet you don’t look the least bit nervous,” Joe said.   
 
    “What do I have to be nervous about?” Andrea asked.      
 
    “That’s what we’re here to find out,” Joe said.   
 
    “There’s nothing much to find out,” Andrea replied.   
 
    “We’ll be the judge of that.  If anything, I figured you’d be nervous because you had a killer motive for wanting your boyfriend dead,” Joe said.   
 
    “That’s what you say,” Andrea replied.   
 
    I stepped in.  “Andrea, we know Benjamin was cheating on you.”  
 
    “I take it you’ve talked to Landon, then?” Andrea replied.  
 
    “Why are you bringing him up?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Because of the call he placed—to me, Michelle, Hank, and Teresa,” Andrea revealed.   
 
    “What call?” Joe wondered.   
 
    “Landon called all of us a few hours before the murder to tell us how much sleeping around Benjamin was doing,” Andrea said.    
 
    Wait a minute.  Landon had called all four of them?  Why had none of the other suspects mentioned this?  Unless they had hidden that fact from us because they knew it would make them look guiltier.   
 
    While my focus had shifted to the other suspects, my brother kept going after Andrea.   
 
    “Why would Landon do that?” Joe replied.   
 
    “Probably to get revenge on Benjamin for firing him,” Andrea said.  
 
    “Benjamin fired him?” Joe asked.   
 
    Andrea nodded.   
 
    My brother followed up.  “When?”  
 
    “A few hours before the murder.” 
 
    “Do you know why?” 
 
    “There had been some allegations floating around that Landon had been stealing jewelry and electronics from some of the customers whose pools he cleaned.  Benjamin didn’t want to risk losing business, so he cut Landon loose,” Andrea explained.   
 
    Andrea was sure revealing a lot of information to us.  While it was nice to see a suspect opening up, we couldn’t confirm any of what Andrea had just said.   
 
    Even more, she had clearly been pointing the finger of blame at Landon to throw any blame off of herself.  It was time to put the focus back on Andrea.     
 
    “That’s quite a tale you just told us,” I said.  
 
    “It’s more than a tale.  It’s all true,” Andrea replied.   
 
    “We’ll be sure to check up on that.  In the meantime, you’re not exactly above suspicion yourself,” I said.   
 
    “I didn’t kill Benjamin,” Andrea replied.   
 
    “It’s easy to say that, but unless you can prove it, we’re not just going to take your word for it,” Joe said.   
 
    Andrea furrowed her brow.  “How do you expect me to prove that?” 
 
    “There’s an easy way to do that.  Where were you between nine and ten last night?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I was here,” Andrea replied.   
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Yes.  I was taking a bath and drinking a glass of red wine like I always do after a long day.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you have no one to verify that, then?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I’m telling you the truth,” Andrea said.   
 
    “That wasn’t the question I asked you,” Joe replied.   
 
    Andrea didn’t waver with her story.  “Like I told you, I was here, taking a bath.”    
 
    I tried a different angle.  “You said you had a long day.  Was that because you broke up with Benjamin?” 
 
    “There were a number of different factors,” Andrea replied.   
 
    I forced the issue.  “But one of them was because you broke up with Benjamin.”  
 
    Reluctantly, she nodded.  “Yes.” 
 
    I kept pressing.  “I know what it’s like to be cheated on.  You feel betrayed.  Your trust has been violated.  You’re overcome with this unstoppable anger—” 
 
    Andrea called me out.  “I know what you’re trying to do.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to do anything.  I’m just speaking the truth.  There’s nothing like a jaded ex-girlfriend.  It’s an awful feeling being cheated on, but I can only imagine how terrible it must feel to have your boyfriend cheat on you with two different women,” I said.   
 
    “That’s why I had the red wine and a soak in the tub,” Andrea replied.   
 
    “Why should we believe that you stopped there?  That you didn’t go over to Benjamin’s house and get revenge on him?” I asked.   
 
    “I already told you, it’s Landon you should be talking to.  The man is a liar and a thief,” Andrea replied.   
 
    “You seem awfully eager to point the finger of blame elsewhere,” I said.     
 
    “Because that’s where it belongs,” Andrea insisted.     
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I said.   
 
    “What do you mean, we’ll see?  We’re not going to do anything.  I’m done talking to you,” Andrea barked.   
 
    I knew Joe wanted to question her further, but she kept her mouth shut.   
 
    Unfortunately, even though we had plenty of suspicions, we had no hard evidence on her.  So, reluctantly, Joe let Andrea head back inside her house.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After hearing the new revelations about Landon Thorpe, Joe and I knew that doubling back and paying him a second visit was crucial.  He had portrayed himself as a laid-back surfer dude, but that was looking more and more like an act now.  Unfortunately, as we arrived at Landon’s house, he was far harder to get ahold of than when we had questioned him in his garage the first time around.   
 
    He did not answer Joe’s first set of knocks on his front door, but it wasn’t because he was out.  Joe and I could see his pickup truck parked in the garage.  There was no doubt in my mind that Landon was inside his house.  The question became, how could we get him to come out? 
 
    Joe tried knocking again.  When that didn’t yield any results, my brother’s patience wore thin.  He began barking out orders loud enough so that Landon could hear him even if he was at the back of his house.   
 
    “This is the police.  We know you’re in there, Landon.  You can’t hide from us,” my brother said.   
 
    Joe’s temper was at a boiling point.  I could tell that he wanted to kick Landon’s door in and burst inside like gangbusters.  He had every right to.  Before coming over to Landon’s place, my brother had secured a search warrant for Landon’s house based on the burglary allegations that had been leveled against him.     
 
    At the same time, if Joe were to break down Landon’s door, things could get violent in a hurry.  The preferable route was to get Landon to open his door willingly, then my brother could search the place.  With any luck, that would happen.  I prayed for a peaceful resolution.  After all, my brother was trained for confrontation.  I was a puzzle solver who preferred to use my intellect to resolve situations rather than resorting to violence.   
 
    Unfortunately, Landon did not follow my brother’s orders.   
 
    Joe didn’t give up.  He pounded on the front door again and kept calling Landon out.    
 
    “We need to ask you some questions, Landon.  We’re not leaving until we get answers,” Joe said. 
 
    After receiving a healthy dose of silence once again, Joe made another attempt to get Landon to open up.   
 
    “If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to worry about.  Now, answer the door.” 
 
    That didn’t get Landon to come out, either.     
 
    Joe continued.  “This is your last warning.  I have a search warrant for your property.  If you’re not willing to come out, then I’m coming in.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Landon didn’t respond.  There was no denying what had to happen now.  I had been dreading this moment.   
 
    Joe groaned and began ranting to me.  “This punk thinks he can just avoid us.”  He turned back to the front door.  “Well, you can’t.  No matter how much you try, you can’t hide from us.  I’m coming in.” 
 
    Suddenly something crucial occurred to me.  The whole time, Joe had been focused on Landon’s front door.   
 
    As I analyzed the situation further, a strong feeling came to my gut.   
 
    “Maybe he isn’t trying to hide from us,” I said.   
 
    Joe crinkled his nose.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if, instead of hiding from us, he’s been planning on giving us the slip through the back door?” 
 
    Joe’s eyes opened wide.  “Stay right here and keep an eye out.”   
 
    I would have asked Joe what he was doing, but I knew his plan.  My brother moved around to the side of the house and headed toward the backyard.   
 
    As he rounded the corner, I heard him yelling.   
 
    “Hey.  Where do you think you’re going?” he shouted.   
 
    My suspicion had been correct.  Instead of staying at the front door, I barreled toward the side of the house as well, following my brother.   
 
    When I rounded the corner, I saw what Joe was so worked up about.  Landon was trying to flee the scene.  He made a break for it through his backyard and began bolting through his neighbor’s yard. 
 
    My brother gave chase, going into a full sprint.   
 
    Unfortunately, Landon had a head start on him.      
 
    Landon darted through the neighbor’s backyard, jetted through their front yard, and then reached Chestnut Street.   
 
    As Landon reached the street, he looked over his shoulder to see how close Joe was.  Much to Landon’s dismay, my brother was keeping pace with him.   
 
    Joe talked into his police radio as he ran.  “Detective Hadley in need of backup.  The suspect is on foot on Chestnut Street between Vine and Maple.” 
 
    I heard the dispatcher respond over the radio.  “Detective Hadley, there is a deputy in the area.  They are on their way.” 
 
    Landon had a decision to make.  He could have run down the street toward Vine Road, but that would take him into a more commercial area of town with an increased number of cars and traffic.   
 
    Instead, he decided to remain in the residential areas, cutting through various neighbors’ yards.  
 
    For a supposedly laid-back guy, Landon sure knew how to turn on the jets.  He barreled down Chestnut Road with Joe hot on his tail.   
 
    As the chase went on, my brother was actually able to start gaining on him. 
 
    As Joe started making up serious ground, Landon looked over his shoulder again and saw Joe bearing down on him.  That’s when Landon panicked.  He tried to make a move to shake my brother.  
 
    Landon sprinted toward a neighbor’s fence and hoped to scale it in a hurry.  That’s when his plans went awry.   
 
    Just as Landon reached the top of the wooden fence, his pant leg got caught.  As Landon tried to free his leg, my brother was able to catch up with him.   
 
    Joe reached the fence, grabbed Landon, and then slammed him down on the ground.     
 
    Landon tried to make a move to get up from the ground, but Joe drew his gun on him.   
 
    “Put your hands up,” Joe demanded.   
 
    Landon stared down the barrel of the gun and realized there was no escape.   
 
    Reluctantly, he complied, putting his hands up.   
 
    Joe used his free hand to grab his set of handcuffs.  My brother then cuffed Landon while venting his frustrations.   
 
    “What’s the matter with you?  Why are you running from us?  What are you trying to hide?” Joe asked.   
 
    While Landon remained quiet, the answers to my brother’s questions soon became disturbingly apparent.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, backup arrived.  Once a few police deputies were on the scene, Joe loaded Landon into the back of a squad car.  Typically, that was when Joe started questioning them.  This time, he decided to hold off on that.  There were some lingering questions that he wanted answers to.   
 
    Joe, his fellow deputies, and I returned to Landon’s house and searched the place.  The minute we entered the front door, we realized why Landon had been so reluctant to comply with my brother’s orders.   
 
    My eyes grew as wide as saucers as I looked at Landon’s living room.  We had hit investigative pay dirt.  The whole room was filled with stolen goods.  Everything was stacked into different categories.  There was a pile of jewelry, an area filled with antiques, and a table lined with laptops and mp3 players.   
 
    Andrea Fogerty had been spot on with her allegations.  Landon had been doing a lot more than just cleaning pools.  While I wondered what else Andrea had been correct about, a slew of deputies went over every inch of the place, not just itemizing the stolen goods but searching for anything that could be of help to solve the murder case.   
 
    Two hours later, Joe and I drove back to the police station with Landon in tow.  When we arrived at the station, Landon was booked on charges of residential burglary, possession of stolen property, and resisting arrest.  That was just the tip of the iceberg.  Joe hauled Landon into the interrogation room, armed with ample investigative ammunition.  With these new charges having been brought to light, it was only natural to wonder if Landon was guilty of murder as well.    
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    Landon’s demeanor had changed drastically.  Gone was the frantic look on his face that we had seen during the chase.  Also absent was the laid-back surfer-dude expression that he had sported during our first interrogation of him.  He looked defeated now and had no interest in making eye contact with us.  Joe and I attempted to grab his attention as Landon slumped in his chair in the interrogation room.    
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself?” Joe asked.   
 
    Landon was completely silent.  He didn’t look up or give us any answer.   
 
    “Answer me,” Joe demanded.   
 
    Landon didn’t comply.    
 
    “Fine.  You don’t have anything to say?  We’ll do the talking.  For starters, you lied to us.  You sat there in your garage and told us you and Benjamin got along great.” 
 
    Finally Landon looked up and replied.  “Most of the time, we did.” 
 
    “You mean, other than when he fired you yesterday?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Well, yeah.  Other than that time,” Landon said.   
 
    Landon’s moronic answer just set my brother off even more.   
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me,” Joe snapped.   
 
    Landon kept up the charade.  “I’m not playing.  Everything was cool between us until he fired me.” 
 
    “That’s a big ‘until.’  Don’t act like it’s not a big deal.  It’s huge.  Not to mention completely warranted.  When you throw in all the stolen goods we found at your house, Benjamin had every reason to get rid of you.”   
 
    Landon became defiant.  “That still doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “Are you high?  That changes everything.  Are you too thick to realize that you’re the prime suspect in this case?” Joe argued. 
 
    Landon kept playing his fool’s game.  “Stealing some jewelry and electronics has nothing to do with murder.”   
 
    Joe went right back at him.  “At the time of the murder, you had just been fired.  Benjamin had good reason to suspect you of stealing from his pool-cleaning customers.  Not only had the man taken away your livelihood, but he may have threatened to tip off the police about the stolen goods he believed that you had in your possession.  That’s a killer motive for wanting your boss dead.” 
 
    Landon didn’t give in.  “I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “Do you really expect us to believe that, considering what we just found at your house?” Joe asked.   
 
    I jumped in.  “Not to mention the fact that you tried to make a break for it.” 
 
    “That wasn’t about murder,” Landon said.   
 
    “What was it about?” I asked.  
 
    “I was afraid you’d arrest me for all the stolen goods in my house,” Landon replied.   
 
    “Which we did,” Joe said.  “Now, back to Benjamin’s murder—” 
 
    Landon interrupted my brother.  “I already told you, I’m a thief, not a murderer.” 
 
    We weren’t making any progress.  It was time to use the last of our ammunition.   
 
    “You say that, but we have more on you than just burglary and resisting arrest.  We know you called Andrea Fogerty a few hours before the murder and revealed to her how many women Benjamin was cheating on her with.  Who is to say you didn’t call the other suspects, too?” I asked.   
 
    Much to my surprise, Landon didn’t deny the accusation. 
 
    Instead, he owned right up to it.  “I did.  Not only did I call Andrea, but I also put a call in to Michelle Dillon, Hank Dillon, and Teresa Loomis.” 
 
    “Yet you insist that you’re innocent of murdering Benjamin,” I said.   
 
    Landon came back at me with a curious defense.  “That’s how you know I’m innocent of murder.” 
 
    I scrunched my nose.  “How do you figure?” 
 
    “By revealing all of Benjamin’s sleeping around, it means all those other people had killer motives,” Landon argued.   
 
    “True.  But you’re neglecting one key point.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “How angry you were with Benjamin.  Only someone with a serious ax to grind would call all those people up to deliver such awful news.  But you wanted revenge.  That’s one of the strongest motives of them all,” I said.     
 
    Landon shook his head, vehemently disagreeing with me.  “No.  My revenge was ruining his love life.  I didn’t murder him.”   
 
    “It’s hard to believe you,” Joe replied.     
 
    Landon lost all control of his temper.  “You can’t prove I did this.” 
 
    My brother fired right back at him.  “And you can’t prove that you didn’t.  You have a shaky alibi and a killer motive.  That’s a dangerous combination.  The way I see it, you’re already a thief.  Why shouldn’t we add murder to the list?” 
 
    Landon pleaded his innocence one more time.  “Because I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    “But you already lied to us once,” I argued.       
 
    Usually, when we applied more pressure, a suspect would eventually crack.  Landon surprised us by completely shutting down.   
 
    He folded his arms in defiance.  “I have nothing else to say to you.”   
 
    Unfortunately, Landon was true to his word.  Joe and I tried to interrogate him further, but he didn’t speak to us again.  When we realized how futile it was to keep questioning him, Joe returned him to his jail cell.     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat across from Joe’s desk, overwhelmed with frustration.  Things had gone far differently than I had planned.  I just couldn’t believe that my brother and I were not able to draw a confession out of Landon.   
 
    Without a confession, we were treading in some murky waters.  Sure, there was plenty of suspicion to go around, but we had no conclusive evidence to charge him with murder.  The same could not be said for burglary and possession of stolen goods.  Thanks to the merchandise that had been found in his living room, there was no doubt that Landon’s new home would be a prison cell for at least a few years.   
 
    That wasn’t to say that my brother had entirely ruled out booking Landon on a murder charge.  He just wasn’t prepared to do it quite yet.  Joe was the kind of detective that preferred a slam-dunk case, and this was nothing of the sort. 
 
    There was probably enough circumstantial evidence to take Landon to trial, but depending on the defense lawyer Landon hired and the jury that was assigned to the case, the verdict could go either way.  My brother liked having far better odds than just fifty-fifty.   
 
    The lack of hard evidence against Landon wasn’t the only nagging concern we had when it came to the murder charge.  Adding to the frustration was how vociferous Landon had been in proclaiming his innocence.  Typically, after the police exerted enough pressure, if guilty, a suspect would eventually break down and confess.  Not Landon.   
 
    Was that because he truly was innocent, or because we needed to dig up more dirt on him?  I wasn’t sure what the answer to that question was.  All I really knew was that he had motive, means, and opportunity.  That usually made for a deadly combination.     
 
    If that wasn’t enough, Landon had already lied to us once, neglecting to tell us that he had been fired.  Even so, I wasn’t convinced that he was lying about being innocent of murder.  So while I knew that Landon wasn’t the laid-back surfer that he seemed to be, my mind was too murky to determine if he was a murderer. 
 
    Where my brain was foggy, my gut was often crystal clear.  Surprisingly, my instincts were abnormally quiet right then.  What a time to be given the silent treatment.  It was that stupid alligator’s fault this morning.  Ever since I had misjudged those gator wranglers, I had begun second-guessing myself on everything.  That was the worst mindset to be in when trying to solve a murder case.   
 
    While my internal monologue reached a fever pitch, my frustrations boiled over.  As my brother and I walked back to his desk from the interrogation room, I let out a big groan.   
 
    “I second that,” Joe said.   
 
    “I’ll bet you do.  Can you believe this?” I ranted.   
 
    “What?  The fact that we got no confession out of him?” 
 
    I nodded.  “And how we have no real hard evidence against him when it comes to the murder case.” 
 
    “That could change.  My team is still going over the stuff they found in his house.” 
 
    As if by a stroke of the worst timing ever, a mustached, pencil-thin deputy approached us in the hallway with a face that reeked of bad news.    
 
    “Detective Hadley, I have an update for you on the Landon Thorpe case.” 
 
    Joe replied with desperation in his voice.  “Please tell me you have good news.” 
 
    The deputy shook his head.  “Despite all the stolen goods that were found in the perpetrator's house, we found no evidence linking him to the murder of Benjamin Norton.” 
 
    My brother’s frustration spilled out all at once.  “Of course.  Why can’t we get a break when we really need one?”   
 
    The deputy stood dead silent, waiting for Joe’s next command.   
 
    “Keep me updated if you discover anything else,” my brother said.   
 
    “Will do,” the deputy replied.   
 
    The deputy then headed off while Joe and I finished walking to my brother’s desk.  
 
    Joe took a seat behind his desk and vented.  “Great.  We’re right back where we started.”     
 
    An uncomfortable thought then entered my mind.  “Is there a chance Landon was telling us the truth?” 
 
    Joe scoffed.  “The man already lied to us once.  Besides, you heard his crazy story.”  
 
    I played the devil’s advocate.  “They always say the truth is stranger than fiction.”   
 
    Joe disagreed.  “I don’t know.  I have read some pretty wacky books in my time.”     
 
    “So have I, but nothing I’ve ever read has been as nuts as seeing that alligator try to break through my doggy door.” 
 
    My brother took a deep breath to calm himself down.  “Fair enough.”   
 
    “I guess the question is, where do we go from here?” I asked.     
 
    Joe had an unconventional answer.  “I don’t know about you, but I could sure use a donut right now.”   
 
    It shouldn’t have surprised me that my brother let his stomach do the talking for him.   
 
    I tried to get him back on topic.  “I meant, with the case.” 
 
    My brother wasn’t about to listen to reason.  “I don’t know about you, but a nice jelly donut always clears my head.”   
 
    I shook my head in disapproval.  “You’re a bad influence on my waistline.” 
 
    Joe was the worst kind of junk food enabler.   
 
    “There’s no harm in one donut,” he said.   
 
    “No, there isn’t.  The problem is, it’s hard stopping at just one,” I argued.    
 
    “That’s what will power is for.” 
 
    “Says the man going to get a donut,” I joked.     
 
    “Trust me, Hope.  You’ll thank me later,” Joe said.     
 
    It was no use to continue arguing with him.  The appeal of fried dough and sugar proved too tempting for my brother to resist.  His mind was made up, and nothing was going to change that.     
 
    Joe got up to head to the break room.  Unfortunately for his taste buds, he didn’t make it there.    
 
    Before he was able to grab a donut, Joe got a call over his police radio.   
 
    “Detective Hadley,” the dispatcher said over the radio.   
 
    “This is Hadley.  What is it?” Joe replied.   
 
    I was completely unprepared for what the dispatcher said next.  
 
    “Another body has been found.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It turned out to be more than just any dead body.  The corpse in question belonged to Michelle Dillon.  To my investigative mind, this clearly had to be more than just a coincidence.  A man and one of his mistresses, both dead within a day of each other.  Things like that didn’t happen by accident.  At the same time, how interconnected were Benjamin’s and Michelle’s deaths? 
 
    To start, was Michelle’s death even a murder?  Had she died by her own hand?  Or had her death been a complete accident?  My mind conjured so many questions in quick succession that it was hard to keep track of them all.   
 
    Assuming that Michelle’s death was not accidental, one theory took precedence over all others—that the same person had killed both her and Benjamin Norton.  That was far from the only theory.  There was also the small possibility that Michelle had been the one to kill Benjamin.  Then, overcome with guilt and worried that she was about to be caught, she had killed herself rather than spend the rest of her life in jail.  The final, and least likely theory, was that Michelle’s death was completely unrelated to Benjamin’s at all.  That, in fact, there were two killers on the loose.   
 
    As Joe and I arrived at Michelle’s vacation rental property, the coroner’s van was parked out front.  My brother and I walked through the house to the backyard, where I saw Michelle Dillon’s body on the concrete.  Her corpse was wet and had clearly recently been pulled out of her pool.   
 
    The coroner, Todd Kelty, was crouched down, examining the body, specifically Michelle’s neck area, when my brother grabbed his attention.     
 
    “Todd, I can’t believe we’re seeing each other twice in the same day.  This is not a good trend,” Joe said.   
 
    “Trust me, the feeling is mutual.  I’d rather be eating sweet and sour chicken in front of the television right now,” Todd replied.   
 
    “I thought you were on a diet,” Joe said.   
 
    “I am, but the job isn’t exactly cooperating with my calorie counting.  Especially today.” 
 
    “Come on.  Didn’t you have days like this at the Miami coroner’s office?” 
 
    Todd nodded.  “That’s why I left the Miami coroner’s office in the first place.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, at least you’re getting overtime pay.” 
 
    I knew what Joe was doing.  The stress and frustration of investigating a murder case were getting to him.  To cope, he tried to tell some jokes to blow off steam, even if his barbs were drenched in gallows humor.     
 
    As much as the sight of another dead body made me uncomfortable, I didn’t want to stand there and ignore the body either.  There was a lot of work to be done and not a lot of time to do it in.     
 
    I spoke up.  “Guys, can we get to Michelle Dillon?”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Joe said.  He turned to Todd.  “So what have we got?”  
 
    “Michelle Dillon.  Deceased female, early forties, found face down in the pool,” Todd said. 
 
    “Talk about deja vu,” I replied.    
 
    “I hate deja vu,” Joe said.  “Let me guess—the cause of death first appeared to be drowning, but at second glance it was actually strangulation?” 
 
    “That’s correct, detective.  The victim has the same thin red mark around her neck that Benjamin Norton’s body had,” Todd replied.     
 
    “This killer definitely has a distinctive style,” Joe said.   
 
    “If we’re to assume that this is the work of the same killer,” I argued.   
 
    “I would stake my reputation on that,” Todd said.  “There’s no doubt in my mind that the same person killed both Benjamin Norton and Michelle Dillon.” 
 
    Joe wasn’t done with his questions.  “Time of death?” 
 
    “I would say the last hour or so.” 
 
    “Right out here in the daylight?  The killer is getting brazen.  Any witnesses?” 
 
    “None that I know of,” Todd replied.   
 
    “Who found the body?” my brother asked.   
 
    “One of the neighbors heard suspicious noises coming from here and called 9-1-1.”   
 
    “Which neighbor?” 
 
    “They didn’t leave their name.” 
 
    Joe groaned.  “Of course not.  That would be too helpful.  Have you been able to pull any prints?” 
 
    “Yeah, but if this killer was as meticulous as last time, all the prints will belong to Michelle,” Todd replied.   
 
    “Let’s hope the killer was sloppy this time,” Joe said.  “Has your team found the murder weapon?  Or any hard evidence for that matter?”  
 
    Todd shook his head.  “No, but it’s early, and we’re still looking.” 
 
    “All right.  Keep me updated.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I let Todd continue with his forensics work while we walked to the edge of Michelle’s back patio to process all the information we had just been given.  
 
    “If this murder was only committed an hour ago, that rules out Landon Thorpe as a suspect,” I said.   
 
    Joe nodded.  “It does.  He couldn’t very well have murdered Michelle Dillon when he was being questioned by us back at the police station at the time of her death.” 
 
    “I’d say that still doesn’t rule him out when it comes to Benjamin Norton’s murder, but Todd is pretty certain that the same person killed both victims.” 
 
    “Exactly.  I think we’re pretty safe in ruling Landon out as a killer.” 
 
    “Which means that the real killer is still out there.”   
 
    “Apprehending Landon wasn’t a total loss, though.  He may not be a murderer, but we have him dead to rights on possession of stolen property and resisting arrest.”   
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m happy for that.  But that doesn’t help us in solving this case.” 
 
    My brother disagreed.  “In a way, it actually does.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “How do you figure?” 
 
    “If you scratch Landon off the list, it means one less suspect to worry about.  And with Michelle being murdered, we now have two fewer potential suspects to sort through.”   
 
    “True, but there is still an uncomfortable number of suspects left.” 
 
    “Of course it’s uncomfortable.  It’s a murder investigation.  Look, we’re getting there.  I guess the question now is, what’s our next step going to be?”   
 
    “I don’t know about you, but when I think about who had a reason to want both Benjamin and Michelle dead, one name immediately comes to my mind.” 
 
    My brother knew exactly where I was going with my thought.   
 
    “Hank Dillon,” he said.   
 
    “Exactly.  Benjamin and Michelle’s affair gave Hank ample motive to want both of them dead,” I replied.    
 
    “Motive is one thing.  The question is, did Hank have the means and opportunity, too?” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I suggested.   
 
    There had been little interest on Frank Dillon’s end in talking to us the first time around.  If he truly had killed Michelle an hour ago, he would be in no mood to see us again.  More importantly, if he felt that he had successfully gotten revenge, he could have tried to make a break for it.   
 
    Joe prepared himself for that scenario.  My brother grabbed his police radio and spoke into it, desperate to get the word out.   
 
    “Dispatch, I need a patrol car sent to Hank Dillon’s residence at 4927 Breakwater Lane immediately,” Joe said.   
 
    A few seconds later, the dispatcher responded to Joe’s order over the radio.  “Copy that.” 
 
    My brother wasn’t done.  “Also, put out an all-points bulletin for Hank Dillon.  He cannot be allowed to leave town.”    
 
    While Joe gave orders to the dispatcher, I stepped aside.   
 
    After all the driving around town, I wanted to take a moment to myself to catch my breath.  Shortly, we would be off running again.  I had to muster the energy to throw myself once more into the fray.   
 
    That’s when it happened.  Just as I turned my head to look at the beautiful lilacs that were planted at the edge of Michelle’s back patio, I spotted a shiny object in the grass that glistened in the sun.  I looked down and became fixated on it.   
 
    My brother couldn’t figure out what I was doing and tried to rush me along.   
 
    “Hope, it’s time to go,” he said.   
 
    I stopped him.  “No, not yet.”     
 
    Joe became curious.  He walked toward me with a look of concern on his face.  “What’s going on?” 
 
    I crouched down, still focused on the object.  “I found something.”   
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I grabbed a tissue from my purse and picked up the object.  As I held it up for Joe, he became just as fascinated as I was.  The object was a small metal lapel pin in the shape of a star.  I knew exactly where I had seen it before. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Joe asked.       
 
    I nodded.  “This is the key to everything.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the discovery of the pin, Joe and I paid the forensics lab a visit, then drove to Hollywood Top Star Realty, where Teresa Loomis worked.  We barged into her office, full of confidence.  The same could not be said for Teresa.  She reluctantly pulled her eyes away from the laptop on her desk and looked like she wanted to bite our heads off.   
 
    Before she had the chance to snap at us, Joe got the first word in.   
 
    “Ms. Loomis, we need a few more minutes of your time,” Joe said.     
 
    “Sorry, but I’m busy,” Teresa replied.   
 
    Joe laid down the law.  “I think you mistook my statement.  I wasn’t asking you, I was telling you.” 
 
    Teresa opened her mouth to reply, but I jumped in before she had the chance.   
 
    “Don’t worry.  This won’t take long,” I said.   
 
    Teresa didn’t back down.  “Don’t you get it?  Not only did I already answer your questions, but I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    “That may be the case, but we have plenty to say to you,” Joe replied.   
 
    Teresa groaned.  “What more could you possibly have to ask me?”     
 
    “I see you’re not wearing your real estate pin,” I said.   
 
    Teresa looked down at her blazer.  “Uh, yeah.  I forgot it.” 
 
    “Or you left it somewhere,” I suggested.   
 
    She tried to correct me.  “No.  I was just in a rush this morning.  I probably just left it on my dresser.”  
 
     I pulled an evidence bag out of my purse and placed it on the desk in front of her.  Teresa looked closely at the star-shaped pin that was inside the bag.   
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. 
 
    Teresa replied defiantly.  “You found a pin.  So what?” 
 
    “This isn’t just any pin.  It’s a pin from your real estate company,” I said.   
 
    Teresa didn’t back down.  “Okay.  Well, all the agents here have them.” 
 
    “Except this one happens to have your fingerprints on it,” I said.   
 
    Teresa tensed up.  “So you found my pin.  Big deal.” 
 
    “It’s a huge deal, actually.  Not just that we found your pin but where we found it.  This pin was in the grass at Michelle Dillon’s house…a few feet away from where we found her body.” 
 
    Teresa began stammering.  “I, uh, don’t know how it got there.  That’s a big mistake.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “The only mistake here is you trying to lie to us.” 
 
    She raised her voice.  “You have this all wrong.” 
 
    “No.  You killed her, just like you killed Benjamin Norton.” 
 
    Teresa flat-out denied the accusation.  “I had no reason to kill Michelle Dillon.” 
 
    I corrected her.  “Sure you did.  Now, your motive for killing Benjamin was simple.  He had betrayed you.  Benjamin probably told you he was going to leave Andrea Fogerty for you, and you believed him—until you found out he was sleeping with Michelle Dillon, too.  That changed everything.  My guess is that you confronted Benjamin about Michelle only to find out that he had really planned on leaving his girlfriend to be with Michelle, not you.  Knowing that Benjamin’s true love was Michelle was just too much for you to take, so you got your revenge on both of them.  Am I right?” 
 
    Teresa folded her arms and pursed her lips.  “I’m not saying another word without my lawyer.” 
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    Teresa was true to her word and remained quiet, even after her lawyer arrived.  She seemed content to let her defense attorney do the talking for her.  What she failed to realize was that with the evidence we had found at the scene, she had sealed her own fate.  This case was a slam dunk.  Joe booked her for double murder, knowing that there wasn’t a jury in the world that would fail to convict her.  Not only did I agree, but there wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that Teresa Loomis was staring down a life sentence behind bars.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the case closed, I could finally breathe a sigh of relief.  That was, until I spotted my boyfriend coming up my driveway carrying a big vinyl inflatable alligator pool toy.  One of the reasons our relationship worked so well was because we knew how to make each other laugh.  That being said, when it came to delivering a good punch line, timing was crucial.  In my mind, it was a little too soon for alligator-in-the-pool jokes.   
 
    I didn’t want to be too much of a stick in the mud, so I halfheartedly played along.   
 
    “Nice try,” I deadpanned.   
 
    Daniel could tell his joke was bombing, but he made one last attempt to get a laugh out of me.  “What?  You don’t like Mr. Chompers?  I was thinking if another alligator pays you a visit and sees this bad boy floating in the pool, they might leave your backyard alone and bother someone else.” 
 
    “I don’t think Mr. Chompers would scare a fly, no less another alligator.” 
 
    Realizing that his joke had completely bombed, Daniel dropped the act and tried to lick his wounds.  “All right, so my alligator pool toy idea didn’t have the teeth I thought it would.  In that case, I’m glad I brought you a backup gift.”   
 
    I scrunched my nose.  “You did?” 
 
    Daniel held a bag out for me.   
 
    “What is it?” I asked.   
 
    “Open it,” he said.   
 
    He didn’t have to ask me twice.  When I saw what was inside, I instantly forgave my boyfriend’s lame pool toy joke.   
 
    “A lemon bar,” I said.   
 
    Daniel nodded.  “I made it fresh for you this morning.” 
 
    My boyfriend sure knew the way into my heart.  I had a weakness for sweets.  Especially lemon bars.  This bar looked so good that I had to stop myself from gobbling it up in one bite right then and there.   
 
    “You’re so sweet,” I said.   
 
    “Actually, it’s the lemon bar that is sweet.  I’m just a guy trying to make my girlfriend happy.” 
 
    “Well, you’re succeeding.” 
 
    “Speaking of, any plans to keep the good times rolling?  What’s on the docket for today?”   
 
    “My plan for the day is to have no plans,” I replied.   
 
    “That sounds like a solid plan.  Besides, after all you’ve been through, I’ll bet you could use some serious rest and relaxation.” 
 
    “Some?  I’ll take all that I can get,” I said.   
 
    “In that case, Mr. Chompers aside, how about spending the day at the pool sipping drinks with little umbrellas in them?”   
 
    “Honestly, after what happened, I’m not sure that I can ever look at pools the same way again,” I admitted.   
 
    “Leave it to an alligator to ruin a perfectly good pool party.” 
 
    I corrected him.  “Actually, I was referring to the two murder victims that were found in their pools, but now that you mention the alligator that made a playpen of my backyard, that’s all the more reason to stay out of my pool.” 
 
    Daniel came up with another plan.  “Fair enough.  How about I take you out for a spa day then?” 
 
    That time, my boyfriend was on to something.  How could I say no to that suggestion?  After all, a woman never grew tired of being pampered.   
 
    I gave my boyfriend a big smile.   
 
    “Now you’re talking.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Murder of a Yoga Instructor 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I asked.   
 
    I was staring death in the face.  One wrong move and it would all be over for me.  If I was going to survive, I would need to stay calm.  Unfortunately, that was nearly impossible to do knowing that my next breath could be my last.   
 
    As I looked at Zack Colton pouring a can of gasoline all over the room in front of me, I couldn’t believe this was actually happening.  Zack’s plan was to burn the whole building down with me still inside it.  This was like something out of a twisted psychological-thriller movie.  Only, in the movies, the woman being held captive was always saved in the end.  I didn’t have the luxury of knowing if I was going to make it out of there alive.   
 
    While I tried to think of a way out of this, I also had to shake off the shock of how I got here in the first place.  Earlier that morning I had been walking from the front door of my house to my car in the driveway when Zack had snuck up behind me, grabbed me, and smothered a rag doused in chloroform over my nose and mouth.   
 
    The scent of the chloroform made me pass out.  When I regained consciousness, I realized that I was tied to a chair with my hands behind my back in this old abandoned warehouse.  I recognized the place as the former home of Lundergard’s Upholstery Warehouse.  The name Lundergard was still painted on the wall, although the paint color had faded significantly in the five years since the warehouse had closed.   
 
    The warehouse was dark and dirty and completely empty aside from Zack and me.  Zack had no doubt picked this location because it was in an industrial area of town, so no one would be around to hear me scream for help, especially considering it was a Saturday. 
 
    Things certainly looked bleak for me.  I had to find any way I could to delay him from lighting the match that would set this whole place ablaze.  As far as I could tell, my only hope was to get him to keep talking.   
 
    Luckily, Zack was very slow and deliberate with his actions, wanting to make sure he poured just enough gasoline all over the warehouse to burn the whole place down.  He also seemed to be relishing the moment a little, taking a certain sadistic pleasure in what he was doing.  It was disgusting.   
 
    I knew it was time to fight back.  Luckily, as I looked at the bearded, thirty-eight-year-old, blue-eyed, muscular man, I knew his weakness.  He had a tendency to become easily agitated.  I planned on exploiting that.  I just had to find the right moment to do it.    
 
    In the meantime, Zack snapped at me.  “Don’t be stupid.  You know why I’m doing this.”  
 
    I shook my head.  “I really don’t.”   
 
    Deep down, I was panicking.  I ran the serious risk of completely unraveling.  That’s why I had to muster all the strength I could.   
 
    Zack scolded me.  “You thought you knew better than me, but look how this turned out.”  
 
    I tried pleading with him.  “You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  It is the second time that has happened.  Your first mistake was messing with me in the first place.”   
 
    I generally didn’t try to argue with people who were trying to kill me, but in this case, I wanted the truth to be known.   
 
    “I didn’t mess with you.  I was just trying to solve a murder case,” I replied.   
 
    Tim Lundergard had been the murder victim.  Zack had worked for him when the upholstery warehouse was still in business.  Due to some poor managerial decisions on Tim’s part, the warehouse went belly up, taking a whole slew of jobs with it, Zack’s included.  It had been a rough few years for Zack since the warehouse’s closure, not only financially but also romantically.   
 
    For a while, Zack had dated Tim Lundergard’s daughter, Jill.  Only, Tim never approved of their relationship.  He thought his daughter could do much better than Zack.  So when Jill Lundergard broke up with Zack last week, that was the last straw for Zack.  He had killed Tim Lundergard as an act of revenge and had tried to frame my friend, Stephanie Jones, for the crime.  That was when I had gotten involved investigating the case, determined to prove my friend’s innocence.      
 
    Zack vehemently disagreed with me.  “Your snooping around forced my hand.  Make no mistake, this is all your fault.  You made me do this.”  
 
    “I didn’t make you do anything,” I said.  “You can still stop what you’re doing.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “It’s too late for that.”  He scoffed.  “You just couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you?  I had framed Stephanie Jones perfectly for the murder.  That was until you came along.” 
 
    The only bright spot was that with all the arguing back and forth, Zack had briefly stopped pouring gasoline.  I tried to keep him distracted.   
 
    “What makes you think you’re going to get away with this?” I asked.   
 
    Zack reached into his pocket and pulled out a name tag from Gustafson’s Grocery Store.  Written on the tag was the name “Adam.”  I instantly knew who that belonged to—Adam Franklin, former assistant manager of the upholstery warehouse and current assistant manager at Gustafson’s Grocery Store.  Like Zack, Adam had also been a suspect in Tim Lundergard’s murder.  
 
    “This is my ticket to freedom.  When the police arrive and see the burned wreckage, they will find this name tag just outside the warehouse.  Adam Franklin will then go to jail for both your murder and Tim Lundergard’s while I will be off sipping drinks on a beach in the Bahamas.”  
 
    I glared at him.  “You’re twisted.”   
 
    He sneered back at me.  “That’s even more reason why you shouldn’t have messed with me.”  
 
    I lost control of my temper.  “You’re going to pay for this.”   
 
    He let out a maniacal laugh.  “It’s funny that you say that, considering the position you’re in.  You’re the one tied up, after all.”   
 
    Zack finished pouring what was left of the gasoline on the wall then threw the can aside.  As he reached into his pocket to pull out a matchbook, I knew we had reached the moment of truth.   
 
    Unbeknownst to him, all throughout our argument, I had been frantically using my hands to try and free myself from the knot he had used to tie me to the chair with.  Finally, all my wriggling had paid off as I had managed to loosen the knot enough to free myself.   
 
    It was more than just a stroke of luck that had allowed me to loosen the knot.  I had used a little trick that one of the stuntmen from my old professional acting days had taught me between takes of filming my former detective television show.  I owed that stuntman a huge debt of gratitude—his little trick had worked like a charm.   
 
    Suddenly, much to Zack’s surprise, I stood up from the chair with my hands now free.    
 
    “You were saying?” I replied.   
 
    The shock on Zack’s face was priceless.  “Wait a minute.  How did you—?” 
 
    “The problem with you, Zack, is that you talk too much.” 
 
    In a panic, Zack tried to light one of the matches.  He was so rattled by seeing me free that he wasn’t able to light the match.   
 
    I, meanwhile, grabbed the chair I had been tied to, swung it at him, and hit him in the face with it.  As the chair made contact with Zack’s face, it knocked him to the ground.  The matchbook landed on the floor next to him.   
 
    I wished that I could tell you Zack gave up right there.  Unfortunately, the psychopath was determined to get up from the ground and attack me.   
 
    Knowing that Zack wasn’t going to give up without a fight, I got the best grip on the chair that I could and prepared to strike as Zack tried to get up.   
 
    Before Zack had the opportunity to come after me again, the front door of the warehouse swung open.  My younger brother, Joe Hadley, a local police detective, rushed in with his gun drawn.   
 
    “Put your hands up,” he demanded.   
 
    Zack looked over at my brother and froze when he saw the gun pointed at him.  Suddenly, he realized it was all over for him.     
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    After Zack had put his hands up, my brother rushed over and handcuffed Zack while I dropped the chair I was holding and took a deep breath. 
 
    Joe then read Zack his rights and loaded him into the back of his police car.  When he was finished with that, my brother reentered the warehouse to check on my mental well-being.   
 
    But first, a hug was in order.  As Joe pulled me in tight, I could sense how rattled he was in knowing that he had come close to losing his only sister.  My brother was a muscular and typically tightlipped man, but as he pulled back from the hug, concern was all over his face.     
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked.   
 
    By that point, I had finally caught my breath.  I was far from calm, though.  My pulse was still racing, and my heart continued beating nearly out of my chest.    
 
    “Barely,” I replied.  “What took you so long to get here?” 
 
    When I first regained consciousness earlier and had discovered that I had been tied to the chair, I knew what my first action had to be.   
 
    Even before I tried to loosen the knot, I slid my cell phone far enough out of my pocket to dial 9-1-1 while my hands were behind my back.   
 
    In doing that, I knew that the operator would be able to hear my conversation with Zack.  Additionally, the longer the call went on, it allowed 9-1-1 to pinpoint my location and send help.  Unfortunately, it took much longer than I thought for my brother to arrive.        
 
    Joe apologized profusely.  “I’m sorry.  I got here as fast as I could, but there was a three-car crash on Oceanview Boulevard that was clogging up traffic on the way over.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief.  “What a time for traffic.” 
 
    My brother gave me some high praise.  “You did an amazing job of subduing the perpetrator.” 
 
    Taking credit meant nothing to me.  I just wanted to count my blessings.  It turned out that I was far more blessed than I ever realized before.   
 
    “I got really lucky this time.  The Lord was looking out for me.” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “He sure was.” 
 
    “At the same time, I don’t want to ever go through something like that again.”   
 
    “I’m with you.  I don’t want your life to ever be in danger again,” Joe replied. 
 
    I crossed my fingers.  “Let’s hope it’s not.” 
 
    “How did you even end up here?” 
 
    “This morning, I was walking over to my car to meet up with you at the restaurant when Zack came up behind me and chloroformed me.  That knocked me completely out.  The next thing I knew, I woke up tied to a chair.  That’s when I slid my phone out and dialed nine-one-one while he was dousing the warehouse with gasoline.  The rest is history,” I explained.     
 
    “That’s awful.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows.  “You’re telling me.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, with the recording that the nine-one-one dispatcher made of your conversation, we have Zack on charges of kidnapping, attempted murder, and first-degree murder.  That psycho is going to be spending the rest of his life behind bars,” Joe revealed.   
 
    While on an intellectual level it gave me a comfort that justice had been served, emotionally, I was just as rattled as ever.   
 
    “Honestly, the only thing that can make me feel better right now is chocolate,” I said.      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Normally, after solving a case, a sense of relief washed over me.  This time, my tension level remained high.  As much as I tried, my nerves remained frayed.  Even chocolate provided little comfort.   
 
    “You don’t feel even a little better?” Joe asked.  
 
    My brother sat across a table from me in the best chocolate shop in all of Hollywood, Florida.  I had made quick work of a number of delicious truffles.  While my taste buds were happy, my body was still in shock.   
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  I’m still a mess.”  I sighed.  “Go figure.  The chocolate didn’t do anything.  I feel just as awful as ever.” 
 
    Joe peered deep into my eyes.  “I’m really worried about you, Hope.  If there’s anything I can do, just let me know.” 
 
    “I just can’t help but think how close I was to dying.  If things had gone a little differently—” 
 
    He stopped me.  “Don’t say it.” 
 
    I finished my thought anyway.  “I could be dead.” 
 
    Joe took a deep breath.  “I know.” 
 
    “I just didn’t realize the line between life and death was quite that thin.” 
 
    My brother’s heart got heavy.  “It sure is.  During times like this, it’s easy to feel like no one understands what you’re going through, but I do.”   
 
    Unlike everyone else I knew, my brother actually had a lot of experience in this area.  Through the years, Joe had been in a number of life-and-death situations.  As a matter of fact, every day that he went to work, there was a chance that it could be his last.  By his own admission, there had been some close calls over the years.   
 
    It was nice to be able to talk to someone who did more than just sympathize with me.  Someone who was offering more than just words.   
 
    I nodded at him.  “I know you understand what I’m going through.” 
 
    Joe stared off into the distance as an old memory cropped up in his mind.  “I remember this one case, the Hillard file, was particularly disturbing.  It was a breezy day in October.  I had tracked the prime suspect in Todd Hillard’s murder down to the old junkyard off of Loomis Avenue.  The suspect’s name was Derek Washington.  He was a real thug with a long rap sheet.  As I chased Derek through the junkyard, he ended up making a right turn that led to a dead end.  That was it.  I had him cornered.  There was no way he was getting out of there.  At least, that’s what I thought.”   
 
    My brother let out a sigh before continuing his story.   
 
    “Derek had his back turned to me when I pulled my pistol out and told him to put his hands up.  Instead, he spun around with his gun drawn on me.  It all happened so quickly—he fired at me right away.  Instinctively, I fired right back at him.  His shot hit me in the arm.  Mine got him in the heart.  It was all over in one second, but the fallout of Derek’s actions lasted far longer.  I never thought I would say this, but I had never felt more relieved to get shot in the arm in my entire life.  If he had aimed a few more inches to the left, he would have killed me.  I was lucky to get out of there alive,” Joe revealed.   
 
    My heart went out to my brother.  “I remember you telling me about that story a few years ago, but not quite with such intense details.”   
 
    “I spared you the awful details before because I didn’t want to tell you how close I had come to dying.  But now, I’m glad I told you the whole thing.  That way you realize that you aren’t alone in this.  I really do know what you’re going through.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  I’m so sorry that you went through that.”   
 
    “So am I.  That happened almost four years ago.  For two months afterward, not a single day went by that I didn’t think about how close I came to being killed,” Joe revealed.   
 
    “That’s awful.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yeah.  But, look at me now.  I’m living proof that you can get through it.” 
 
    “The question is, how?  I mean, how did you settle yourself down?  How did you get all of your terrible thoughts to go away?” I asked.   
 
    “It’s not easy.  Things like that take time.” 
 
    “That’s it?  It just takes time?  You just rode it out?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  I tried a whole bunch of things.” 
 
    “Did any of them work?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “One did.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “By reminding myself that I was lucky to be alive and that I survived for a reason.” 
 
    “What reason is that?” 
 
    “To live,” Joe said.  “Not just to merely survive from one day to the next.  To really live life to the fullest.  To do things that make me happy.  Joy is more powerful than sorrow.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I should go do something that I know I’ll enjoy?” 
 
    “It couldn’t hurt.  At the least, it should take your mind off of what happened.” 
 
    I thought it over.  “That could work.” 
 
    “Give it a try,” Joe suggested.   
 
    “I will,” I replied.   
 
    “So, I guess the question is, can you think of something that never fails to bring a smile to your face?” Joe asked.   
 
    It didn’t take long for me to come up with an answer.   
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    There was no such thing as a bad spa day.  The fact that my friend, Stephanie Jones, was treating me to a day of pampering made the deal even sweeter.  That being said, during previous spa days, whatever stress I felt immediately melted away.  This time, a stubborn layer of anxiety hung around, refusing to budge.  That was after finishing a mud bath, facial, and a deep-tissue massage.   
 
    Even so, as I changed back into my clothes, I couldn’t deny that I felt better than before—I just wasn’t back to a hundred percent again.  After Stephanie had gone out of her way to make this such a special day for me, I put on a good face so she wouldn’t suspect that I was anything but filled with joy.   
 
    “So, what do you think?” my forty-two-year-old friend asked.   
 
    Stephanie had shoulder-length black hair, bangs, circular-framed glasses, and a petite frame.  Yet what stood out the most about her right then was the eager look in her eyes.  She had put some solid effort into planning this day out and was hoping for some good feedback.  
 
    I gave it to her.  “I couldn’t have asked for a better spa day.” 
 
    A huge smile came to Stephanie’s face.  “I’m so glad.”  
 
    “You didn’t have to do all this for me,” I replied.   
 
    She nodded.  “Yeah, I did.  I still can’t believe you put your life on the line to clear my name.” 
 
    Before Zack Colton had abducted and had tried to kill me, he had framed Stephanie for the murder of Tim Lundergard.  I had only begun investigating the case to prove my friend’s innocence.  You know the rest of my near-death story.   
 
    I took a deep breath.  “Trust me, I still can’t believe I put my life on the line, either.” 
 
    “Anyway, I figured that taking you out and showing you a good time was the least I could do.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I would have done without you.”  She looked off into the distance.  “Honestly, I’d probably be in jail.” 
 
    “Don’t even say those words.” 
 
    Stephanie pulled her head out of the clouds and stared at me.  “But they are the truth.  The only reason I’m not behind bars is because of you.” 
 
    It was great that she was so appreciative, but I just desperately wanted to put all of this behind me.   
 
    “I’m just glad it worked out,” I replied.         
 
    “I know you’re being humble, but you did an amazing thing.  I don’t know that I can ever properly repay you.” 
 
    “In my mind, you have done plenty to repay me.  This spa day was fantastic.”   
 
    Stephanie gave me another smile.  “I’m so glad you liked it.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I almost didn’t want to leave.” 
 
    “It’s a shame that there’s no on-staff masseuse at home, huh?” she joked.   
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    What Stephanie didn’t realize was that my boyfriend was pretty good with his hands.  Daniel Jacobsen didn’t have a degree in massage therapy, but he did know how to give a good back rub.  When he came over that night, that was exactly what he did.   
 
    When he was done massaging my back, he turned me around and gave me a kiss.  Even after all the time Daniel and I had been together, I still couldn’t get over how soft and kissable his lips were.  Of course, it helped that he had such a handsome face.  I loved feeling his muscular body as he held me close.   
 
    “Thanks for the massage,” I said.   
 
    “Are you feeling nice and relaxed?” he asked.   
 
    I nodded.   
 
    Daniel knew me so well that it was hard to get anything by him.  Even though my boyfriend’s massage had made me relaxed, that stubborn layer of anxiety still hadn’t vanished.  So even though I had given Daniel a smile, he clearly saw something in my facial expression that gave him concern. 
 
    “What’s the matter?  Did I press too hard on your back?” Daniel asked.   
 
    I didn’t want to explore the depths of my anxiety right then and there.  At the same time, since Daniel had been observant enough to notice that something was wrong with me in the first place just by looking at my facial expression, I knew I couldn’t change the subject on him.    
 
    “No, it’s just…” 
 
    I couldn’t seem to finish my sentence.   
 
    That didn’t faze Daniel.  He was able to guess what the end of the sentence was going to be anyway. 
 
    “It’s about Zack Colton, isn’t it?” he asked.   
 
    There was no hiding my feelings from him now.  I nodded.  “Don’t get me wrong.  You gave me a great massage.  Just like Stephanie took me out for a wonderful spa day.  And my brother treated me to some delicious chocolates.” 
 
    “So, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “That even with all that, I’m still not back to normal.  All these things that used to make me instantly happy now only make me kind of happy.”     
 
    He gazed deep into my eyes.  “Hope, you just went through something really traumatizing.  How could you really expect things to go back to normal so quickly?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders.  “I’ve never had a case give me these kinds of after-effects.” 
 
    He countered.  “You never had a near-death experience either.” 
 
    “You’re right.”  I took a deep breath.  “I’ll get back to normal soon.” 
 
    I had uttered that as much for my own benefit as for his.  As if saying the words would somehow magically make them come true.  
 
    “Come here,” Daniel said.   
 
    He pulled me in close and gave me a big hug.   
 
    “I’ve never seen you like this,” my boyfriend continued.   
 
    “I’ve never felt like this.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to make things better?”  
 
    “You’re doing all you can,” I said.   
 
    “Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to be enough.” 
 
    “Maybe it will just take time.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be with you every step of the way.” 
 
    Daniel had the sweetest look in his eyes.   
 
    I couldn’t help but smile after a response like that.  “I know you will.” 
 
    He had a suggestion for me.  “Maybe you should take a break from sleuthing.” 
 
    “You know why I got involved with that case.  My friend was in trouble.” 
 
    “You’re a great friend.  Don’t get me wrong, I know why you investigated the case.  I just worry about you when you’re out there confronting murder suspects.” 
 
    My boyfriend had always been wary of me throwing myself into the fray.  Until recently, I had managed to get through a number of cases completely unscathed.  Apparently, my luck had finally run out.  At the same time, I counted my blessings that no physical harm had been done to me.  The mental stress was hard enough to deal with.  
 
    “I understand your concern,” I replied.   
 
    “So, like I said, maybe you should take a break from investigating cases.” 
 
    He had a good point.   
 
    I thought it over.  “Maybe you’re right.  In the meantime, just hold me.”   
 
    “With pleasure,” he said.     
 
    That night, I prayed for peace to be restored in my life.  I had never wanted a prayer to come true more in my entire life.  I hoped that the morning would bring me some answers.    
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    Unfortunately, when I woke up the next day, that layer of anxiety was still hanging around like a bad cold that I just couldn’t shake.  With my funk having stretched into another day, I knew I had to take alternative action.  All the usual stuff wasn’t working.  And like the old saying said, it was insanity to do the same thing over and over and expect different results.   
 
    Given that, I decided to try something new.  So far, everything I had done to try to return a sense of calm to my life was external in nature.  A spa day, a deep-tissue massage, and chocolates were great, but those were all physical fixes to the problem.  Maybe the reason they didn’t work was because the turmoil I was feeling was all on the inside. 
 
    Nothing was wrong with my body.  It was my heart and my mind that were rattled.  When it came to quieting those things, one activity sprung to mind—yoga.  Back when I was living in Los Angeles, yoga was a staple in my life.  Then again, those were high-anxiety days filled with constant traffic jams, an exorbitant cost of living, and the constant uncertainty that the bottom could fall out of my acting career at any moment.  Yoga had been my escape from all of that.   
 
    Ever since I had moved back to Florida, I hadn’t really gotten into the rhythm of going to yoga class.  I had been busy running the animal shelter, going on dates with my boyfriend, spending time with my friends and family, and solving the occasional murder case, that I let attending yoga classes slip through the cracks.   
 
    That morning, I realized it had been too long between classes.  Aside from the workout benefits, yoga was inherently calming and meditative.  Those were two things I was in short supply of recently.  Hopefully, a few classes would get me back on track.  
 
    As I drove down Breakview Boulevard towards the yoga studio, anticipation was building inside me.  I had a good feeling about this class.  It could be just what I needed.  The drive over had been light on traffic, which allowed me to pull into the parking lot with plenty of time to spare.  Normally, I hated arriving too early, but that morning, it seemed like a blessing.   
 
    As the class didn’t start for another twenty minutes, it meant I might be able to sneak in a few minutes of meditation before the rest of the class arrived.  I parked my blue sedan and headed into the studio, now flush with excitement.   
 
    Unfortunately, my happy feelings immediately faded the moment I entered the front door of the yoga studio and saw something that made my jaw drop.  As expected, since I had arrived so early, I was the first person from class to show up.  That meant I was the only one to see the shocking sight in front of me.   
 
    What was it?   
 
    As I stood in the doorway to the studio, Luke Murphy, a brown-haired, hazel-eyed, lean-bodied, twenty-seven-year-old yoga instructor was slumped over in the lotus position, with a bloody gash on the back of his head.   
 
    A bronze, twelve-inch yoga sculpture was on the mat a few feet away from him.  Oh, no.  Not again.  Was this really happening?  Had another murder really occurred?   
 
    Whether I wanted to admit it or not, that appeared to be the case.  Instinctively, I reached into my purse and grabbed the can of pepper spray that I carried with me in case of emergencies.  This definitely fit that bill. 
 
    A terrible thought then came to my mind.  What if the perpetrator was still in the studio?  My heart began racing as I looked around.  Thankfully, the coast was clear.   
 
    When I had made sure that no one else was in the studio, I rushed over to Luke and checked him for a pulse.  Unfortunately, he didn’t have one.  That meant one thing—that he was dead.   
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    I immediately called my brother.  He arrived on the scene about fifteen minutes after I got off of the phone with him.  The coroner, his forensics team, and a number of deputies followed soon after.  By that time, the rest of the yoga class was also arriving at the studio.   
 
    The police deputies quickly cordoned off the area with yellow tape while my fellow yoga classmates stood on the sidewalk and craned their necks to sneak a peek into the studio.  I could hear my classmates gasping and gossiping amongst each other while the deputies held them back.  That gossiping only intensified as they saw various police officers coming and going from the studio.  I knew the police deputies desperately wanted my classmates to disperse and head home, but there was a fat chance of that happening.  
 
    Meanwhile, inside the studio, my brother’s investigation began.  Joe walked over to the coroner, Todd Kelty, who was examining the deceased.   
 
    Todd was a fifty-two-year-old oval-faced man with thinning hair, a growing waistline, and an insatiable yen for fast food.   
 
    “What have you got for us, Todd?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Deceased male, late twenties,” Todd replied.   
 
    Joe continued.  “Cause of death?” 
 
    “Blunt force trauma to the back of the head,” Todd said.   
 
    “Time of death?” 
 
    “I would say no more than an hour ago,” Todd replied.   
 
    That put the time of death at between eight and nine in the morning.   
 
    Joe asked another question.  “Is it safe to assume that the murder weapon was that yoga sculpture that Hope found on the mat in front of him?”  
 
    “We’ll have to run some tests, of course, but there’s no doubt in my mind that the sculpture was used to kill the victim,” Todd replied.   
 
    “What are the chances that some of the blood found on the sculpture is the killer’s and not Luke’s?” 
 
    “Not good.” 
 
    “Has your team been able to pull any fingerprints from the sculpture or any other part of the studio?” 
 
    “We’re still checking on that, but I wouldn’t hold your breath,” Todd said.   
 
    “Are there any security cameras in this place?” 
 
    Todd shook his head.  “None that I have seen.” 
 
    Joe groaned.  “Have you found anything else for me to work with?” 
 
    I chimed in.  “When I arrived, the back door was still open.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll be able to pull some prints from there,” Joe suggested. 
 
    Todd scoffed.  “Yeah.  If we’re lucky.”  
 
    “Are we ever?” Joe deadpanned.   
 
    “There’s a first time for everything,” Todd replied.    
 
    “Anything else, Todd?” Joe asked.   
 
    The coroner shook his head.  “No, but it’s still early.  I’ll keep you updated.”   
 
    “Please do,” Joe said.  He then began speculating.  “So, I guess we’re to assume that the killer came in and saw that Luke was deep in meditation.  From there, the killer grabbed the sculpture, snuck up behind Luke, hit him in the back of the head, and left through the back door.” 
 
    Todd nodded.  “That’s our working theory.” 
 
    Joe sighed.  “That also means anyone could have done this.” 
 
    Todd disagreed.  “Maybe not.” 
 
    Joe scrunched his nose.  “How do you figure?” 
 
    “I would rule out a burglary gone wrong.  We found no evidence of tampering with the cash register, and nothing major seems to be missing from the studio,” Todd said.   
 
    “If that’s true, it means the killer knew Luke and murdered him for some personal reason,” Joe said.   
 
    “That’s a safe bet,” Todd replied.   
 
    “Thanks, Todd.  Let me know if you find anything else,” Joe said.   
 
    “Will do,” Todd replied.   
 
    The coroner then resumed examining the body while my brother pulled me aside.   
 
    “I hate to do this to you right now, but I need to take a statement from you,” Joe said.   
 
    “Right.  Standard procedure,” I replied.     
 
    “I know it’s not the best time for you, but I’ll try to make it quick,” Joe said.   
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” I replied.   
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    “So, tell me what happened,” Joe said.   
 
    “There’s not much to say that you don’t already know,” I replied.  “This morning, the traffic on Breakview Boulevard happened to be a lot lighter than I had expected, so I ended up arriving a little early for class and was the first one here.  When I approached the studio, the front door was unlocked, as it always is before a class.  I then entered the studio, and I found Luke slumped over in the lotus position.  After I caught my breath, I immediately called you.  While I was waiting for you to arrive, I poked my head around the studio to see if I could turn up any evidence that might help in solving this case.  That’s pretty much it.” 
 
    “As you arrived at the studio, did you happen to notice any cars pulling out of the parking lot or spot anything unusual?” Joe asked.   
 
    I shook my head.  “I didn’t see anything helpful.”  
 
    “Did you hear any voices or odd sounds as you entered?” 
 
    “Not a thing.” 
 
    My brother tried one more question.  “When you were poking around the studio, did you find any evidence or something that might be helpful in solving this case?”  
 
    I continued to shake my head.  “No.  Things looked exactly as you found them when you arrived.  As far as I can tell, the only evidence in this case is the blood-stained sculpture itself, and the coroner just told us he hadn’t pulled any prints from it.” 
 
    Joe groaned.   
 
    “My feelings exactly,” I said.   
 
    Now that Joe had my statement, he switched from detective mode to caring brother mode.   
 
    “I’m sorry you were the one to find the body,” he said.   
 
    I sighed as I thought about my lousy luck.  “So am I.  This was the worst way that this day could have started.  The ironic thing is that I came here to calm myself down.” 
 
    “That is some very unfortunate timing, but if it’s any consolation, I have all I need from you.  If you want, I can have one of my deputies drive you home.” 
 
    I turned him down.  “No.” 
 
    He was surprised.  “Oh.  Okay.  Are you sure you’re in good enough shape to drive?” 
 
    My brother completely misunderstood my answer.  I wanted to clear up the confusion.   
 
    “Joe, I’m not going home.” 
 
    He had a feeling where I was going with my statement and stopped me before I got my full thought out.   
 
    “Hope, this case isn’t your problem.  Don’t worry about it.  I’ll handle it.” 
 
    Joe couldn’t really believe that flimsy reply would be enough to keep my thoughts from racing, could he? 
 
    “Too late.  I’m already worrying about it,” I said.   
 
    At that moment, I was no longer hung up on how I had almost died a few days ago.  My mind was completely focused on the fact that Luke was dead.  Even more, that he had been murdered.  With his killer at large, I couldn’t help but speculate who could have done this.  My nerves may still have been rattled, but my brain was focused squarely on this new case.   
 
    I couldn’t help myself or stop it even if I wanted to.  The fact was, the investigative part of my brain was already churning away.  Once that process had begun, it was difficult to stop it.  It was like a speeding locomotive barreling down the tracks—a force that strong couldn’t just stop on a dime. 
 
    “Hope, I’m not saying this as a detective, I’m saying it as your brother—after all that you’ve just been through, do you really want to go down this road?” Joe asked.   
 
    “No, I don’t.  I just wanted to be able to do some yoga without finding a dead body.  But, life had other plans for me today.  As the situation has changed, so have my plans,” I replied.   
 
    My brother bit the corner of his lip.  “Are you really going to investigate this case?” 
 
    I thought my brother’s question over in my mind, wanting to make sure I was truly ready for what was to come.  My gut instinct told me that my sleuthing skills could be of great use in this case.  
 
    With that, my mind was officially made up.  I gave my brother a nod.  “By the looks of it, you can use all the help you can get.”   
 
    At that moment, the last thing I needed was to get into an argument with my brother.  Thankfully, he didn’t try to dissuade me.   
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  It’s your call.  I just want to make sure that you are truly ready for the rigors of another murder investigation.” 
 
    “Joe, you’re a good brother.  Thank you for looking out for me.” 
 
    “But you’re not changing your mind?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  I’m ready to do this.”  
 
    Joe didn’t need any further convincing.  “Okay.  Let’s get to it, then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One of the first calls my brother had put in after arriving on the scene was to David Conway, the owner of the yoga studio.  While the forensics team continued searching for evidence, David arrived at the studio looking completely distressed.  As a police deputy brought him to see Joe and me, David’s head was on a swivel.  There was a wide-eyed look of horror in his eyes as he saw the body bag on the ground. 
 
    “I can’t believe it.  He’s really dead?” David asked.  
 
    David was a trim but balding forty-eight-year-old man with an angular face, blue eyes, and a mole on his left cheek.   
 
     Joe nodded to David.  “Unfortunately, he is.” 
 
    If the eyes were truly the window to the soul, David’s soul had been crushed.   
 
    “This is terrible,” he said.   
 
    While David was reeling, my brother got down to business.   
 
    “Mr. Conway, I have to ask you some questions,” Joe said.   
 
    David looked puzzled.  “About what?” 
 
    “About the studio, but more importantly, about Luke.” 
 
    David became guarded.  “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Did you and Luke get along?” Joe asked.      
 
    “Of course we did.  We got along great.” 
 
    David’s overly enthusiastic answer rang false to me.  As a former actress, I had seen a lot of bad acting in my day, and that was particularly unconvincing.   
 
    My brother apparently agreed with me because he peppered David with another question.   
 
    “So you two didn’t have any problems?” Joe said.   
 
    “No.  We didn’t,” David replied.   
 
    I still didn’t believe him.  At the same time, there were only so many ways to ask the same question.   
 
    My brother fired a different one at him.  “Where have you been for the last hour and a half?” 
 
    David got wise to where my brother was going with his questions and jumped on the defensive.     
 
    “Wait a minute.  You don’t consider me to be a possible suspect, do you?” David asked.   
 
    “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask.  Now, where have you been for the last hour and a half?” Joe said.   
 
    “I’ve been at home.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    David didn’t answer that question right away.  There was a hesitation that only succeeded in arousing further suspicion. The silence went on long enough that Joe felt the need to prod David in order to get a response.     
 
    “Alone?” Joe repeated.  
 
    Finally, David answered.  “Yes.” 
 
    “So you have no one to verify your alibi then?” Joe said.   
 
    David started talking faster.  “Like I already told you, Luke and I got along very well.” 
 
    Joe brought things back on point.  “That wasn’t the question I asked you.” 
 
    “What I’m saying is, there’s no reason to suspect me of this because we got along well,” David said.   
 
    “Mr. Conway, I’ll be the judge of that.  Now, have you noticed anything suspicious with Luke lately?” Joe asked.   
 
    David immediately seized the opportunity to change the subject.  “Now that you mention it, a man came into the studio the other day all hot and bothered.  He picked a fight with Luke right after a class had ended.  I had to have him removed from the studio.” 
 
    That caught my attention.  “Did you recognize the man?” 
 
    David nodded.  “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    “Who was it?” I asked. 
 
    “Nathan Drummond, the father of Luke’s ex-girlfriend,” David revealed.    
 
    “Do you have any idea what he was so upset about?” I said.   
 
    “I’m not sure exactly, but I do know that Luke’s ex-girlfriend, Tanya, killed herself after he broke up with her a year and a half ago,” David said.     
 
    The bombshells kept coming.  While I was busy processing this new information, David was eager to keep the subject off of himself.     
 
    “See, you should be talking to Nathan,” David said.  
 
    Joe put the spotlight back on David.   
 
    “We will…when we’re done with you,” my brother said.   
 
    David shrugged his shoulders.  “What more do you need from me?  I’ve already told you everything I know.” 
 
    Joe stared David down.  It was clear David wasn’t going to give us any more to work with.  Since we hadn’t even talked to Nathan yet, it was too early in the investigation to detain David, even with the suspicions that we had about him.   
 
    That being said, Joe made sure to issue David a warning before he let him go.   
 
    “Don’t go leaving town on us, you hear?” Joe replied.   
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    After getting the lead from David, Joe and I headed over to Nathan Drummond’s place to question him.  We turned right onto Cherry Tree Road and parked in front of the charmless gray concrete apartment complex that Nathan called home.   
 
    I stared at the brown paint that was chipping on his wooden front door as Joe and I waited for Nathan to open up.  Luckily, he answered the door after our first set of knocks.  Nathan was a portly man in his early seventies with freckles on his face and a particularly bad comb-over.   
 
    “Yes?” Nathan said.  
 
    Joe flashed his police badge.  “Joe Hadley, Hollywood Police Department.  We have to ask you some questions.”   
 
    Nathan looked perplexed.  “About what?” 
 
    “The murder of Luke Murphy,” Joe revealed.   
 
    Amazingly enough, Nathan didn’t seem surprised to hear the news, nor did he express any remorse over Luke’s death.  In fact, he responded with just the opposite reaction than I expected.     
 
    He smirked.  “Someone got their revenge on him, huh?”  
 
    I had never heard a murder suspect respond so brazenly to the news of a victim’s death.  That took me by such a surprise that I had to take a minute to let his response sink in.   
 
    My brother was not quite as thrown off.  “I guess it is safe to say there was no love lost between you.”  
 
    Nathan narrowed his eyes.  “I hated him.” 
 
    If Nathan’s feelings weren’t crystal clear before, they were now.   
 
    “Don’t hold back any,” I deadpanned.   
 
    “I won’t.  Luke Murphy was a no-good heartless scumbag.  I’m glad he got what was coming to him.  My only regret is that someone beat me to it,” Nathan said.   
 
    “Or maybe that’s just what you want us to believe,” I replied.   
 
    “I didn’t kill him.  But, like I said, I’m not broken up that he’s gone,” Nathan said.   
 
    If Nathan thought I was just going to blindly believe him, he was crazy.  Then again, judging by the way he was replying, it wasn’t a stretch to call him nuts. 
 
    “If you didn’t kill him, you’ll have no problem answering this next question.  Where were you between and eight and nine o’clock this morning?” I asked.   
 
    Nathan became outraged.  “What are you asking me that for?  I just told you that I had nothing to do with this.”  
 
    I called him out.  “That’s a strange thing for you to say after everything that has come out of your mouth so far.” 
 
    Nathan uttered one of the most contradictory-sounding statements that I had ever heard.  “I hated the guy, but I didn’t kill him.”   
 
    Joe tried to keep things on topic.  “Why don’t you answer the question?” 
 
    “I was here,” Nathan replied.   
 
    “Was there anyone with you?” Joe said.   
 
    Nathan shook his head.  “No.”   
 
    “So, you have no one to verify your story?” Joe asked.   
 
    Nathan’s voice began cracking.  “It’s not a story, it’s the truth.” 
 
    I jumped back into the conversation.  “At least, that’s what you say.”  
 
    Nathan’s voice volume kept rising.  “I just told you, I didn’t have anything to do with this.”   
 
    We were getting nowhere on that point.  It was time to take a different approach.   
 
    “I understand you had a big argument with Luke at the yoga studio a few days ago,” I said.   
 
    Nathan tensed up.  “Yes.” 
 
    I followed up.  “What was it about?”  
 
    Nathan got choked up.  “That day, it had been exactly one year since my daughter Tanya had committed suicide.  I still can’t believe she took her life…especially over a guy like Luke.  But, she loved him with all her heart, and he broke it beyond repair.” 
 
    Nathan got so worked up that he had to stop his explanation.  He took a few deep breaths as he tried to compose himself. 
 
    Joe and I were walking a tightrope all of a sudden.  We still needed answers from Nathan, but if we pushed too far, he could clam up on us.   
 
    I treaded lightly.  “I’m sorry about what happened to your daughter.  I can see why you’d be so upset at Luke.  At the same time, what did you hope to accomplish by picking a fight with him at the yoga studio that day?” 
 
    “I just wanted to hear him say that he was sorry for what he did—for driving Tanya to suicide,” Nathan explained.   
 
    “Did he?” I asked.   
 
    Nathan vehemently shook his head.  “No.  That’s the problem.  He took no responsibility for what he did.  He acted like she was crazy for killing herself.  The fact is, Tanya had never considered doing something so awful before he broke her heart.  As I stood in the yoga studio that day, I realized that he’d just absolved himself of any blame and had just moved on with his life.  In all my years, I have never met a man who was so heartless.” 
 
    “You say something like that, yet you want us to believe you had nothing to do with his murder,” Joe replied.   
 
    Nathan glared at my brother.  “I didn’t.” 
 
    “That’s practically the textbook definition of a motive,” Joe said.   
 
    “Look at me.  I’m not a killer.  I’m just an old broken man,” Nathan replied.   
 
    “I’d like to believe that—”  
 
    Nathan interrupted my brother.  “Then believe it, because it’s the truth.  Now, I have answered all your question.  I’d like to get back to my book.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We peppered Nathan with a few more questions, but he refused to answer any of them.  Realizing that we had hit a brick wall, my brother decided to cut his losses.  He warned Nathan not to leave town then moved on.   
 
    After all, Nathan was far from the last suspect on our list.  Next, we paid Luke’s girlfriend, Maureen Tomlin, a visit.  Apparently, we had arrived at Maureen’s place just in time.  As we pulled into the driveway of the blue bungalow that she was renting, she was loading a large box into her red sedan.   
 
    Joe and I quickly got out of our car to question her.  As we approached her, I couldn’t help but notice that there were a number of boxes in the backseat of Maureen’s car. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Joe asked.   
 
    Maureen turned to us and gave us a critical eye.  “Who are you?” 
 
    Maureen was a round-faced woman in her late twenties with black-rimmed glasses.  Her long brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  A pair of jeans and a V-neck shirt hugged her slim figure.   
 
    Joe pulled out his police badge.  “Joe Hadley, Hollywood Police Department.  Now, answer the question.” 
 
    “I’m leaving town,” Maureen replied.   
 
    “Fleeing town, you mean?” I asked.   
 
    Maureen corrected me.  “No.  There’s just nothing left for me in this town.” 
 
    “You have to admit, the timing seems pretty strange,” I said.   
 
    Maureen gave me a quizzical look.  “How do you figure?” 
 
    “Your boyfriend was just murdered,” I said.   
 
    Maureen lowered her head, visibly distraught.  “I know.  I still can’t believe someone killed him.  At the same time, it gives me all the more reason to leave.” 
 
    My brother was critical of her.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Staying here would just be too hard.  When I think about living in this town without him, all I want to do is cry,” Maureen replied.   
 
    Unlike with some of the previous suspects, Maureen was full of grief.  She was really broken up about Luke’s death, to the point where tears began streaming down her cheeks.  As I watched her wipe her tears away, I felt like her mourning was more than just an act.   
 
    At the same time, Joe and I had an investigation to conduct.   
 
    I tried the soft-glove approach as I returned to the topic of Maureen leaving town.  “That being said, the timing—” 
 
    “You keep going back to the timing, but I was planning on leaving this town anyway.  Now, after what happened to Luke, I have even less reason to stay here,” Maureen said.   
 
    Joe couldn’t resist jumping in.  “Why were you planning on leaving town anyway?  And where were you going to go?” 
 
    “It’s just not working out for me here.  I have never really felt completely at home here, so I’m moving back to Orlando.  That’s where I grew up.  Both of my parents are having some health problems and want me to live closer to them,” Maureen said.   
 
    “That could be the truth—” my brother started saying.   
 
    Maureen interrupted him.  “It is.” 
 
    Joe was determined to finish his thought.  “Or it could be a convenient story you just made up to get us off of your back.”   
 
    “It’s not just a story.  I have a job at the Regal Winter Haven Hotel all lined up.  Just call and ask them,” Maureen insisted.   
 
    “We will,” Joe said.   
 
    “All right, now can I get back to my packing?” Maureen asked.  
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Ms. Tomlin, until this investigation is over, you’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Why not?” Maureen replied.   
 
    “Are you really going to make me say it?” Joe asked.   
 
    “What are you getting at?” Maureen said.   
 
    “Your boyfriend was just murdered.  The killer is still at large.  We need to find out who did this before anyone leaves town,” Joe replied.   
 
    Maureen was incredulous.  “But, you don’t think I could have done this, do you?” 
 
    “We haven’t ruled anyone out,” Joe said.   
 
    “If you’re looking for a killer, you’ve come to the wrong place,” Maureen insisted.   
 
    Joe snickered.  “That’s what all the suspects say, but there’s one way to know for sure.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Where were you this morning between eight and nine o’clock?” 
 
    “I was here,” Maureen replied.   
 
    “Alone?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, you have no one to verify your story?” 
 
    “I was packing,” Maureen said.  “Look at my car.  Those boxes didn’t pack themselves.” 
 
    Joe had a differing theory.  “You could have done this all last night.” 
 
    She scoffed.  “Who leaves all their valuables in their car overnight?” 
 
    “It doesn’t change the fact that you have no one to corroborate your alibi.” 
 
    My brother was getting nowhere with his line of questioning.  It was time to take this interview in a new direction.   
 
    I took the lead.  “Wait a minute.  Maureen, you said earlier that things weren’t working out for you here in town.  Why is that?” 
 
    Maureen tensed up.  “I have just been really homesick.  You know how it is.” 
 
    She had been so genuine with her emotions earlier.  Not this time.  As I looked into her eyes, I knew Maureen was hiding something from us.   
 
    I pushed her for more information.  “Maureen, what aren’t you telling us?” 
 
    She immediately deflected.  “If you’re looking for someone suspicious, talk to the Conways.”   
 
    I made sure to keep things from going off point.  “Don’t try to change the subject.”   
 
    “I’m not.  Colleen Conway was having an affair with Luke.  If you’re looking for someone suspicious, talk to her,” Maureen said.   
 
    Wow.  What a bombshell.  The question became, was it true?   
 
    “If you’re making this up—” Joe began to say.   
 
    Maureen interrupted him.  “I wish I was, but I’m not.  My boyfriend was cheating on me with his boss’s wife.”  
 
    She thought she was pointing the suspicion completely elsewhere, but she failed to realize one thing.   
 
    I went right after her.  “So what you’re saying is, that you weren’t just leaving town because you were homesick.  You were also leaving town because you found out your boyfriend was cheating on you.” 
 
    Maureen grimaced.  “I don’t want to keep talking about this.  It’s so heartbreaking.” 
 
    Joe didn’t hesitate in turning the heat up on her.  “You say you had nothing to do with the murder, but there’s a motive right there.”  
 
    “I didn’t do this,” Maureen declared.   
 
    Joe turned the tables back on her.  “You say that, but you have an unconfirmed alibi.” 
 
    “I already told you I didn’t kill Luke,” Maureen said.     
 
    “Proving your innocence is not as simple as that,” Joe replied.     
 
    “It is to me.  I have nothing else to say to you.”   
 
    “Well, you’re not going anywhere until you answer our questions.” 
 
    Maureen folded her arms.  “You’ll be waiting a long time because I’m done talking to you.” 
 
    She wasn’t kidding.  Joe and I threw some more questions her way, but Maureen remained tight-lipped.  As with the previous suspects, we had plenty of suspicions but no concrete evidence against her.  Given that, Joe warned her not to leave town then assigned a patrol car to watch Maureen’s place in case she decided to make any sudden moves.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I headed over to David and Colleen’s two-story light-brown stucco house next.  Much to our surprise, as we pulled into the driveway, David and Colleen were arguing like crazy on the front lawn.  A box of miscellaneous items was in the grass at her feet as they tore into each other.  So much for the slow build.  This situation was already at fever pitch.   
 
    I wondered if anything could stop them from arguing.  Apparently, our prying eyes were enough to quiet them.  The moment they spotted us, they both tensed up.  As an act, they slapped on some weak smiles, but they couldn’t fool us.   
 
    “Did we come at a bad time?” Joe asked.   
 
    Colleen tried to pretend that we hadn’t just seen her nearly at her husband’s throat.   
 
    “No.  Of course not.  What can we do for you?” Colleen asked.      
 
    David had a much different reaction to our presence.  He looked at us with a seething suspicion on his face.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “We have to ask you a few more questions about Luke’s murder,” Joe said.   
 
    Before David or Colleen had a chance to reply, my brother finished his point.   
 
    “Separately,” he continued.     
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    It was important to talk to David and Colleen separately.  Getting useful information out of one suspect was hard enough to do.  When two suspects were questioned together, they could team up and jointly lie about their alibis and distort the truth in all different manner of topics.     
 
    When the suspects were separated, however, they could be played against one another.  That’s what my brother and I hoped would happen with David.  It didn’t look like Mr. Conway was eager to comply.     
 
    David did not hide his displeasure at seeing us again.  
 
    “What’s this all about?  You already asked me a bunch of questions,” David said. 
 
    “We did,” Joe replied.   
 
    “Then why are you here?” David snapped.   
 
    “Because you lied to us.”   
 
    David tried to play dumb.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I called him out.  “You told us that you and Luke got along great.” 
 
    David kept up his lie.  “We did.” 
 
    “You mean, except for the affair he was having with your wife?” I asked.   
 
    Even after his lie had been exposed, David refused to admit the truth.  “I don’t know where you heard that from.” 
 
    He kept trying to fool us but had no success.     
 
    Joe stared him down to make sure David knew that he meant business.   
 
    “It doesn’t matter who told us.  What matters is that it’s the truth,” my brother declared.   
 
    David tried to shut down on us.  “I don’t have to answer any more of your questions.” 
 
    Joe didn’t skip a beat.  He actually turned that into a positive.  “Fine.  We’ll do the talking.”  My brother turned to me.  “Hope, doesn’t it seem odd that Mr. Conway is insisting that he got along well with Luke?”  
 
    “Especially because Luke was having an affair with his wife,” I said.   
 
    “Don’t forget the fact that we just caught Mr. Conway having a huge argument with his wife only a few minutes ago,” Joe added.  
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  Mr. Conway’s behavior has been very suspicious.” 
 
    We had set the bait for David, but he didn’t take it.  Instead, he remained quiet.   
 
    My brother wasn’t about to give up that easily.  Joe continued throwing around speculation with me.  “I don’t know about you, but I have a pretty big hunch that Mr. and Mrs. Conway were just arguing about that aforementioned affair.” 
 
    I concurred.  “There’s no doubt in my mind.  Which makes Mr. Conway’s statement that he had no motive for committing murder completely unbelievable.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Joe said.  
 
    My brother then turned to David again.   
 
    “Mr. Conway, do you have anything to say for yourself?” Joe asked.   
 
    David tried to resist taking the bait, but his temper got the best of him.   
 
    “I had nothing to do with Luke’s murder,” David barked. 
 
    “You say that, but you have already lied to us once.  Then you add in the fact that you won’t even admit what you were arguing with your wife about—” Joe began to say.   
 
    David interrupted him.  “That was just about business stuff.”  
 
    Joe pressed him further.  “The business of Luke having had an affair with your wife?”   
 
    “No.  Money stuff pertaining to the yoga studio,” David replied.   
 
    I stared David down, not believing a word he had just said.  He didn’t alter his point in the least.   
 
    We were getting nowhere on this topic.  Thankfully, there were other questions to hit him with.   
 
    “Mr. Conway, are you still going with the same shaky alibi for the time of the murder?” Joe asked.   
 
    “It’s not shaky.  I was at home,” David said.   
 
    “Right.  You said you were at home alone.  Where was your wife?” Joe replied.   
 
    David tensed up.   
 
    Joe pressed him further.  “You kicked her out last night, didn’t you?”    
 
    David hemmed and hawed, trying to think of a way to squirm his way out of answering the question.   
 
    My brother applied more pressure on him.  “That’s a yes, isn’t it?” 
 
    David averted his eyes and let out a meek reply.   
 
    “Yes,” he muttered.   
 
    Before we had a chance to ask any follow-up questions, David jumped on the defensive.   
 
    “That doesn’t mean I killed Luke,” he said.   
 
    “No, but it does mean you were plenty angry about the affair.  And, it turns out revenge is the most common motive of all,” Joe replied.     
 
    “For the last time, I was here at the time of the murder,” David barked.    
 
    David had meant that to be the last word on the subject, but there was still plenty of lingering doubt to go around.   
 
    “I wish I could believe you, but you’ve already lied to us once.  Who is to say you aren’t doing it right now?” I replied.   
 
    “It’s not my fault if you refuse to believe the truth,” David snapped.   
 
    Joe gave him a lengthy stare.  “No.  But it is your fault that we have a hard time believing you.” 
 
    Seeing that he couldn’t talk his way out of this one, David pulled a complete one-eighty and shut down on us. 
 
    “That’s it.  We’re done,” David declared.   
 
    “You don’t get to decide that,” Joe said.     
 
    David folded his arms.  “You can ask me all the questions you want, but I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    David Conway may have gone silent on us, but we hoped to get more answers from his wife.  The main danger with questioning spouses was that they had a tendency to team up and corroborate each other’s alibis.  With the way David and Colleen were going after each other as we arrived, there seemed to be no danger of that happening.     
 
    Colleen was a forty-four-year-old redhead with a lean frame, an angular face, and brown eyes.  As I watched her file her nails nervously in front of us, I had a feeling that with the right amount of pressure, we could make some serious headway in this case.     
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice the box of stuff on the lawn.  Did your husband kick you out of the house?” I asked.   
 
    Her answer would be fascinating, mostly because I already knew the truth.  The question became, would she try to lie to us? 
 
    “No.  I was just going to put that box in our storage locker,” Colleen replied.   
 
    It turned out that lying was one of the things Colleen and her husband had in common.  Instead of immediately calling her out, I wanted to see how deep of a hole she was prepared to dig for herself.   
 
    I gave her a critical eye.  “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” Colleen asked.  
 
    I shook my head.  “Not at all.” 
 
    Colleen narrowed her eyes at me.  “You have a lot of nerve talking to me like that.” 
 
    I fired back at her.  “You have even more nerve lying to us.” 
 
    Colleen opened her mouth to refute my point, but I stopped her.   
 
    “Save your breath.  Your husband already told us that he kicked you out,” I continued.   
 
    Colleen quietly seethed. 
 
    I tried to take advantage of the fact that she was back on her heels by cutting straight to the meat of the matter.    
 
    “Now, let’s talk about Luke—” I started saying.   
 
    Colleen immediately stopped filing her nails and interrupted me.  “What makes you think I had anything to do with Luke’s murder?”  
 
    Joe broke out into laughter.  “Really?  Do you take us for complete fools?” 
 
    “No,” Colleen replied.   
 
    “Then stop saying ridiculous things,” Joe insisted.   
 
    “I didn’t say anything ridiculous,” Colleen replied.   
 
    I grew frustrated with Colleen’s nonsense.  My brother and I didn’t have time for this.   
 
    I asked her another straightforward question and hoped that she didn’t lie to us again.  “What were you arguing with your husband about when we arrived?” 
 
    Colleen tried to downplay what we had seen.  “That was nothing.” 
 
    I fired back at her.  “It didn’t look like nothing.  You were arguing about the affair you were having with Luke, weren’t you?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  I wasn’t—” 
 
    Joe cut her off.  “Don’t even think about lying to us again.” 
 
    Colleen’s lip curled up as she gritted her teeth.  “My husband told you about the affair, didn’t he?  I just knew he’d try to throw me under the bus.” 
 
    “I was right, then?  You were just arguing about your affair, weren’t you?” I asked.   
 
    It was a yes or no question, but somehow, Colleen managed to use neither word in her answer.  “So Luke and I were sleeping together.  I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “You don’t get to be the judge of that,” Joe replied.   
 
    Colleen pleaded her innocence.  “Look at me.  Killing is not in my DNA.” 
 
    My brother turned the heat up on her.  “Did you know that most murders like this are committed by a significant other?” 
 
    “Not this one,” Colleen said.  
 
    “You were having an affair with one of your husband’s employees,” Joe replied.   
 
    “That doesn’t prove anything,” Colleen said.   
 
    “Not in itself, but when you combine that with the fact that your husband kicked you out of the house, it’s hard to deny that you didn’t pay a heavy price for your actions,” Joe replied.   
 
    As the pressure mounted on her, Colleen got desperate.  She tried to move the spotlight off of her.     
 
    “Speaking of, if you’re looking for someone to blame, look at my husband,” she said.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at that statement.   
 
    Colleen couldn’t figure out why.  “What’s so funny?”   
 
    “You were really quick to condemn your husband for throwing you under the bus, then you just did the same to him,” I said.  
 
    “If he’s going to do it to me, I’m going to do it right back to him,” Colleen replied.     
 
    “Only, he didn’t throw you under the bus,” Joe revealed.   
 
    Colleen’s face went white.  “Wait.  What do you mean?” 
 
    “Actually, it was Maureen Tomlin who told us about your affair with Luke,” Joe said.     
 
    Colleen was in disbelief.  “She did?” 
 
    Joe nodded.   
 
    Colleen narrowed her eyes and went into attack mode again.  “I should have known.  That woman is no good.  You can’t listen to anything Maureen says.” 
 
    “Why not?” Joe said.   
 
    I piggybacked on my brother’s point.  “Exactly.  She was right about your affair.” 
 
    Colleen dismissed Maureen outright.  “She’s completely biased.” 
 
    I called Colleen out.  “And you’re not?” 
 
    “This isn’t about me.  It’s about Maureen.  She looks at everything through a very skewed lens,” Colleen said.    
 
    “Because you were cheating with her boyfriend?” I asked.   
 
    Colleen shook her head.  “No.  Because she was jealous that Luke loved me more than her.” 
 
    My brother wasn’t quite ready to board the gossip train yet.  “Why should we believe you?” 
 
    “Because, Luke broke up with Maureen to be with me.  That’s why I had no reason to kill Luke.  He chose me in the end,” Colleen explained.   
 
    There were a lot of nuggets of information to sort through there.  We went through each tidbit one by one.    
 
    “When did Luke break up with Maureen?” I said.   
 
    “Two days ago.  You want a motive for murder?  There’s one right there,” Colleen replied.   
 
    “You’re just throwing the blame all over the place today, aren’t you?” Joe asked.   
 
    “That’s because there’s plenty to go around,” Colleen insisted.     
 
    “As long as the finger of blame doesn’t point at you, right?” Joe asked.   
 
    “For the last time, I had nothing to do with Luke’s murder,” Colleen said.     
 
    “You keep saying that, but there’s only one way to prove your innocence,” Joe replied.   
 
    “What’s that?” Colleen asked.    
 
    “Where were you between eight and nine o’clock this morning?” Joe said.   
 
    I stopped her before she answered.  “And don’t try to lie to us and tell us you were with your husband because he already gave us a different alibi.” 
 
    Colleen averted her eyes.  It didn’t look like she was going to answer. 
 
    Joe hit her with the question again.  “Where were you?” 
 
    Colleen took a deep breath.  “I was at my hotel room.”  She reached into her purse and pulled out a hotel key card.  “See, here’s my key card.” 
 
    Handing my brother her key card didn’t exonerate her in the way she seemed to think it did.   
 
    “This card just means that you have a room at the hotel.  It doesn’t mean you were there at the time of the murder,” Joe said.   
 
    “You have to believe me,” Colleen pleaded.   
 
    I took a different approach.  “Was anyone with you in the hotel room, or were you alone?” 
 
    Colleen was losing all grip on her emotions.  “I didn’t do this.” 
 
    By contrast, I kept an even keel.  “I’ll take that as a yes, you were alone.” 
 
    She lowered her head.   
 
    “Do you have anything else to say for yourself?” I asked.   
 
    “No.  I have nothing more to say,” she replied.   
 
    Unfortunately, when it came to that point, Colleen was true to her word.  She was done talking to us.  My brother and I wanted to get a little more out of her but were unsuccessful in doing so.  That being said, Colleen had given us a lot to think about.     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the tip that Colleen had given us about Maureen, Joe and I knew another round of questioning Luke’s girlfriend was in order.  But just before we reached Maureen’s street, my brother got a call over his police radio.  It was from Eric Sanders, one of his police deputies.    
 
    “Detective, I have an interesting piece of news for you,” Eric said over the radio.   
 
    Joe answered the radio.  “What is it?” 
 
    “We have been going through Luke’s cell phone back at the station and have just uncovered a threatening voice mail.” 
 
    “Who is the voice mail from?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Vince Rutherford, a local loan shark,” Eric replied.   
 
    “What does the message say?” 
 
    “Apparently, Luke owed Vince some money.  Vince left him a message filled with colorful language demanding his money immediately,” Eric replied.   
 
    “Good find, Sanders.  Pull up an address on Vince.  We’re going to swing by the station and grab Luke’s phone,” Joe said.   
 
    Our second visit with Maureen Tomlin was suddenly put on the backburner.  Instead, Joe and I headed over to the police station and gave the threatening voice mail a listen.   
 
    As we listened to the recording, it turned out the deputy wasn’t kidding.  This Vince Rutherford guy sounded like a man who wasn’t to be trifled with.  Joe scribbled down the loan shark’s address.  We then got back in the car and drove over to his place.   
 
    As we pulled onto Sandy Shore Drive and into the driveway of Vince’s Spanish-style house, it was clear how lucrative the loan-shark business was.  Before I got caught up admiring the lush landscaping leading to Vince’s front door, my focus immediately shifted when the loan shark answered my brother’s knocks.   
 
    When I caught sight of Vince, I almost did a double take.  He didn’t look like the kind of person who could afford to buy a house that was so nice.  Instead, he looked like the kind of person who robbed nice places for a living.  
 
    The thirty-eight-year-old wore a tank top and a pair of basketball shorts over his muscular frame.  There were sleeves of tattoos covering almost every inch of his arms.  What stood out to me the most, however, was Vince’s shaved head.   
 
    Joe immediately held his police badge out.  “Mr. Rutherford, we have to talk to you.” 
 
    Vince’s deep voice sounded like the stuff of menacing nightmares.   
 
    “About what?” he replied. 
 
    “About the murder of Luke Murphy,” Joe said.   
 
    Vince immediately denied any involvement.  “I don’t know anything about a murder.”  
 
    As expected, there was no remorse in his voice or on his face.  Then again, I wasn’t sure if he was even capable of feeling remorse.   
 
    My brother didn’t believe Vince’s answer in the least.  
 
    “Oh, really?” Joe asked.   
 
    Vince held firm.  “Did I stutter before?  No.  I don’t know anything about a murder.” 
 
    “Mr. Rutherford, you left a pretty incendiary voice mail on Luke’s phone yesterday,” Joe said.   
 
    “I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” Vince replied.   
 
    Joe held an evidence bag up that contained Luke’s phone inside it.  “Really?  Should we play it back for you?” 
 
    Vince stared down at the bag then let out a sigh.  “No.  You don’t have to play it back.”   
 
    “You left Luke that voice mail, yet you deny having anything to do with his murder?  That’s hard to believe,” Joe replied.   
 
    Vince explained himself.  “Look, I gave him a pretty substantial loan.  I just wanted my money back.” 
 
    “When you say substantial, how much are we talking about?” I asked.   
 
    “Fifteen thousand dollars.”   
 
    My eyes lit up.  “Do you know what he did with the money?” 
 
    “Originally, he told me that he was going to start a yoga studio of his own,” Vince replied.     
 
    “But you don’t believe he was really doing that?” 
 
    Vince shook his head.  “Not when I saw him blowing it at the racetrack.  After he lost my money, I told him he had a month to get it all back.” 
 
    “But, he didn’t?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Yet you insist that you don’t know anything about his murder?” I asked.   
 
    “Look, that voice mail is just bad timing,” Vince replied.   
 
    “At least, that’s what you’d like us to believe,” I said.     
 
    “You have it all wrong.  Why would I want to kill him?” Vince asked.   
 
    “As far as I can tell, you had fifteen thousand reasons,” I said.   
 
    Vince vehemently shook his head.  “Nah.  That’s crazy talk.  I didn’t stand to gain anything from his death.  If anything, I wanted him alive.  Now that he’s dead, I’ll never see that money.  That’s just bad business.” 
 
    Joe took over the questioning.  “You say that, but part of your business is based around there being consequences to not paying up.  Maybe you killed Luke to set an example for some of your other clients who may be a little late paying back their loans.”   
 
    Vince kept denying any involvement in Luke’s murder.  “No.”   
 
    Joe didn’t give up.  “There’s one way to find out.  Where were you this morning between eight and nine?”  
 
    “I was at the gym,” Vince replied.   
 
    “Which gym?” Joe asked. 
 
    “The one on Breakview Boulevard,” Vince said.     
 
    “Is there anyone who can verify that?” Joe replied.   
 
    “Of course there is,” Vince said.   
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ask any of the employees there.” 
 
    My brother kept the heat on.  “Give me some names.” 
 
    “To start, Kayla, the greeter.  Anthony, the general manager.  Then John, who works in the free-weight area.  And if that isn’t enough, the gym has security cameras everywhere,” Vince replied.   
 
    Joe stared him down.  “If you’re telling the truth, it should be really easy to verify your story then.” 
 
    “I am telling the truth,” Vince insisted.   
 
    “We’ll see about that.  In the meantime, don’t even think about leaving town,” Joe said.   
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    Vince’s alibi practically begged to be followed up on, so that’s exactly what we did.  Joe and I headed over to the gym on Breakview Boulevard looking for some kind of clarity.  Amazingly enough, we actually got it.  My brother and I spoke to a number of the gym’s employees, who all verified that they had seen Vince that morning.  If that wasn’t enough to solidify Vince’s alibi, the spiky-haired manager of the gym pulled the security tape from that morning and showed it to us.  
 
    What I saw made my jaw drop.  Clear as day on the security tape, there was footage of Vince working out at the exact time of the murder.  So, as unbelievable as his story was to believe at first, Vince had no place on our list of suspects anymore.   
 
    I couldn’t pretend like that wasn’t a blow.  Vince had looked so guilty.  That didn’t matter now.  It would do Joe and me no good to belabor the point.  There were still a number of other suspects out there.  Not to mention another lead that required our attention.   
 
    Before being sidetracked by this business with Vince, my brother and I had been heading over to Maureen Tomlin’s place.  It was time to see if that lead still had legs.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we arrived at Maureen’s house, Joe and I were curious what she would have to say for herself.  We checked in with the officer that Joe had assigned to keep tabs on Maureen’s place.  The officer told us that she hadn’t come or gone at all.  The officer then drove off to grab some lunch for himself while Joe and I approached Maureen’s front door.   
 
    This time, we were armed with some new questions for Maureen.  As expected, she wasn’t happy to see us again.  In addition, as she led us into her kitchen, she made it seem like we had made a wasted trip over to her bungalow.    
 
    “I don’t know why you’re back here.  I already told you everything I know,” Maureen said.   
 
    My brother shook his head.  “Don’t lie to us.  We know you left a very important piece out the first time we interviewed you.” 
 
    Maureen had a puzzled look on her face.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Joe cut through the lying.  “Maureen, we know you and Luke broke up.” 
 
    Maureen tensed up.   
 
    She tried to deflect and point the finger of blame elsewhere.   
 
    “Did you talk to Colleen?  Because she’s the one you should be worrying about,” Maureen said.   
 
    I turned the table right back on her.  “Who do you think told us about the breakup in the first place?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious why she told you that?  She just wanted to deflect the blame from herself,” Maureen insisted.  
 
    “Which is what you’re trying to do right now,” I said.   
 
    Maureen shook her head.  “No.  I’m telling you, Colleen Conway is trouble.  She’s the one you should be paying close attention to.” 
 
    I set Maureen straight.  “Enough about Colleen.  We’re here to talk about you.  Now, about this breakup of yours—”   
 
    Maureen finally gave in a little.  “Fine.  Yes.  Luke and I broke up.  That doesn’t mean I killed him.” 
 
    Joe countered.  “No, but it definitely gives you a motive for wanting him dead.  You know what they say about a woman scorned—” 
 
    “For the last time, I didn’t do this,” Maureen snapped.   
 
    Joe remained calm.  “Why are you yelling?  That only makes you look guilty.”   
 
    Maureen’s temper continued to flare.  “That’s it.  I want you to leave.” 
 
    Joe put his foot down.  “You don’t get to decide that.” 
 
    “This is my house,” she argued.   
 
    “And you’re a murder suspect,” Joe replied.   
 
    “Stop saying the word murder,” Maureen insisted.   
 
    “What’s the matter?  Is it hitting too close to the bone?” I asked.   
 
    “I’m only going to say this one more time.  Get out of my house,” Maureen barked. 
 
    “That sounded like a threat.  Did you really just threaten a police officer?” Joe said.  
 
    Maureen became intimidated by my brother’s stare.  She broke eye contact with him and grew jittery.  Maureen was all over the map.  She seemed to be unraveling right before our eyes.  
 
    As Maureen looked down, her silence really stuck out.  As did her lack of response to my brother’s question.     
 
    Joe decided to call her out.   
 
    “Maureen, we’re not going anywhere.  Now, answer my question,” my brother demanded.   
 
    Maureen responded in a completely unexpected way.  She reached into her purse, pulled out a can of pepper spray, and quickly sprayed my brother in the face.  
 
    My brother yelled as the pepper spray got in his eyes.  Maureen wasn’t done there.  She pointed the can at me next, but I was ready for her.  As Maureen went to try to spray me, I knocked the can out of her hands.   
 
    While that disarmed her, it also managed to ramp up her anger to a whole new level.  Maureen suddenly bull-rushed me and slammed me into her cupboard door.  That move managed to stun me long enough to allow Maureen to dart out of her kitchen.   
 
    As every bone in my body suddenly ached, Maureen took off down her hallway towards the back of her house.  I took a moment to catch my breath then grabbed the can of pepper spray from the tile floor.   
 
    Across the kitchen, I heard my brother groan.   
 
    “Joe, are you okay?” I asked.   
 
    My brother turned on the sink and splashed some water into his eyes.  He then wiped his eyes with a dish towel that was draped over the sink and turned to me.   
 
    “We can’t let her get away,” he said.   
 
     Joe grabbed the gun from his holster and darted towards the hallway.  I followed right behind my brother.  
 
    Just before we reached the hallway, we heard a door slam loudly.  As we rounded the corner from the kitchen and entered the hallway, we both saw that the bedroom door at the back of the house was closed.   
 
    Joe reached the bedroom first and tried to turn the doorknob.  As we both suspected, the door was locked.   
 
    Joe yelled at the door.  “Maureen, open the door right now, or I’m going to kick it in.” 
 
    My brother received no response from Maureen. 
 
    He gave her one more moment to respond.  When she didn’t, he attempted to kick the door in.   
 
    TV shows and movies made it look easy.  In Hollywood depictions, a detective was always able to kick a door in on the first try.  It wasn’t like that in real life.  That was especially true in my brother’s case.   
 
    Joe kicked the door, all right, but came up against some resistance.   
 
    My brother winced immediately as if he had just kicked a cement block.  Even more, the door didn’t budge.   
 
    “Ow,” Joe yelled.      
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked.  
 
    Joe gritted his teeth and let out another groan.  “She must have slid something in front of the door.  I’m not going to be able to kick this in.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” I replied.   
 
    My brother pounded on the door with his fist and tried to egg Maureen on.   
 
    “If you’re so innocent, why did you run from us?” Joe asked.     
 
    He received no response.   
 
    I shook my head, still in disbelief over the situation we found ourselves in.  “I knew there was something shady about her.” 
 
    Joe kept his focus on the door.  “Maureen, you might as well come out.  You can’t escape.” 
 
    A prescient thought came to me.   
 
    I stopped my brother and whispered into his ear.  “Actually, what if she’s making a break for it out the back window?” 
 
    My brother’s eyes opened wide.  He whispered back to me.  “You stay here.  Be ready with that pepper spray if she comes out.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going after her,” he said.   
 
    Instead of going all the way to the front of the house and winding his way around to the back, Joe darted into the adjacent spare bedroom across the hallway and headed over to the window.  Once there, he slid the window open, climbed outside the bungalow, and ran into Maureen’s backyard. 
 
    I waited nervously in the hallway, hoping for a peaceful resolution, even if I knew the odds of that were close to zero now.  Then again, it never hurt to pray.     
 
    A few seconds later, I heard Joe’s voice yelling from outside.   
 
    “Maureen, you’re surrounded.  Drop your gun and put your hands up,” Joe said.   
 
    Wait a minute.  She had a gun, too?  Oh, dear.  Things were even worse than I thought.  No wonder Maureen had been so eager to dart back into her bedroom.  That was apparently where she kept her gun.   
 
    Before I had a chance to even catch my breath, my brother continued his statement.   
 
    “You’re under arrest for pepper-spraying a police officer,” Joe said.  “But I have a feeling that’s not all you did.  You sprayed me because you knew it was only a matter of time before we found out that you were the one to kill Luke Murphy, right?” Joe said.     
 
    I then heard Maureen’s voice reply to him from inside her locked bedroom.  “I’m not going to jail.  I’m not going to spend the rest of my life behind bars.” 
 
    “You should have thought of that before.  Now, there is no escape.  Face it, you’re going to jail,” Joe said.   
 
    Maureen refused to believe that.  “No.  This isn’t how it ends.” 
 
    “Maureen, drop the gun and put your hands up,” my brother demanded.   
 
    “This is all Luke’s fault.  Why wasn’t my love enough for him?  Why couldn’t he have just loved me as much I loved him?  Don’t you see?  He’s the scumbag.  He got what he deserved,” Maureen explained.   
 
    “And now you’re going to get what you deserve.  You can’t just kill a man because he cheated on you.  Now, drop the gun,” Joe argued.   
 
    “I already told you, I’m not spending the rest of my life in jail.  I’m not doing it,” Maureen replied.   
 
    “I’m going to tell you one last time—drop the gun and put your hands up,” Joe demanded.   
 
    The tension was palpable.  Things could get explosive at any moment.  The desperation in Maureen’s voice gave me an awful feeling.  My gut was telling me that she had no intention of dropping the gun.   
 
    At the same time, my brother wasn’t about to back down.  Something had to give.   
 
    Then something did.  Just when I thought things couldn’t get any crazier, I heard a loud popping sound coming from the other side of the door.  The noise was unmistakable.  It was a gunshot.   
 
    I panicked as my heart began to race.  Had Maureen just fired at my brother?  If so, had her shot hit him?   
 
    There was no way I could stand idly by any longer.  I needed answers, and there was only one way to get them.  Instinctively, I darted towards the open window in the spare bedroom and went outside.   
 
    As I rushed towards the backyard, my heart was beating faster than it ever had before.   
 
    I called out to my brother.  “Joe, are you okay?” 
 
    I rounded the corner and reached Maureen’s backyard, where I saw my brother standing in shock.   
 
    “Joe,” I said.   
 
    He slowly turned to me.   
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked again.   
 
    Joe finally nodded at me.  “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thank God,” I said.   
 
    After receiving an initial jolt of relief from finding out that my brother was okay, my thoughts quickly turned to Maureen.   
 
    “What happened?” I asked.   
 
    Joe didn’t answer me verbally at first.  He just approached the window to Maureen’s bedroom and stared inside.  While I was completely confused, his face was filled with shock.   
 
    Once again, I asked my brother for clarity.  “Joe, what happened?” 
 
    Joe took a moment then finally answered.  
 
    “She shot herself,” he said.   
 
    “She what?” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.  Instead of going jail, she decided to commit suicide,” Joe replied.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a crazy end to the case.  On one hand, we had found Luke’s killer.  On the other, with Maureen’s suicide, a much different kind of justice had been served.  I couldn’t bear to look at Maureen’s body.  It just seemed like too grim of a sight.  The coroner arrived on the scene twenty minutes later and bagged Maureen’s body up in preparation to transport it to the morgue.   
 
    I still couldn’t believe how things had ended.  For the second case in a row, there had been a violent conclusion.  Was this the new normal?  I sure hoped that it wasn’t.   
 
    My heart continued to race as I tried to process what had happened.  I was in shock.  As I went over what had happened, a number of things stuck out to me.  Having been cheated on in the past by a previous boyfriend, I knew the pain Maureen had been going through.  The awful heartbreak that seemed like it would never go away.  How fragile it made me feel.  How emotionally gutted it had left me. 
 
    It was natural for a woman to think about revenge after being cheated on.  I had wanted to get back at my old boyfriend after he’d wronged me.  The difference was, I never acted on my impulses.  Maureen did so in the most violent of ways.  She had become so obsessed with getting revenge that she couldn’t think straight.   
 
    From there, the rest was history.  Knowing that didn’t change the fact that it was such a sad way for things to end.  I kept wishing that Maureen had handled the situation differently, but she hadn’t.  Now my brother and I were left to pick up the pieces.   
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    After spending a few minutes deep in thought, I turned to my brother.   
 
    “That got out of hand in a hurry,” I said.   
 
    It turned out Joe wasn’t in much better shape than I was.  As a matter of fact, his usually steady hand was gone.  He looked as rattled as ever.    
 
    My brother answered with wide eyes.  “I’ll say.” 
 
    “I guess it’s too much to ask for a simple open-and-shut case, isn’t it?” I asked.   
 
    “Are you kidding?  That would be too boring for the universe,” he deadpanned. 
 
    “Boring has never looked more appetizing to me,” I joked. 
 
    Usually, jokes were able to cut the tension.  Not this time.  Joe remained as stiff as ever.  To the point where I began to worry about him.   
 
    “Joe, are you okay?” I asked.   
 
    He let out a sigh.  “I just can’t believe what happened.” 
 
    I nodded.  “After what happened at the end of the last case, I know what you mean.” 
 
    Joe took another deep breath.  “Yeah.”   
 
    “Anything I can do to make you feel better?” 
 
    He didn’t give me an answer. 
 
    I tried to appeal to his appetite.  “How about I buy you a donut?” 
 
    Joe threw out another suggestion.  “How about a drink?” 
 
    “I could do that.  If ever there was a good time for a drink, it’s now.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Joe said.   
 
    “Good.  It’s settled then.  A drink, on me,” I said.   
 
    My brother turned to me with a look of gratitude in his eyes.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course.  You deserve it.” 
 
    He felt the need to clarify his previous point.   
 
    “No.  I meant, thank you for always looking out for me.  For being there for me.  And for investigating this case with me.  If I had been working this one alone, I’m not sure that we would have found the killer so quickly,” Joe said.   
 
    I smiled at him.  “You’re welcome.  You can always count on me.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?”   
 
    I was puzzled.  “What’s that supposed to mean.” 
 
    “Just that I thought you were considering giving up sleuthing.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “What changed your mind?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Ever since my near-death experience, I have been wanting things to go back to normal in my life.  Then it occurred to me that maybe I’m not meant to live a normal life,” I said.  
 
    “It’s hard to argue with that.  You’re the most extraordinary animal-shelter manager turned amateur sleuth I have ever met,” he joked.    
 
    I chuckled.  “Way to flatter your older sister.” 
 
    “In all seriousness, it’s good to have you on board.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Now, why don’t we get that drink?” 
 
    “Actually, now that I think about it, I might take you up on that donut first.  After all, it’s not good to drink on an empty stomach.” 
 
    I laughed.  “Once a donut-loving detective, always a donut-loving detective, huh?” 
 
    Joe smiled.  “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Not So Merry Christmas Murder 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is going to be the death of me,” I said.   
 
    My boyfriend, Daniel Jacobsen, thought I was blowing things out of proportion.  “Don’t you think you are being a little dramatic?”  
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  I can see my obituary now.  Hope Hadley, former actress and Hollywood, Florida, native, recently succumbed to the deadly frustration of trying to untangle Christmas lights.  She will be remembered for her love of family, animals, and lemon tarts.” 
 
    Daniel chuckled.  “Why don’t you take a break and have some eggnog?  The lights aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “That’s the problem.  These lights aren’t going to untangle themselves.”  I groaned.  “Do you know what the biggest mystery of all is?”  
 
    I was generally an even-keeled woman, but there was something about Christmas lights that pushed every one of my buttons.  As I sat in the living room of my Spanish-style house, my frustration boiled over.  There was no other way to say it—the box of Christmas lights in front of me was my nemesis.  I had been fumbling with them for fifteen minutes, desperately trying to untangle them, and what did I have to show for it?  Absolutely nothing.   
 
    It was funny.  Putting up my Christmas tree was a breeze.  I had made quick work of that earlier in the evening without any scars to show for it.  Traditionally, that hadn’t always been the case.  In years past, I had spent an hour at the neighborhood lot, picking out a tree, strapping it to my car, then wrestling it into my house.   
 
    Finally, I became tired of going through the whole ordeal of buying a real tree and bought a fake tree that had lights and tinsel already wrapped around it the moment I pulled it out of the box.  In twenty minutes, I could take the tree out of the box, put it together, throw a few ornaments on it, and I was completely done.  Talk about a stress-free experience.  Why couldn’t putting up Christmas lights be that carefree?  Instead, it was the height of frustration.   
 
    While the box of lights held my thoughts captive, my boyfriend had other things on his mind.  Namely, me.  He gazed deep into my eyes, mooning at me.  As we were still in the thick of the honeymoon period of our relationship, that was quite common.  Normally, it was a welcome sight.  At that moment, I was too distracted by the lights to give him the attention he was looking for.     
 
    That wasn’t the only topic on which our minds differed.   
 
    To Daniel, the greatest mystery of all boiled down to one question.  “How did you get to be so beautiful?”  
 
    I remained focused on trying to untangle the lights.  So much so that the depth of Daniel’s kind words didn’t truly register in my head.     
 
    Instead of acknowledging his compliment, I just plowed ahead with my rant.  “No.  How could Christmas lights possibly get this tangled while sitting in a box in my closet?  It’s crazy.  Every year they find new ways to get more tangled.” 
 
    The worst part was that my frustration was just beginning.  After I found a way to untangle the lights, I still had to string them up outside.  That would take some creative gymnastics on a ladder.  
 
    For the longest time, I used to make fun of people who left their Christmas lights up all year.  I didn’t understand why people did something so tacky.  Suddenly, the rationale behind that behavior became quite clear—to avoid situations like this.  As I kept fumbling, I felt like downing a glass of spiked eggnog.   
 
    While I was deep in a Christmas light haze, Daniel was determined to get my focus, not just because it would distract me from the lights, but because he didn’t want his compliment to go unnoticed.   
 
    “Did you hear me?” he asked.   
 
    Daniel turned my head and gazed into my eyes. 
 
    His hazel eyes were so deep that they provide ample distraction.  As I peered into them, my focus shifted completely to him.  In addition to his deep eyes, Daniel was a tall, handsome, athletic man in his early forties with short, sandy-brown hair, and soft, kissable lips.  Oh, how delicious those lips were.  If I wasn’t enamored enough with my boyfriend, he seemed determined to make me even more smitten.     
 
    Daniel continued.  “Every day I am amazed by how beautiful you are.” 
 
    I blushed, just as I had the first time he told me that.  He had said it a number of times in the subsequent months since then, but it wasn’t something that ever got old.   
 
    “A woman never gets tired of hearing that,” I said.   
 
    “I’m not just saying it,” Daniel replied.  “It’s the truth.” 
 
    After hearing that, I couldn’t help but lean in and give him a kiss.   
 
    “You’re such a sweet guy,” I said.   
 
    “What can I say?  I love you,” he replied.   
 
    “I love you, too.”   
 
    “Now, don’t worry so much about the lights,” Daniel said. 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say.  They haven’t been the thorn in your side for the last fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Want me to give them a try?”    
 
    I was happy to give him the box of lights.  “Be my guest.” 
 
    He grabbed the box from me.  “What are you wasting your time with these lights for, anyway?  Why not just pay George Dolan to do light display?” 
 
    I knew he was trying to lighten the mood with a joke, but I was still too on edge to really cut loose.  George was the neighborhood lighting fanatic, a man who believed that no light display could ever be too gaudy.  Every year, he tried to top himself, seeing if he could burn out an entire electric grid in the process.  His lights got him plenty of press.  They also bothered a number of people on the street, notably his next-door neighbor.   
 
    I sent a zinger my boyfriend’s way.  “Because I don’t want my Christmas lights to be so bright that people can see them from space.”    
 
    Daniel laughed.  “True.  George does go a little overboard.” 
 
    I scoffed.  “A little?  The man’s electric bill is probably a thousand dollars a month.” 
 
    “Well, at least he has the anger of his neighbors to show for his efforts,” Daniel deadpanned.     
 
    I snickered.  “Yeah.”   
 
    “Come on, Hope.  Don’t you want the neighborhood to look at you with contempt, too?” he joked.   
 
    I shook my head.  “I’ll stick with the few strings of lights that I have here.”   
 
    “If I can find a way to untangle them, that is,” Daniel replied.   
 
    Suddenly, I heard a police siren outside.  My attention was immediately diverted.  The sound of the siren became louder as it drew closer to my house.     
 
    “What’s that about?” I asked.   
 
    Daniel shrugged.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    As I looked out my window, a police car bolted past my place.  It was quickly followed by a second squad car.   
 
    My eyes opened wide.  “Two police cars on my street at the same time?  That never happens.”  
 
    Daniel joined me at the window.  “We should check it out.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My boyfriend and I went outside to investigate what was going on.  We barely made it to the driveway of my house when we saw the two police cars stop at none other than George Dolan’s house.  How eerie?  Especially since we had just been talking about him.  
 
    I had a naturally curious mind, so I couldn’t help but wonder what the police were doing there.  My first instinct was that they had gotten a complaint from one of my neighbors about how bright his lights were.   
 
    As I looked at George’s light display, gaudy didn’t quite capture how ridiculously over the top it was.  There were more lights in his front yard than I had ever seen before in my life.  It was almost like looking at a caricature of what a light display should be.  Every inch of his two-story Spanish house was covered.  He must have cleaned out an entire lighting aisle at the local big box store.   
 
    As I stared at the colored lights flashing off and on, I could feel a headache coming on.  I could see someone having a seizure from looking too long at the display.  It was one thing to get into the spirit of the season.  It was another to turn the holidays into a mockery of good taste.   
 
    Any thought that the police presence was due to a neighbor’s complaint was soon dashed when I saw my brother, Joe Hadley, getting out of the driver’s seat of one of the squad cars. 
 
    Uh-oh.   
 
    This was bad news.  Joe was a homicide detective.  He didn’t handle simple police matters like lighting complaints.  Had it been just a slow day at the precinct, or had a murder occurred?   
 
    My heart sank as I watched my brother approach George’s front door.  “Talk about bad news.  Joe is there.”  
 
    Knowing how nosy I was, my boyfriend invited me to indulge my curiosity.  “You should go check it out.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t have to ask me twice.    
 
    I dashed over to George’s house and got wrapped up in how surreal the scene was.  It was the kind of spectacle a person didn’t forget.  The combination of police lights and Christmas lights melded into a strange visual stew in my head.   
 
    I caught up with Joe, who was talking to one of his deputies.  My brother was a clean-shaven, crew-cut, blue-eyed man in his late thirties with no neck to speak of.  That evening, Joe also happened to have a look on his face like George’s house was the last place he wanted to be right then, as if he had gotten this call on his radio exactly when he was about to bite into a donut.   
 
    “Joe, what’s going on?” I asked.   
 
    Before my brother had the chance to answer, a second deputy, Brock Weatherford, signaled for my brother’s attention from the side of the house.  “Detective, you’re going to want to see this,” Brock said. 
 
    Joe and I followed the deputy to the back of the house, where my worst suspicions were confirmed.  A grisly sight awaited us on my neighbor’s back patio.  My eyes widened as I stared at George’s dead body on the ground in front of me.  If that wasn’t a hard enough thing to look at that, there was also no mistaking how he had died.  A strand of Christmas lights was wrapped around George’s neck, leaving no doubt that he had been strangled to death.     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt as though I was going to throw up.  The sight of dead bodies always did that to me.  Despite all the homicide cases that I had investigated in the past, I was still as uncomfortable as ever around murder victims.  I couldn’t get over what an awful way it was to die, being strangled by Christmas lights.  Not that there was an ideal way to die, but this one was neither quick nor painless.     
 
    My brother didn’t have quite the visceral reaction to seeing the body that I did.  Instead, he became quiet for a moment, no doubt to process the grim news.  Once he had composed himself, he switched back into detective mode, knowing he had a new investigation on his hands.   
 
    Soon after, Joe was joined at the scene by the coroner and a forensics team.  The coroner and his crew began gathering as much evidence as they could.   
 
    Joe stepped aside to let the forensics team do their job and vented his frustrations with me.  “Can you believe this?” Joe asked.   
 
    I was still in shock.  “No.  This is crazy.  Who kills someone at the holidays?” 
 
    He replied very matter-of-factly, “Murder doesn’t take a vacation.” 
 
    “In my head, I know that.  But in my heart…”  I sighed and then finished my sentence.  “It’s the holidays.  Christmas is in a week.  To be confronted with a murder case this time of year, it’s just crazy.” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “What can I say?  It’s a crazy world we live in.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Unfortunately, the world seems to be getting crazier every day.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.”      
 
    As my brother and I were working through our emotions, the coroner requested Joe’s attention. 
 
    “Detective,” Todd Kelty said.     
 
    Todd was a fifty-two-year-old oval-faced man with thinning hair, a growing waistline, and an insatiable yen for fast food.  That evening’s junk-food vice was a double cheeseburger with a side of onion rings.  I had smelled the onion on his breath when he first arrived.   
 
    “Are you ready for us?” Joe asked.   
 
    Todd nodded.   
 
    We approached the body once again as Todd prepared to give us a rundown.  I tried not to look at George’s corpse, but his ugly red reindeer Christmas sweater was hard to ignore, especially since it fit so tightly against his heavyset body. 
 
    “What have you got, Todd?” my brother asked.   
 
    “Deceased male, early fifties,” Todd replied.     
 
    “Is it safe to assume that strangulation was the cause of death?” Joe asked.   
 
    Todd nodded.  “That’s what did it, all right.” 
 
    Joe glanced at the patio, where there were a number of strands of lights still waiting to be strung up.  After George’s murder, they wouldn’t be joining the rest of the lighting display, but they did bring up an interesting question in my brother’s mind.   
 
    “With all the strands of lights scattered around here, do you think the killer brought their own lights from home, or did they just grab a strand from the pile here when they arrived on the scene?” Joe asked.   
 
    Todd bit the corner of his lip.  “It’s too hard to tell.” 
 
    My brother’s suspicions didn’t end there.  “It’s pretty curious that the killer left the strand of lights around the victim’s neck.  Have you been able to pull any prints?” 
 
    Todd shook his head.  “The killer must have worn gloves.  We haven’t found any fingerprints whatsoever.” 
 
    Joe groaned.  “Of course not.  Do you have an estimated time of death?” 
 
    “Judging by the condition of the body, it’s looking like he was killed sometime in the last hour.” 
 
    “Have your team found any evidence yet?” 
 
    Todd shook his head again.  “Nothing to speak of.” 
 
    My brother tried his best not to get discouraged.  “Do you have anything for us to work with?”  
 
    “Not yet, but it’s still early.” 
 
    Joe realized that he was getting nowhere and gave up questioning Todd.  “All right.  Well, get back to me if you find anything.” 
 
    Todd nodded.  “Will do.” 
 
    The coroner then went back to examining the body.   
 
    For Joe and me, things were just heating up.  Our next step was talking with Florence Griffin, George’s neighbor.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Florence lived next door to George.  The seventy-eight-year-old had long, curly black hair, thick glasses, and a penchant for floral-print dresses.  In her pre-retirement days, she had been a receptionist at a personal injury law firm.  By the way she talked about herself, you’d think she had been an attorney.  It was one thing to take pride in your work—it was another to take credit where it didn’t belong.  More than a few times, I had caught her boasting as if she had personally won large settlements for a number of the firm’s clients.   
 
    In her current state as a retiree, she had quickly turned into the neighborhood gossip.  She loved putting herself in the middle of other people’s business.  Normally, that annoyed me to no end, especially when she fixed her prying eyes on me.  Little did I realize her nosiness might actually come in handy.   
 
    Joe and I talked with her in the living room of her ranch-style brown house.   
 
    “Hope, I can’t believe this happened,” Florence said. 
 
    Florence was more distraught than I had ever seen her.  I didn’t blame her.  My nerves were frayed, too.  Just as I thought I would never see another dead body in my life, a new one turned up.  For Florence, this was the first murder investigation she had even been in the thick of.   
 
    While the primary goal for my brother and me was to get any useful information we could get out of Florence, that wouldn’t happen if we weren’t able to bring her back from the brink.  Her hands trembled as though she was on the verge of a panic attack.   
 
    I extended my sympathies to her.  “I know it’s hard to believe.  It is truly terrible what happened.  I’m so sorry things ended this way for George.” 
 
    Florence’s eyes were bulging.  She kept shaking her head in disbelief.  “It just doesn’t make a lick of sense.  We live on a safe street.  How could a murder have occurred here?  What has this world come to?” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you that I had a good answer for you, but I don’t.  This doesn’t make any sense to me, either.  All I know is that my brother and I aren’t going to stop until we find out who did this,” I replied.  I gazed into her eyes with the most sympathetic expression I could muster, hoping that my reassurance would calm her down, even slightly.  
 
    Florence gave me a weak smile, but there was little conviction behind it.   
 
    At that point, my brother stepped in.  He had let me take the lead, hoping my soft-glove approach would work.  As Florence looked just as flustered as ever, Joe took the gloves off and went to work the subtlety of a battering ram.    
 
    “Ms. Griffin, we have to ask you some questions,” Joe said.   
 
    At first, Florence was taken aback by my brother’s abruptness, then she surprisingly snapped to attention.  “Oh, okay.  What do you want to know?” she asked. 
 
    “What made you decide to call the police?” Joe replied. 
 
    “I heard yelling coming from George’s back yard.” 
 
    “When you say yelling, was George the one doing the yelling?” 
 
    Florence nodded.  “Yes.  I believe so.” 
 
    “What was he yelling?” 
 
    “First, he said, ‘No.’ Then, I heard him yell, ‘Stop.’” 
 
    “Did you hear him yell anything else?” Joe asked.   
 
    Florence shook her head.  “No.  After the yelling stopped, I heard some groaning.  That was quickly followed by the sound of him gasping.” 
 
    “Was George’s voice the only one you heard or did you hear anyone else?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I only heard George.” 
 
    My brother moved on to another line of questioning.  “Did you see anything?” 
 
    “Not a thing.” 
 
    “Wait.  Why not?” 
 
    “To start, when I first heard George yell, I didn’t have my glasses on.  As I reached for them, I accidentally knocked them off my bedside table.  By the time I reached over and grabbed the glasses then rushed to the window, George was the only person who was still in his back yard.”   
 
    What a discouraging answer.     
 
    Even so, my brother didn’t give up hope of gleaning more information from her.  “So you didn’t see anything then that could help us identify his killer?” 
 
    Florence shook her head.  “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Did you hear anything coming from the front of the house, like maybe a car peeling out of the driveway?” 
 
    “No.  As a matter of fact, I didn’t hear a car at all.” 
 
    “How odd,” I replied.   
 
    “I don’t know that odd is the correct word.  It was absolutely horrifying.  I mean, I actually heard George’s dying gasps as he was being murdered.  Then, as I looked out the window, I saw his body there on his patio,” Florence said.   
 
    “Again, I’m so sorry that you saw that,” I replied.   
 
    “So am I,” Florence said.  “I just wish that I had seen who did this to him.  If only I hadn’t knocked my glasses off my nightstand—” 
 
    I tried comforting her.  “You did your best.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Florence’s best didn’t get us very far.  Talking to her had provided us with no leads.  That left us right back where we started.   
 
    We talked to a few of the other neighbors but had no luck.  None of them had any additional insights for us.  It was highly discouraging, but that was the reality we were faced with.   
 
    To me, the only useful piece of information that I got out of all our interviews was that no one had heard a car pull out of George’s driveway.  Obviously, the killer had taken a number of steps to remain as quiet as possible.  In addition, with the light display being so bright in George’s front yard, to avoid being spotted, the killer most likely had parked on the street behind George’s house and had snuck through the neighbor’s yard on foot before killing George on his back patio.  
 
    Given that new theory, Joe and I headed over to Cardinal Drive, which ran parallel to my street.  Unfortunately, after questioning the neighbors on Cardinal Drive, we were unable to turn up any leads from them, either.   
 
    Staring down that latest round of bad news, we realized that all the easy avenues had led us to dead ends.  Suddenly, we were back to solving this case the long way.  That meant formulating a list of suspects was in order.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who would want to kill George Dolan?” Joe asked.   
 
    I didn’t have to think for very long before a name came to my mind.  “Maybe Carl Kincaid,” I replied.   
 
    “Right.  The other resident Christmas light fanatic in Hollywood.” 
 
    I nodded.  “The key word there being ‘fanatic.’  Carl and George were fierce rivals, always trying to one-up each other with bigger and better light displays.  What if their rivalry turned deadly?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility.  Carl already had a crazy obsession with Christmas lights.  Maybe his fanaticism didn’t stop at just lights.  What if he went completely stark-raving mad?” Joe replied.   
 
    “It’s a theory that deserves investigating.” 
 
    “Did George have any other enemies that you can think of?” Joe asked.   
 
    Another name instantly sprang to my mind.  “You should probably pay David Donohue a visit.” 
 
    “Of course.  Your cranky neighbor,” Joe replied.   
 
    “Yeah.  Every year he complains about George’s lights, that they’re too bright, that they’re a nuisance, that George should be forced to take them down—” 
 
    “Oh, I know.  His reputation precedes him.  He practically has police dispatch on speed dial.  If it’s not Christmas lights he’s complaining about, it’s Halloween displays or that the marching band at the high school is practicing too loud.”   
 
    “He’s an old codger, all right.  There is almost nothing that he won’t complain about.” 
 
    “Carrying around that kind of anger can really take its toll.” 
 
    “Maybe it finally boiled over,” I said.     
 
    “We’ll see,” Joe replied.  “Anyone else?” 
 
    I could tell that my brother wanted the answer to be “no.”  Unfortunately, it was a resounding “yes.” 
 
    “George recently separated from his wife of seventeen years.  I heard that things were about to get really bitter in divorce court.”  
 
    “Is there such a thing as a smooth divorce?” Joe deadpanned.   
 
    “There has never been one that I know of.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Take a jaded spouse then mix in a bitter court battle, and you have a potent recipe for revenge.” 
 
    I agreed.  “Go figure.  George had more enemies than I thought.” 
 
    My brother was reluctant to ask a follow-up question.  “Is that it, or is there more?” 
 
    “I can’t speak to George’s work situation, but for the sake of being thorough, you should talk to George’s boss.  You never know what trouble might have been brewing at his workplace.” 
 
    “Hopefully, none,” Joe replied.   
 
    “You can hope all you want, but we both know the truth is often full of surprises.” 
 
    My brother groaned.  “Don’t remind me.”  He tallied up all the names I had given him.  “That’s more suspects than I thought.” 
 
    “Isn’t there always?” I said.   
 
    Joe sighed.  “Yeah.  There aren’t a whole lot of single-suspect murder cases coming across my desk.” 
 
    “Or any for that matter.” 
 
    “True.”  Joe took a deep breath.  “All right, time to get to work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After I had given my boyfriend a call to let him know that I wouldn’t be untangling my Christmas lights anytime soon, my brother and I walked over to David Donohue’s Spanish-style brown house.  It was then that a dour feeling threatened to take over my entire mood.  During the holidays, with George’s gaudy light display, my street had always been a spectacle. 
 
    Regardless of how over the top the lights were, they had always put me in a festive mood.  But now, the only lights I was focused on were the red and blue lights that were flashing on top of all the police cars lining the street.  Instead of Christmas songs, I heard the sound of police sirens going off.  That was a difficult reality to come to grips with.   
 
    While the police lights were surreal to look at, David’s house was an odd sight of its own.  If George’s house had been over decorated, David’s was under decorated.  Actually, I wasn’t sure that was the correct phrasing.  David’s house wasn’t just under decorated—there were no decorations of any kind at his place.   
 
    I had never seen a house more barren of holiday spirit than David’s.  No lights had been strung up, there was no wreath hanging from his front door, nor was there a Christmas tree visible in his window.  If I didn’t know better, I would think that David didn’t even realize it was the holiday season.  At the same time, his lack of seasonal accoutrements did not surprise me. 
 
    His curmudgeon ways weren’t just relegated to Christmas.  He was the only person on the street who didn’t do anything for Halloween, either: no decorations, no spooky music, and no candy.  As a matter of fact, he was such a crabby guy that when all the neighborhood kids were out trick or treating, David turned all his lights off so the children wouldn’t even knock on his door. 
 
    With that kind of antisocial behavior, it was no surprise that the neighbors referred to him as the Fun Police.  It was one thing to be a real “get off my lawn” type of guy.  It was another to wear that moniker like a badge of pride, which David definitely did.  That didn’t make a lick of sense to me.   
 
    The greatest mystery about David was why he was so irritable in the first place.  Unfortunately, he disliked talking to people so much that no one ever had a long enough conversation with him to get an answer.  With such a grumpy reputation preceding him, it wasn’t shocking when he didn’t answer the door after a few rounds of knocks.   
 
    Joe grew frustrated and decided to call out to David while pounding on the door.   
 
    “Mr. Donohue, this is the police.  We need to ask you some questions,” Joe yelled.   
 
    Joe again received no response.  As Joe prepared to knock on the door again, I walked over to David’s driveway and peered into the window of his garage.  When I didn’t see David’s light-blue sedan parked inside, I started to think that maybe he wasn’t just ignoring our knocks.  Perhaps he truly wasn’t home.   
 
    That gave my brother and me a difficult decision to make.  As much as we needed to question David, there were plenty of other suspects to interview.  In addition, the first few hours of the investigation were crucial, so we wanted to make the best of them.   
 
    Joe sighed.  “We can’t wait around all night.”  He then switched gears.  “I’m going to call a patrol car to watch the place and put out an all-points-bulletin in case he has made a run for it.” 
 
    Joe and I walked back to his car, feeling discouraged.  While my brother picked up his police radio to call in the all-points-bulletin, we caught a break.   
 
    David’s light-blue sedan pulled into the driveway beside us and stopped.  He rolled down the passenger-side window and glared at my brother.  “I don’t like visitors, especially uninvited ones.  What are you doing here?” David snapped.   
 
    So much for holiday spirit.  He looked as if he’d just braved mall traffic and was ready to pull his last hair out.  Not that he was ever in a good mood, but he was especially grouchy tonight.  The seventy-three-year-old was tall and lanky with an oval head that really stood out, given how close he was to going completely bald.  There were stress lines all over his face which weren’t the least bit surprising to see, considering how much of his life he had spent complaining.   
 
    Even so, I couldn’t believe how brazen he was being with his sour attitude.  With it so dark outside, David apparently didn’t notice me in the passenger seat of Joe’s car.  Although, I wondered if my presence would have tempered his mood in the least.  Regardless of whether he spotted me, he must have noticed that my brother was driving a police car.  Yet, his gruff exterior showed no cracks.  Did David not back down from anyone?  He clearly didn’t know who he was dealing with.   
 
    My brother got out of the car and exerted his authority.  “My name is Joe Hadley.”  He pulled out his police badge as I got out of the passenger seat and joined him.   
 
    “You know my sister, Hope,” Joe continued.   
 
    David scrunched his nose.  “Hope, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Joe took control of the conversation again.  “We’re the ones asking questions here.” 
 
    Usually, even the most menacing of suspects showed some respect for my brother after they saw his badge.   
 
    David went in a completely different direction by beginning to lecture Joe. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you need to do.  My inconsiderate neighbor, George Dolan, needs a stern talking to.  Those Christmas lights of his are a nuisance.  He should be forced to take them down,” David demanded.   
 
    Joe smiled.  “It’s funny that you say that.  We’re actually here about George Dolan—” 
 
    David interrupted my brother.  “What do you mean you’re here about George Dolan?  You’re at the wrong house.  He lives next door.” 
 
    My brother narrowed his eyes.  “Mr. Donohue, if you’d let me finish, you would understand what I meant.  We’re here to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Me?  What are you wasting your time with me for?  George is the one causing trouble with his infernal lights.” 
 
    My brother hated being patronized.  He was done taking lip for David.  “Mr. Donohue, I already told you, we need to ask you some questions.  Now we can either do this the easy way or the hard way.” 
 
    “I just don’t see why we have to do this at all.  You’re talking to me like I’m some kind of criminal.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s what we’re here to ask you about,” Joe said.  
 
    David glared hard at my brother.  “I don’t like where you’re going with this one bit.” 
 
    My neighbor and my brother were like battering rams on a collision course.  Neither showed any sign of backing down.  I couldn’t believe that I of all people would have to act as the voice of reason.  But for the sake of our sanity, I wanted to see if I could get them to simmer down a little.   
 
    “David, we just have a few quick questions for you.  If you answer them honestly, we’ll be out of your hair in no time,” I said. 
 
    So much for me having a calming neighborly influence.  David suddenly responded with just as much suspicion and distrust for me as he had for my brother.     
 
    “What kind of questions?  I still don’t understand what business the police would have with me.” 
 
    My brother stepped back in.  “You’d understand if you’d stop interrupting us.  Now let’s get down to the meat of the matter.  Mr. Donohue, where did you just return from?” 
 
    It was such a simple question that it was hard to believe that David couldn’t give us a straight answer.  Yet he didn’t.   
 
    “That’s none of your business,” David replied.   
 
    “Actually, it is my business.  Have you forgotten that you’re talking to a police detective?” Joe asked.   
 
    David remained argumentative.  “Why does it matter where I was?  A man has a right to privacy.” 
 
    “Mr. Donohue, I’m not trying to invade your privacy.  I’m just trying to find out if you have an alibi,” Joe said.   
 
    “An alibi for what?” 
 
    “Your whereabouts at the time of George Dolan’s murder.” 
 
    That shut David up in a hurry.  His eyes opened wide as he processed what my brother had just said.  Instead of giving him enough time to let everything sink in, Joe went right after David while he was back on his heels. 
 
    “Now where did you just return from?” Joe asked.   
 
    David tried to backpedal.  “Wait a minute.  George is dead?” 
 
    Joe didn’t buy David’s look of surprise in the least.  “Are you really going to pretend that you didn’t know he had been murdered?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” David insisted.  “Who would do something like that?” 
 
    Joe scoffed.  “You have nerves of steel to ask a question like that.” 
 
    David stared deep into my brother’s eyes.   
 
    “No.  Wait.  You can’t honestly think that I could have done something awful like this,” David replied.   
 
    I saw a completely different side to David.  It didn’t fit him, nor did it ring the least bit true.  He kept trying to appear baffled, but it came across as nothing more than just an act.   
 
    “Really, David?  Over the years, no one has complained more about George than you,” I said.   
 
    He argued with me.  “What about his estranged wife?” 
 
    “Fine, maybe her.  Either way, you can’t pretend like you didn’t have a bone to pick with George.  You started this very conversation complaining about him,” I said.   
 
    “I just said his lights were a nuisance and that they should be taken down.  I never said anything about wanting him dead,” David replied.     
 
    “Clearly, George had no intention of taking his lights down.  Maybe you just sat here stewing night after night about how bright they were, how they disrupted your life, and how they cut into your sleep schedule.  Perhaps you couldn’t bottle your frustrations up anymore, and they came out all at once,” Joe speculated.   
 
    “You’re really reaching here, Detective,” David replied.  
 
    “You say that, but you still haven’t answered my simple question.  Where did you just return from?” Joe said.     
 
    “I was at Paulie’s Bar on Third Street,” David replied.   
 
    “Do you have any proof of that?” Joe asked.   
 
    “What kind of proof?”  
 
    “Someone who can verify that you really were there.” 
 
    “There were half a dozen people at the bar.  You can ask any of them,” David said.  
 
    “I need names,” Joe demanded.   
 
    “You can start with Paulie.  I’ve been sitting at the bar, talking to him for the last two hours,” David said.   
 
    “You’d better not be lying to us,” Joe replied.     
 
    “Trust me, I’m not.”  
 
    “All right.  We’ll see if your story checks out.  In the meantime, don’t go anywhere,” Joe said.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe assigned a patrol car to keep watch on David’s place.  My brother and I then headed out.  I had to admit, it was hard to contain my skepticism as Joe and I drove over to Paulie’s Bar.  Even in the midst of a murder investigation, for most of the interview, David had kept up his confrontational streak.  While that was true to his personality, it also didn’t make him look innocent.  When he’d briefly stopped arguing with us, he looked as if he was just putting on an act.  Either way, it was hard to have any confidence in the story he had told us.   
 
    Our trip to Paulie’s would be the deciding factor.  As we arrived at the bar, I realized I had forgotten how much character the place had.  Granted, it happened to be the character of a grumpy old man, but that was fitting, given the clientele of the bar.  If the faded paint on the rickety wooden sign that hung over the front door wasn’t an apt indication of what we would find inside, the full extent of what a dingy place it was quickly became apparent as we swung open the door.   
 
    The phrase “dive bar” had never been more accurate.  The wooden bar top had cracks, the old barstools were creaky, the felt on the billiards table was ripped, the light fixtures were hanging from the ceiling by a thread, and every table had at least one wobbly leg. 
 
    The half dozen barflies scattered throughout the joint weren’t faring much better.  A few years back, I had driven my father to one of his urology appointments.  These were exactly the kind of world-weary people that I saw in that waiting room.  The only difference was, back then, I was in a doctor’s office, so I understood why there were no smiles to go around.   
 
    I figured the mood would be a little more upbeat here.  After all, this was a bar, a place typically associated with revelry.  There was just none to be had here, even though the alcohol was flowing freely.  Instead, the barflies just muttered to themselves as they nursed their beers. 
 
    Paulie Reardon was the perfect old crotchety man to run this place.  He had a round midsection, thinning gray hair, and a face that looked like a map of the world.  The seventy-two-year-old stood behind the bar, polishing glasses and looking like retirement couldn’t come soon enough.     
 
    As he greeted us, his voice sounded raspy and tired.  “Can I help you?”  
 
    Joe flashed his badge.  “I sure hope so.” 
 
    “What can I do for you, Officer?” Paulie asked.   
 
    My brother corrected him.  “It’s detective.” 
 
    “Sorry.  What can I do for you, Detective?” 
 
    “We’re wondering if you had a customer in here recently by the name of David Donohue.” 
 
    Paulie raised his eyebrows.  “Did David get himself into trouble?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to find out.” 
 
    Paulie snickered as he shook his head in disbelief.  “Well, I’ll be.  He’s been talking about raising hell for years, but I always thought it was nothing but talk.” 
 
    “What kind of hell has he threatened to raise?” Joe asked.   
 
    “All kinds.  He comes in here practically every night ranting and raving about one thing or another.  Let me tell you, there’s no shortage of things in the world that he believes need fixing.” 
 
    I was getting tired of the vagueness.  “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “That depends,” Paulie replied.   
 
    I pressed him.  “On what?” 
 
    Paulie chuckled.  “How much time do you have?” 
 
    I stared him down.  “We have all night.” 
 
    Paulie saw that I meant business.  He took a deep breath then started listing things off.  “All right.  You asked for it.  Just this week, he’s complained about the death of customer service, awful drivers, how the government is out to get him, George Dolan’s Christmas light display—” 
 
    My brother stopped him right there.  “Wait.  He complained about George Dolan?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  He has been complaining nonstop about George ever since that light display went up.  David has been really teeing off on him,” Paulie replied.   
 
    “What has he said exactly?” Joe asked.   
 
    “That it’s a disgrace how many lights George puts up.  That his light display is a public nuisance.  That someone needs to put a stop to it.” 
 
    Joe dug deeper.  “When was the last time he complained about George?” 
 
    “Today,” Paulie replied.   
 
    My brother’s eyes opened wide.  “So, wait.  David was here today?” 
 
    Paulie nodded.  “He just left about half an hour ago.” 
 
    “When did he get here?” Joe asked.   
 
    Paulie shrugged.  “I’m running a bar here.  I don’t know the exact time.” 
 
    Joe stared him down.  “Ballpark it for me.” 
 
    “He got here about two or three hours ago.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight.  David came in two or three hours ago, stayed here the whole time, then left your bar only about half an hour ago?” Joe said.   
 
    Paulie nodded.  “Yeah.  Why?” 
 
    Joe stepped away from the bar and began moving toward the exit.  “Thank you very much.  You’ve been a lot of help.”    
 
    Paulie looked as confused as could be.  “Hey, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that David doesn’t have to worry about George Dolan’s lights anymore,” I replied.   
 
    I followed my brother outside.  The true gravity of my disappointment didn’t sink in until I got out to the parking lot.  I couldn’t believe what I had just heard.   
 
    It turned out that Joe and I left the bar with answers—they just weren’t the ones we expected.  After what Paulie had told us, as hard as it was to believe, David had a verifiable alibi for the time of the murder.  So, regardless of how suspicious David had behaved around us, we had to reluctantly cross his name off of the suspect list. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George Dolan’s grumpy neighbor was no longer under suspicion, but there were still a number of people who were.  Joe and I drove over to Clover Street to question the next suspect on our list.  As we made our way over to Carl Kincaid’s house, I couldn’t happen to notice the various decorations on people’s houses, the way each store that we passed was jammed, and how wrapped up everyone else seemed to be in the holiday season.   
 
    My brother and I were the exceptions.  The mood in the police car was far from festive.  There was no revelry to go around.  Instead, we were intensely focused.  That focus shifted as we approached Carl’s two-story Spanish-style house.  How could it not?  Somehow, the Christmas light display at Carl’s house managed to be just as over the top as the one at George’s house.   
 
    They had both taken a page out of the same gaudy playbook.  But unlike George, who annoyed neighbors in different shades of red and green, Carl used only white Christmas lights.   
 
    The effect was still the same.  It was like staring at a blinking, blinding blur that was as annoying as it was hypnotizing.  I was actually surprised that there weren’t more traffic accidents on this street during the holidays.  While I was nearly lulled into a trance by the lights, my brother maintained his tunnel vision and was able to avoid colliding with another car as he pulled into Carl’s driveway.   
 
    After a few knocks, Carl opened his front door, and it became clear that Carl and George had a lot more in common than I had ever realized.  In addition to being obsessed with gaudy Christmas displays, they were both heavyset, balding men who had never seen an ugly Christmas sweater that they didn’t like.   
 
    If that wasn’t enough, the capper was that they both had wife-sized voids in their lives that they filled with an unhealthy fixation with Christmas lights.  Ironically, in Carl’s case, his obsession with lights probably wasn’t going to land him a wife anytime soon.  Carl’s relationship status aside, Joe and I got down to business. 
 
    “Impressive light display,” Joe said.   
 
    “Thank you,” Carl replied.   
 
    “Not as impressive as the one at George Dolan’s place, though,” Joe said. 
 
    Carl had walked right into that one.  He had been too busy basking in the compliment to realize my brother had set him up.  That was only the first part of the equation.  The second part was almost equally as important.  Both my brother and I were curious to see how Carl would react to the statement about George’s light display being better than his.    
 
    As expected, it ruffled Carl’s feathers.  I saw the fire in his eyes, even as he tried to pretend that it didn’t really bother him.  While he didn’t blow his top, he did grit his teeth.     
 
    Carl’s response was very reserved.  “Is that so?” 
 
    The more Carl tried to pretend that my brother’s comment hadn’t gotten under his skin, the more obvious it became that it was eating him up inside.   
 
    “Yeah.  We just came from there, actually,” Joe said.   
 
    Carl’s forehead wrinkled.  “So what, did you just come here to tell me that my lights don’t measure up to his?” 
 
    “My comment really offended you, didn’t it?” 
 
    Carl became defensive.  “No.” 
 
    He had a terrible poker face.   
 
    My brother called him out on that fact.  “Mr. Kincaid, don’t lie.” 
 
    Carl tried to change the subject.  “I’m not lying.  I’m just confused as to what this has to do with anything.” 
 
    Joe kept the pressure on.  “Admit it, Mr. Kincaid.  It really stings hearing that George’s light display is better than yours.” 
 
    Carl shook his head.  “You’re wrong.  It doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    Joe stared him down.  “You’re not fooling me.” 
 
    Carl didn’t back away from his claim.  “I’m not trying to fool you.  It doesn’t bother me because I know that my light display is superior.” 
 
    He had meant that to be the definitive word on the issue, but it only led to more disbelief on my part.  I couldn’t make sense of how someone could be so wrapped up in what people thought about a holiday light display.  Yet it was abundantly clear that Carl’s sizable ego hung on every word of praise or criticism that his display received.  Knowing that could come in handy later in the conversation.   
 
    My brother decided to toy with him.  “I’m afraid you’re wrong about that, Mr. Kincaid.  There’s no way this light display of yours is better than George’s.” 
 
    Once again, Carl tried his best to keep a tight lip, but his anger over my brother’s statement seeped out of him long enough for me to catch it.  When Carl saw me staring at him, he put on the most stoic expression that he could muster.       
 
    “Officer, we’ll have to respectfully disagree,” Carl replied before trying to change the subject.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some paperwork to get back to.” 
 
    Wow.  Not only was he terrible at hiding his true emotions from us, but he was equally lousy at changing the subject.  That might have been the least subtle transition I had ever heard.  To make matters worse for him, he had come up with a lousy excuse to justify making such a hasty exit from the conversation.  Usually, people went out of their way to avoid doing paperwork.  Instead, he had pretended that he couldn’t wait to get back to doing it.   
 
    Joe wasn’t about to put up with such nonsense.  He corrected Carl.  “It’s detective, and we’re not done here yet.” 
 
    Carl scrunched his nose.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We have some questions to ask you about George Dolan,” Joe said.   
 
    “I don’t understand why.  I’ve barely ever spoken to the man and don’t really have anything to say about him,” Carl replied.     
 
    Joe fired back at him.  “You mean you have nothing nice to say about him?” 
 
    Carl’s patience had worn thin.  “What’s the point of all this?” 
 
    “The point is that George was just murdered,” Joe revealed.  
 
    My brother waited for Carl’s reaction.  Surprisingly, no remorse came to his face.  Instead, I saw a look of terror in his eyes.  That did nothing to alleviate our suspicions of him.  While Carl was reeling, my brother put the heat on him.      
 
    “Since you and George have built up quite a rivalry over these Christmas light displays of yours, naturally, you’re a suspect in this case,” Joe continued.       
 
    Carl went into hysterics.  “This is crazy.”   
 
    Joe remained calm.  “Is it?” 
 
    The volume of Carl’s voice kept rising.  “Yes.” 
 
    “There’s one way to find out.  Where were you between seven and eight o’clock tonight?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I was here,” Carl said.   
 
    “Is there anyone who can verify that?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Dozens of cars have passed by the house to check out my light display tonight,” Carl said.   
 
    “I don’t doubt that, but they came by to check out the lights.  Can any of them verify that they saw you inside your house between seven and eight o’clock tonight?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe.” 
 
    “It’s a yes or no question.  If you can’t produce a witness to verify your alibi, then you don’t really have an alibi for the time of the murder.” 
 
    Carl became very defensive.  “That’s not true.  Like I said, I was here.” 
 
    Joe fired back.  “And like I said, your alibi is only as good as my ability to verify it.” 
 
    Carl glared at my brother. 
 
    Joe and Carl were both so wrapped up in the heat of their emotions that they couldn’t see that their verbal tug of war wasn’t going to lead anywhere but to a stalemate.  Instead of spending a few more minutes getting nowhere with them arguing with each other, I decided to pivot the topic slightly.     
 
    “Back to this bitter rivalry you and George Dolan had,” I said.   
 
    Carl tried to downplay how competitive things had been between himself and George.  “I’d say it was a friendly rivalry.” 
 
    Carl could get as creative with his language as he wanted.  He wasn’t fooling me.   
 
    I scoffed.  “Friendly?  Really?  Last year, you called George out during a television interview and warned him that he’d rue the day he dared to take you on.” 
 
    Carl remained dismissive.  “That was last year.” 
 
    He made light of my point as if the tension had simmered down since then.  I knew for a fact that the competition had only ratcheted up with each passing day.  
 
    I turned his argument on its head.  “Exactly.  Things have really had a chance to boil over in the last year.  Maybe with deadly consequences.” 
 
    Carl looked at me as if I had two heads.  “I don’t know where you’re getting that from.”   
 
    I didn’t hesitate with my response.  “From looking at your own light display.  When the newspaper ran that article about your display a few weeks ago, there were half as many lights up as there are now.  Shortly after your article came out, the local TV station ran that story about George’s display.  Now, look how much more over the top your display is.  Yet you’re going to stand here and pretend like your rivalry hasn’t heated up even more since last year?” 
 
    Carl shook his head and took an argumentative tone with me.  “That newspaper reporter came earlier than he said he would.  I wasn’t completely done with my display when that story ran in the paper.  Since then, I’ve added the finishing touches to my lights.  End of story.” 
 
    “Nice cover story.  Unfortunately, you have no way to prove that, either,” I said. 
 
    Before Carl tried to refute my point, my brother jumped back into the conversation.   
 
    “When was the last time you talked to George?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Like I already told you, I barely knew the guy,” Carl said. 
 
    I had never seen someone try so hard to keep from answering simple questions in all my life.  Despite all Carl’s efforts to deflect, my brother kept the conversation on point.   
 
    Joe stared him down.  “That wasn’t the question I asked you.” 
 
    “I’m just saying, if it wasn’t for his light display, I wouldn’t know who George was at all.” 
 
    “You can keep downplaying things all you want, but you didn’t just know George—he was also your competition.  Now, answer my question.”   
 
    “I haven’t seen him recently,” Carl said.     
 
    “Your vagueness isn’t doing you any favors.  How about being more specific?” Joe replied.   
 
    “I haven’t seen him in person in over a month,” Carl said.     
 
    Joe stared him down and hit him with another question.  “When was the last time you drove by his house?” 
 
    Carl searched his mind a little before giving a response to that one.  “I would say about a week ago.” 
 
    Joe continued pressing.  “A week, huh?  Did you see the light display in his backyard?” 
 
    I had to keep from smiling as my brother asked that trap question.  Having just come from George’s house recently, we both knew there was no light display in the back yard.  The only way Carl would know that was if he had been back there.  We eagerly awaited Carl’s response.   
 
    Carl’s face went blank.  “I didn’t know George had strung up lights in the back.  I’ve only ever driven by the front of his house.”    
 
    So much for trapping him.  Even though it hadn’t panned out the way we wanted it to, it had still been worth the effort.   
 
    Once again, Carl remained slippery with us and tried to make a hasty exit from the conversation.   
 
    “I’ve answered all of your questions and don’t have anything else to say on the issue, so as far as I see it, we’re done here,” Carl replied.   
 
    My brother stopped him.  “Not so fast.  Don’t you go leaving town on us, you hear?” 
 
    With that, Joe let Carl go back inside his house.  My brother then assigned a patrol car to watch Carl’s house in case he tried to flee.   
 
    After that, Joe and I headed out.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we drove to our next suspect interview, whatever holiday spirit I had left completely evaporated.  Questioning murder suspects never failed to sap the joy out of my life.  Of course, that was to be expected when confronted with constant lies, backstabbing, and deceit.  While that came with the territory of investigating a murder, it was antithetical to the spirit of Christmas.   
 
    In addition to getting justice for George, that was why I wanted to get this case over with as soon as possible.  The holiday season was about celebrating, not being filled with despair. Ironically, as we drove down a stretch of Pines Avenue that was chock full of decorations, I didn’t regain any sense of festiveness.  Mostly, that was because I saw nothing but jam-packed mini-malls and parking lots everywhere I looked.   
 
    Holiday shopping had reached a fever pitch.  In addition, at that late hour of the evening, every one of the shoppers coming and going from the stores looked grumpy.  Those sour moods were paired with a symphony of honking horns in the parking lots.  Patience was wearing thin as cars nearly collided.  There was a tension in the air that mirrored what was going on with my own mood.   
 
    That was why I was glad we ended up driving by a church before reaching Elaine Dolan’s place.  There was a sign posted in front of the house of worship that read “Jesus is the reason for the season.”   
 
    Beside that sign was a nativity scene.  That was just what I needed to see at a time like this.  It was a reminder of what was truly important.  Just driving by it brought me a brief sense of peace. 
 
    As surprising as it was to believe, while the mall was as crowded as could be, there were only two cars in the parking lot of the church, even though a service was just about to begin.  How sad it was to think that commercialism was winning the night. 
 
    Then again, it was infinitely more important to frantically rush to the mall to buy espresso makers, toys, clothes, video games, and other hot holiday gifts before they sold out, right?  Oh, the sarcasm I wanted to drench that statement in.  In truth, I could have easily launched into a whole materialism rant, but for the sake of the case, I knew it was more important for me to focus.  The case demanded my complete attention.   
 
    As Joe turned left onto Orange Glen Drive, I zeroed in on what questions I wanted to ask Elaine Dolan.  When we pulled up in front of her place, I couldn’t help but notice the striking difference between the house she used to live in and the one she had recently moved into after separating from her husband. 
 
    While George’s light display was absurdly over the top, Elaine’s was very understated.  There was a single strand of white lights hung around the door and front porch of the ranch-style house.  The Christmas tree visible through the window of her living room was tastefully decorated with more thin white strands of lights.  Those lights were paired with some white tinsel and some spare white ornaments.  While it sounded like a lot of white, the decorations were so sparse that they were inviting instead of off-putting. 
 
    Joe let out a sigh as he got out of the car and walked toward the front door with me.  He didn’t need to say anything.  I already knew what he was thinking—there were so many other things he would have preferred to do with his ten o’clock hour than questioning another suspect.  Not only did I agree with him, but I was sure that Elaine Dolan would be distinctly lacking in enthusiasm when she opened the door for us.    
 
    When it came to that point, I didn’t really blame her.  Ten forty-five at night was not the ideal time to have a pair of strangers knock on the door, especially if one of them was a homicide detective.  At the same time, Joe and I didn’t want to wait until morning to get answers from Elaine.   
 
    We could put up with a surly mood.  What mattered was getting a leg up on this investigation, and catching Elaine off guard could do that.  Not to mention, if we waited until morning to talk to her, it would give her twelve more hours to come up with a cover story.  
 
    Instead, we would be talking to her mere hours after the murder had occurred.  In previous cases, that had really come in handy.     
 
    What little enthusiasm I had mustered quickly waned when Elaine didn’t answer my brother’s knocks.  The silence didn’t deter Joe.  If my brother was anything, he was persistent.  He knocked again to no avail.  
 
    After two unsuccessful set of knocks, I briefly wondered if maybe Elaine was out on the town.  I dismissed that theory when I peered into her garage and saw her car parked inside.   
 
    She was definitely home.  She just didn’t want to answer the door.  Next, I wondered if she had gone to sleep.  Regardless of the explanation behind her silence, Elaine clearly had no intention of opening up for us.   
 
    As my brother’s patience wore thin, Elaine would quickly realize how futile it would prove to try and avoid us.  Joe was determined to do whatever was necessary to roust her.  There were questions that we needed answers to, and we would get them whether Elaine liked it or not.   
 
    Joe took a new approach, pounding especially hard on Elaine’s door.  He then yelled at the door in order to draw as much attention to himself as possible.   
 
    “Mrs. Dolan, this is the police.  We need to talk to you.  We’re not going anywhere until we do,” he said.   
 
    Whether she was asleep or just avoiding us, there was no way Elaine didn’t hear that.  Joe had yelled so loud that the neighbor’s three doors down had heard it.  That was exactly what my brother wanted.  Public embarrassment was a strong motivator. 
 
    If he kept yelling and pounding on her door long enough that all the neighbors started peering over at us, it could force Elaine’s hand.  After all, did she really want her neighbors to see her avoiding the police?  That looked bad, not only for her image but for any pretense that she was innocent of murder.    
 
    As expected, the public shaming did the trick.  Shortly after Joe yelled, a light flicked on inside Elaine’s house.  A few seconds later, she opened the door for us. 
 
    While my brother had been successful in getting a reply from her, he had also made her quite angry.     
 
    Elaine swung the front door open with a scowl on her face and gave us an earful.  “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    It was an odd sight to see a petite woman with such bluster, but Elaine had a head full of steam.  George’s estranged wife was in her late forties with long, straight black hair, an oval face, and glasses.  She wore a red nightgown that went down to her ankles.     
 
    I kept staring at her, trying to figure out if she had just been sleeping.  When I woke up in the mornings, my hair was usually pretty tousled.  Elaine’s hair looked as though it had been perfectly combed.  Granted, she could have just run a brush through her hair before opening the door, but she also could have been awake this entire time and avoiding us.  It was too hard for me to tell.   
 
    My brother was more focused on Elaine’s demeanor than the state of her hair.   
 
    “Do you really want to take that tone with the police?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to, but I also don’t like being woken up so rudely,” Elaine replied.   
 
    I jumped in.  “So wait.  You’re telling us you were asleep, then?” 
 
    She barked at me.  “That’s what I just said.” 
 
    That made me instantly suspicious of her.  “You don’t look like you were just sleeping.” 
 
    Elaine shot me a glare.  “Are you calling me a liar?” 
 
    “No.  I’m just saying that your hair isn’t the least bit ruffled,” I replied.   
 
    “I ran a brush through it.  I’m not going to answer the door looking ragged,” Elaine said.   
 
    My brother was in no mood to belabor the point and moved on to another topic.  “So you were just asleep.  I apologize for waking you up, but there is something very important that we need to discuss with you.” 
 
    Elaine’s fuse remained short.  “What is it?” 
 
    “The murder of your husband,” Joe said.   
 
    She was quick to correct him.  “Ex-husband.” 
 
    Really?  That was her response?  Not “Oh, that’s terrible,” or “I can’t believe it.”  There wasn’t the least bit of surprise or remorse on her face.  Instead, she was just outraged that Joe had referred to George as her husband and not her ex-husband.  Talk about having twisted priorities.   
 
    On the flip side, my brother had a knack for getting under a suspect’s skin.  He always seemed to know the right buttons to push.  That unusual skill did him no favors in his personal life, especially when it came to romantic relationships.  During a murder investigation, however, it proved invaluable.   
 
    Knowing that her marriage was a sore spot for Elaine, Joe went right back to talking about it.  
 
    “Actually, since you two hadn’t finished duking it out in divorce court, you’re technically still married, Mrs. Dolan,” Joe said.  
 
    If we were lucky, Elaine would become so annoyed that she would say something stupid.  Unfortunately, she didn’t take the bait.  
 
    Elaine shrugged.  “Who says we were duking it out?  I was going to get my half of everything, then we would have gone our separate ways.” 
 
    Joe called her out.  “Are you honestly going to pretend that you weren’t in the middle of a bitter divorce?” 
 
    Elaine bit the corner of her lip.  “What divorce is a walk in the park?  Has it been the easiest separation ever?  No.  But all told, it has been pretty smooth.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe how eager she was to downplay her divorce proceedings.  We weren’t fools.  My brother and I knew there was no such thing as a smooth divorce.  It was an oxymoron, like a stress-free tax audit or a quick trip to the DMV.  Whether she was willing to admit it or not, Elaine was spouting complete nonsense.   
 
    What stood out to me even more than the lies she was telling us about her divorce was that she had expressed no remorse when we told her that her husband had been murdered.  That seemed crazy to me.  Even given the fact that she was in the middle of divorcing the man, to not even feign sympathy for his death was absurd.   
 
    I wanted to bring that absurdity to the forefront of the conversation.  “Elaine, I can’t help but notice how odd it was that you were more focused on correcting Joe for not referring to George as your ex-husband than you were remorseful about hearing that he had been murdered.” 
 
    The look on Elaine’s face completely changed from one of outrage to a wide-eyed expression.  “I guess that’s just because I’m in shock.  We all deal with crazy news like that in our own ways.” 
 
    In my mind, it was a little too late for her to pretend she was in shock.  As I peered into her eyes, she didn’t look the least bit surprised that her estranged husband was dead.  Then again, none of her reactions made sense to me.  Granted, I had never been in the middle of a divorce.  Still, Elaine’s cold and calculated reaction shook me to the core.   
 
    I wanted to keep the heat on her.  “You have a funny way of showing us you’re in shock.” 
 
    Elaine took an argumentative tone with me.  “I don’t know how you expect me to react.  You wake me up and tell me my ex-husband has been killed, then you criticize how I react to the news.  You don’t know me.  Who are you to tell me how I should react?”   
 
    “I just thought you’d have a little empathy, especially since you’ve been trying to convince us that your divorce was going smoothly,” I replied.   
 
    “It was going smoothly, but I was still divorcing the man.” 
 
    “Exactly.  You two weren’t getting along well, right?” 
 
    Elaine could see the path I was leading her down.  She stopped dead in her tracks.  
 
    She shook her head.  “Oh, no you don’t.” 
 
    I took my foot off the metaphorical gas pedal.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Don’t try to blame me for what happened to George.”   
 
    Joe took the lead.  “We’re not blaming you.  We just want some answers.” 
 
    “What kind of answers?” Elaine replied.   
 
    My brother and I had thrown her off balance.  It was the perfect time to turn up the heat.   
 
    “To start, where were you between seven and eight o’clock tonight?” Joe asked.   
 
    Elaine’s eyes widened.  “I told you not to try to blame me for what happened.” 
 
    “And I told you, we just want the truth.  If you didn’t do anything wrong, you have nothing to worry about,” Joe said.   
 
    “Like I said, I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “Fine, then prove it.” 
 
    Elaine huffed at my brother.  “I can’t believe you have the nerve to come to my house and accuse me of murder.” 
 
    Joe kept the pressure on.  “You still haven’t answered the question.  Why not?  What are you hiding?”     
 
    “Nothing.  I’ve been here all night,” Elaine replied.   
 
    “Do you have anyone who can verify that?” Joe asked.   
 
    She shook her head.  “I’ve been here by myself.”   
 
    “That’s a no then,” Joe said.   
 
    Elaine folded her arms.  “You can try to point the finger of blame at me all you want, but you’re talking to the wrong person.” 
 
    Ah, the old standby.  When all else failed, suspects often turned to pointing the finger of blame elsewhere.  I had been wondering if Elaine would resort to those measures.  As expected, she tried to take the spotlight off herself.  It didn’t exactly come as a surprise to me.  After all, what kind of a murder investigation would it be if a few suspects didn’t try to throw each other under the bus? 
 
    “What makes you so sure we’re talking to the wrong person?” I asked.   
 
    “Just hear me out,” she urged.   
 
    I decided to let her keep talking.  Maybe she’d talk herself in circles.  My brother and I had received a number of useful leads during previous investigations from letting suspects play the blame game with each other.  Perhaps that would happen this time as well.  There was also the chance that Elaine would unknowingly talk her way into a corner.  The opportunities were endless.    
 
    “All right,” I replied.  “Who should we be talking to?”   
 
    Elaine didn’t hesitate with her answer.  “Mike Griswold.” 
 
    “Why him?” I asked.   
 
    “Mike and George have been big rivals at work for years.  Then, about six months ago, George got the promotion that Mike had been eyeing.  Mike did not take the news well,” Elaine said.   
 
     While I thought about Elaine’s theory, the fact was not lost on me that she had been quick to condemn us for pointing the finger of blame at her, yet she wasted no time in casting suspicion on someone else.    
 
    “So you want us to believe that Mike Griswold might have killed your estranged husband over a promotion?” I asked.   
 
    Elaine shook her head.  “Not just any promotion.  Mike and George took their work dead seriously.  It was more than a job to them.  They were obsessed with getting the respect they thought they deserved.” 
 
    “Thank you for the tip.  We will certainly pay Mike Griswold a visit,” I said.   
 
    “Good.  Now if you’ll excuse me—” 
 
    What a slippery woman.  Did she really think I was going to let her slide out of the conversation just like that?  Nice try.   
 
    I stopped her.  “Not so fast.” 
 
    Elaine gave me a puzzled look.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We’re not done here.” 
 
    “Weren’t you listening to me?  You should be questioning Mike right now instead of wasting your time with me.” 
 
    My brother forced himself back into the conversation.  “Don’t tell us what we should and shouldn’t be doing.”  He stared Elaine down.  “Now, back to you, Elaine.” 
 
    “I already told you, I had nothing to do with my husband’s death,” Elaine insisted.   
 
    Joe held firm.  “You keep saying that, but you have no proof.” 
 
    Elaine fired back.  “Neither do you.  If you had evidence that I did something wrong, you’d be arresting me right now.  Yet you’re just questioning me, which means all you have is speculation.  Since you don’t have any evidence, I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    As much as we hated to admit it, she was right.  At the same time, Joe wasn’t about to let her go without a warning.   
 
    “Before you go, know this—we have our eyes on you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Elaine had made such a fuss about George’s work rival, my brother and I decided to pay George’s former place of employment a visit.  That should be interesting, not just because we could get some further information about Mike Griswold, but also because George had worked for Renegade Reggie’s RV Rodeo.  I was a fan of neither recreational vehicles nor of high-pressure sales, but both would be in heavy supply at the RV Rodeo.  That was, after we were able to squeak past the long line of cars waiting to turn in to the mall parking lot.    
 
    It was not the best time to be driving.  Judging by the congestion on the roads, I found it hard to believe that it was eleven thirty at night.  I expected that kind of traffic at five o’clock, but it was nearly unheard of for so many cars to be on the road so close to midnight.  That was the power of the holiday shopping season—it turned every hour into rush hour.  
 
    I was quickly reminded of why I steered clear of the mall at this time of year.  Fighting off soul-crushing crowds was one holiday tradition I was glad not to be a part of.  At that moment, I was thrilled that I had my shopping already done, and even more so that I had made most of my purchases online.  Internet shopping was made for me: no crowds, no stress, no hassle.  Apparently, these shoppers didn’t get that memo.   
 
    Once Joe put the mall traffic in his rearview, he turned into the parking lot of the RV Rodeo, which was located next door.  It was funny because with all the complaining I did about the rampant holiday consumerism, I owed it a thank you when it came to our next suspect.  If it was any other time of the year, Renegade Reggie’s wouldn’t even be open at such a late hour.  During the holidays, all bets were off.   
 
    Businesses were willing to burn the midnight oil to make a sale, even an RV dealer.  Thanks to the Sell-a-thon event that was going on, Joe and I were able to keep the investigative momentum going.   
 
    My brother and I were given an over-the-top greeting by a thirty-foot-tall inflatable Santa Clause stationed right inside the entrance.  I had seen a number of strange things during the course of a murder investigation, but this was near the top of the list.  The inflatable Santa Clause, while ridiculously oversized, at least fit in with the spirit of the season.  It was seeing it in the setting of the RV Rodeo that made me laugh.   
 
    Renegade Reggie was a lot of things, but subtle was not one of them.  The entrance to his business was decorated with an Old West façade.  That western motif carried all throughout the property.  While there was nothing wrong with an Old West-themed business, it did look out of place in a Florida coastal city like Hollywood.   
 
    It wasn’t just Reggie’s business that stood out like crazy.  Reggie Ward was a wild character himself.  As Joe and I moved through the brisk crowd of people scoping out new recreational vehicles, I spotted Reggie wearing an all-too-familiar outfit that I recognized from his schlocky television commercials.   
 
    The fifty-three-year-old sported a black cowboy hat, black leather cowboy boots, a tight pair of jeans overshadowed by a huge silver belt buckle, and a brown leather vest over a blue denim shirt.  He had a mustache as thick as his southern accent.  As I looked at him, everything about him was so old school that it was practically sepia-toned. 
 
    While our primary target for questioning was Mike Griswold, Joe and I knew it wouldn’t hurt to talk to Reggie as well.  After all, perhaps he and George weren’t on the best of terms either.    
 
    We approached Reggie armed with a slew of questions, but the RV huckster’s focus was on the crowd of customers browsing his lot.  Joe called out his name to get his attention.     
 
    “Reggie Ward,” Joe said.   
 
    The RV huckster turned to us.  “Guilty as charged.  Reggie’s the name, selling is my game.”  He took a moment to size us up as if he was trying to figure out how big of suckers we were.  “You two look like you’re here for the Drifter 5000.” 
 
    My face went blank with confusion.  “Drifter 5000?” 
 
    Reggie inclined his head toward a nearby behemoth of an RV and began slick-talking us.  “Yeah.  You guys got here just in time, too.  This model is top of the line.  Do you like amenities?  Because this baby’s got them in spades.  I’m telling you, it’s a luxury vehicle at a surprisingly affordable price.  Think I’m lying?  Check this out—you can get this fully loaded Drifter 5000 right now all for the rock bottom price of just a hundred and nine thousand.” 
 
    My eyes nearly popped out of my head.  Did I just hear that right?  No, I couldn’t have.   
 
    “Dollars?” I asked.   
 
    Reggie slathered his response in sarcasm.  “No.  Mexican pesos.”  He chuckled.  “Of course, dollars. 
 
    I looked at the RV.  Granted, it was as big as a boat, but it was still a house on wheels.  For that price, a person could almost buy an actual house—or they could at least put a sizable down payment on one.     
 
    Reggie kept talking as if I should be impressed by the so-called affordable price he had squawked at me, but I was just dumbfounded.   
 
    “You want a hundred and nine thousand dollars for that thing?” I replied.   
 
    Reggie wasn’t the least bit discouraged by my lack of interest.  If anything, that made him sell even harder.  “Little lady, I can see that you’re hung up on price, but I invite you to consider what such a luxurious vehicle can do for you.  When you hit the road, you can take all the comforts of home with you.  Or you can even make this your new home if you so choose.  The ability to travel in style like that is hard to put a price on.” 
 
    I didn’t know where he got the idea that I was a sucker, but he was dead wrong, and I wasn’t shy about letting him know that.  “What are you talking about?  You just did put a price on it—of over a hundred thousand dollars!” 
 
    Amazingly enough, he didn’t even skip a beat.  Instead, he just tried coming at me from a different sales angle.  “You’re right.  I did put a price on this of a hundred and nine thousand.  But that’s a complete steal when you think about the fact that this model usually retails for a hundred and fifty thousand.  That’s right.  If you take advantage of our Sell-a-thon pricing, you can save forty thousand dollars.  Talk about a deal.” 
 
    I had to give Reggie credit, he didn’t give up, despite my resounding lack of interest.  At the same time, my patience was wearing thin.  I realized that it was the holidays when hard selling was ruled the day, but just because he was desperate to make a deal didn’t mean I had to keep listening to his slick talking.   
 
    Before I had a chance to set Reggie straight, my brother spoke up.  It turned out Joe was just as tired of Reggie’s sales pitch as I was.   
 
    “Mr. Ward, we’re not here to buy a recreational vehicle,” Joe said.   
 
    I thought my brother had been pretty clear with his response.   
 
    Reggie was undeterred.  His focused remained annoyingly singular.  Making a sale was all that mattered to him.  “Right.  Of course.  You’re more of a fifth-wheeler or toy-hauler kind of guy.  You’re in luck.  I have a TH 45 Turbo model on sale right now for just forty-nine thousand.  I dare you to find a better deal than that.” 
 
    Never mind the fact that I didn’t know what a TH 45 Turbo model was.  More importantly, didn’t this guy take no for an answer?   
 
    My brother tried getting through to him again.  “Mr. Ward, you don’t understand.  We’re not here to buy anything.” 
 
    Reggie got a gleam in his eyes and pushed on.  “I’ll bet you aren’t.  You probably left the house tonight thinking you just came here to browse.  But let me tell you something—the minute you see how roomy this toy hauler is, you won’t be able to pass up this deal.” 
 
    Joe reached the end of his fuse.  He was determined to make a definitive statement that Reggie wouldn’t be able to misinterpret.  “Mr. Ward, we’re here about George Dolan.” 
 
    It didn’t seem like my brother had left any wiggle room in his statement, but Reggie managed to find some.   
 
    “I get it.  George probably told you to come in tonight because we’re having such a sales blowout, and now you’re feeling a little torn because you’re talking to me instead of him.  Rest assured, if George was here, I would be happy to let him have the pleasure of making the sale.  But here’s the problem.  He’s not in tonight, and I don’t want you missing out on these crazy deals.  After all, with prices this low, these puppies aren’t going to last long,” Reggie said.    
 
    Joe had tried almost every other permutation to get through to Reggie.   
 
    My brother made one last attempt to get to the point.  “Mr. Ward, we know George isn’t here.  He’s dead.”  
 
    That put an abrupt end to Reggie’s sales pitch.  He raised his eyebrows at my brother.  “What did you just say?” 
 
    “George Dolan is dead.  He was murdered earlier tonight,” Joe said.  
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s exactly what I thought you said,” Reggie replied.    
 
    “We need to ask you a few questions about him,” Joe said.   
 
    Reggie’s eyes widened as he pointed at himself.  “Me?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “Yeah.  Did anyone not get along with him?” 
 
    Reggie didn’t hesitate to produce a name.  “Mike Griswold.” 
 
    That immediately got my attention, especially since that was the same person George’s wife had referenced earlier.  Perhaps Elaine hadn’t been just trying to deflect the spotlight from herself.     
 
    Joe followed up.  “Why Mike?” 
 
    “He was pretty bent out of shape when I promoted George a few months ago instead of him,” Reggie replied.   
 
    Joe rubbed his chin.  “Interesting.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice that everyone kept referencing what a big slight it was for Mike to get passed over for this promotion.   
 
    A question popped into my mind.  “Let me guess.  The salesmen here are paid purely on commission, aren’t they?” 
 
    Reggie nodded.  “Yeah.  That’s why they are so cutthroat.”  
 
    “And this promotion that George got, was it a salaried position?” I asked.   
 
    Reggie nodded again.  “Sales manager is one of the few salaried positions here.” 
 
    “That explains a lot,” I said.   
 
    Reggie volunteered some more information.  “The promotion isn’t the only reason Mike hated George.”  
 
    “I’m all ears,” I replied.   
 
    “There’s also the affair that George was having with Mike’s girlfriend,” Reggie revealed.   
 
    It was a good thing I wasn’t chewing gum right then, or I would have spat it out.  Talk about a bombshell.  I was in such shock that I was only able to muster one word in response.  “Affair?” 
 
    “You didn’t know?  Mike caught George and his girlfriend together one night,” Reggie said.   
 
    I continued wrestling with my disbelief.  “Really?” 
 
    Reggie nodded.  “It was even more awkward because Kristal Stanfield was working here at the time.  The news of their affair really turned this place upside down for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    Joe latched on to an interesting detail.  “When you say that Kristal used to work here—” 
 
    “She quit a couple of weeks after news of the affair broke.  I guess it just got too awkward for her to keep coming in here day after day and having to work with George and Mike,” Reggie explained.   
 
    “I’ll bet,” Joe said.   
 
    “So wait.  Do you think Mike might have killed George?” Reggie asked.  
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” I said.   
 
    “Talk about some serious craziness.  I can’t believe George is gone.  He brought a lot of revenue in,” Reggie replied.   
 
    Really?  That was what he was thinking about after hearing George had been murdered?  His bottom line?  Where was his heart?  Maybe I had just answered my own question.   
 
    “You’re really thinking about money at a time like this?” I asked.   
 
    “No.  Of course, it’s sad that George is gone.  It’s just that you sprang this news on me in the middle of one of the busiest sales days of the year,” Reggie replied.   
 
    It was hard to tell if Reggie was telling the truth or not.   
 
    My brother dug deeper.  “Speaking of that, how did you and George get along?” 
 
    Reggie was very quick with his response.  “We got along just fine.”  
 
    Joe stared him down.  “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.”  A tone of annoyance came to Reggie’s voice.  “Why did you ask me that?” 
 
    “Why are you getting so defensive?” Joe said.    
 
    Reggie tensed up.  “Because you’re talking to me like I’m some kind of criminal.” 
 
    “I’m a homicide detective.  It’s my job to consider every possibility,” Joe replied.     
 
    “Go consider another one.   You’re wasting your time if you think I had anything to do with George’s death—”   
 
    Joe corrected him.  “Murder.” 
 
    “Right.  Murder,” Reggie said.  “Like I told you, Mike Griswold was the one with a huge ax to grind.” 
 
    “You’re awfully quick to point the finger of blame on Mike,” Joe said.   
 
    “And off yourself,” I added.   
 
    “I already told you, I had nothing to do with this,” Reggie replied.   
 
    “Prove it.  Where were you tonight between seven and eight o’clock?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I was here,” Reggie said.   
 
    “Do you have anyone to verify it?” Joe replied.   
 
    He sure did.  Not only did three different employees verify Reggie’s story, but Reggie also showed us security camera footage of him helping out various customers on the lot during the time of the murder.   
 
    Reggie was completely clean.  At the same time, one person was absent from those tapes—Mike Griswold.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time we got out of the RV Rodeo, it was after midnight.  Suddenly, time was working against us.  Even so, part of me wanted to keep investigating.  But while my heart was willing, both my mind and my body were as tired as could be.  That was especially discouraging, considering that murder cases were hard enough to solve even when my mind was sharp.   
 
    To do so when I was running on fumes put me at a drastic disadvantage.  On top of that, we were only halfway through our list of suspects.  If we kept pressing on, we could interview suspects until three in the morning.   
 
    I knew that I had reached the point of diminishing returns, but my brother was as hard to read as ever.  His tight-lipped expression didn’t give anything away.  It wasn’t until I heard him sigh that I knew the investigation had caught up with him.   
 
    After a brief discussion, we decided to pack it in for the night.  Joe assigned patrol cars to watch over the houses of the remaining suspects, just in case any of them decided to make a break for it.  From there, Joe drove me home where I prepared to regroup for another round of interviews in the morning.   
 
    It would be safe to say that I slept like a rock.  If only it was that easy to get to sleep every night.  There had been no tossing and turning, no staring at the ceiling while juggling with my thoughts, just the sleep of the dead.   
 
    The next morning, after getting caffeine in my system, I was refreshed and ready to tackle the case once again.  My brother picked me up at my house shortly after eight o’clock.  Before swinging by my place, Joe had checked in with the crime lab, hoping they had discovered something useful that could help us blow the investigation wide open.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.  It seemed that we were going to need a confession from the killer to solve this one.      
 
    Our first stop of the morning was Mike Griswold’s two-story tan Spanish-style house.  This interview should be interesting.  Both Renegade Reggie and Elaine Dolan had pointed the finger of suspicion at Mike.   
 
    It was eight thirty when we arrived at his place.  My brother had a chat with the patrol officer that he had assigned to keep tabs on the place.  The officer hadn’t seen any movement or anything unusual overnight.       
 
    Instead of immediately pounding on Mike’s door, we decided to hang back for a few minutes.  Joe and I sat patiently in his car, waiting for Mike to come out.  The previous evening, Renegade Reggie had told us that Mike was on the work schedule to come in at nine o’clock this morning.  That meant he’d have to leave pretty soon in order to arrive on time.     
 
    Sure enough, at eight thirty-nine, Mike came out his front door and walked toward his silver pickup truck, which was parked in the driveway.   
 
    Mike was a short man in his late forties with a round face, a few extra pounds around his midsection, and a head of rapidly graying hair.     
 
    Joe and I got out of our car and confronted him in the driveway.     
 
    My brother held up his badge as he addressed Mike.  “Mr. Griswold, Joe Hadley, Hollywood Police Department.” 
 
    Mike looked confused.  “Okay.  What are you doing here?”  
 
    “We’re here on some official police business,” Joe replied. 
 
    “I think you have the wrong house,” Mike said.   
 
    Joe held firm.  “That’s what you’d like us to think.  Trust me, we have the right house, Mr. Griswold.” 
 
    Mike kept trying to squirm out of the conversation.  “Look, I have to get to work—” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  This won’t take long.” 
 
    Mike gave Joe another puzzled look.  “What’s this about?” 
 
    “You had quite the rivalry with George Dolan, professionally and romantically,” Joe said.   
 
    Mike became more dismissive than ever.  “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Joe dropped the hammer.  “Because George was murdered last night.” 
 
    Mike stopped dead in his tracks.  In my mind, how he reacted to the news could be key.  I didn’t see any shock on his face, nor was there any grief.  Mike very calmly looked into my brother’s eyes.   
 
    “You two are definitely at the wrong house.  I didn’t even know George was dead,” Mike replied.     
 
    Joe stopped him from spinning his wheels.  “Stop the act.  We’re here for a very specific reason, and we’re not going to stop until we get answers.” 
 
    “I already told you, I need to get to work,” Mike insisted.   
 
    “If you answer our questions quickly and honestly, you’ll get to work in plenty of time.  Now, both you and George fought to get promoted to sales manager.  He ended up beating you out.  With George’s murder, however, there’s suddenly an open sales manager position, which you’d be in line to get it—” Joe started saying.   
 
    Mike interrupted him.  “Are you implying that I murdered George so I could become sales manager of the RV Rodeo?” 
 
    “Reggie told us that he runs a cutthroat business,” Joe said.   
 
    Mike scoffed.  “You’re really reaching here.” 
 
    I picked up where my brother had left off.  “That’s not all.  We also know that George was having an affair with your girlfriend.” 
 
    Mike gritted his teeth.  He tried to keep from blowing his top, but I could see the fire in his eyes.   
 
    I continued.  “By the way, are you and Kristal Stanfield still together?” 
 
    Mike lashed out at us.  “You can keep trying to pin this on me all you want.  I already told you, I had nothing to do with George’s murder.” 
 
    While Mike’s emotions boiled over, I wanted to keep an even temper.  The calmer I stayed, the more rational I would remain.   
 
    “I’ll take that as a no,” I replied. 
 
    Mike pled his innocence once again.  “I didn’t kill George.” 
 
    Joe gave him a critical look.  “That still remains to be seen.  One thing is clear—you definitely had a motive to commit murder.  The question is, did you have the opportunity?  Mr. Griswold, where were you last night between seven and eight o’clock?”   
 
    “I was at work,” he said.   
 
    Joe narrowed his eyes.  “Mr. Griswold, don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” Mike insisted.   
 
    “We talked to Reggie.  He told us you ended your shift at six,” Joe said.   
 
    Mike quickly revised his story.  “Right.  I meant that I was just coming home from work.” 
 
    Joe didn’t believe that explanation for a second.  “It doesn’t take two hours to get here from the RV Rodeo.” 
 
    “Have you seen the holiday traffic out there?” Mike said.   
 
    Joe stared him down.  “Even with the worst traffic jam that Hollywood has to offer, it still wouldn’t take you two hours to get back here.” 
 
    Mike added a new wrinkle to his story.  “I stopped at the grocery store on the way back.” 
 
    I had never heard a story change so much in the span of a few questions.  New information kept wringing out of him.  How many more layers would we need to peel back to get the truth out of him? 
 
    Joe raised his eyebrows at the suspect.     
 
    Mike could tell that we didn’t believe him.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, surprisingly producing a receipt. 
 
    “See?  I stopped at the grocery store,” Mike said.   
 
    Joe gave the receipt a thorough inspection but remained critical of Mike’s story.   
 
    “You did stop at the store.  The only problem is that this receipt is time-stamped at six fifty-two.  The murder occurred between seven and eight,” Joe replied.   
 
    “I came right home after grocery shopping,” Mike said.   
 
    “How do we know that?” I asked.   
 
    “Look at the receipt.  I bought a bunch of frozen food and other perishables.  Those aren’t the kinds of things that you want to let sit in your car for any extended period of time,” Mike said. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like I’m a moron.  I know it’s unwise to leave frozen food sitting in the car for too long,” I replied.   
 
    “Then you know how ridiculous it would be to stop into the grocery shopping to buy a slew of frozen food and head over to George’s house afterward to kill him,” Mike reasoned.   
 
    I came up with my own rival theory.  “Or maybe you specifically bought all that frozen food because you knew it would make a good cover story.” 
 
    Mike vehemently shook his head.  “No.  I didn’t go over to George’s house last night.  I drove right home from the grocery store.” 
 
    “You keep saying that, but do you have anyone who can verify that?” I asked.   
 
    “No.  I was shopping alone,” Mike replied.   
 
    “Exactly.  Which means you could just be lying to us,” I said.   
 
    Mike groaned.  “This is ridiculous.  You’re talking to the wrong person.” 
 
    I stared him down.  “Really?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yes.  Do you know who should be on your radar?” 
 
    I interrupted him.  “Mike, we’re talking to you.” 
 
    Mike didn’t give up.  He was determined to point the blame elsewhere.  “You need to talk to Elaine.” 
 
    Instead of fighting with him, I decided to indulge him.   
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “To start, they were in the middle of a bitter divorce,” Mike said.   
 
    “We know that,” I replied.    
 
    He questioned me.  “Do you really?  Because let me tell you, their divorce was more contentious than anything I have ever seen.” 
 
    That story ran completely contradictory to what Elaine had told us.  Granted, I hadn’t believed her when she told us her divorce was going seamlessly, but Mike was giving us a startlingly different take.   
 
    “It turns out we’ve seen a lot,” I said.   
 
    “Then you know how mad Elaine was at George.  With good reason.  I mean, it takes a lot of nerve to cheat on your wife then fight her tooth and nail in divorce court for every last penny,” Mike said.    
 
    Apparently, we had underestimated just how rancorous George’s divorce truly was.  Thanks to Mike, we had some new fodder to use against Elaine Dolan.  It would definitely come in handy when we questioned her a second time.  That being said, I wasn’t about to let Mike steer this conversation so far away from himself.  
 
    My brother realized the discussion was getting far afield as well and brought things back on point.  “Mr. Griswold, we know what you’re doing.  You can’t keep deflecting, especially since we have a number of other issues to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Take, for example, Kristal Stanfield cheating on you,” I said.   
 
    “It’s not as big of an issue as you seem to think it is,” Mike replied.   
 
    Now I was the one in disbelief.  “Really?  George Dolan was sleeping with your girlfriend, and you’re going to pretend like it wasn’t a big issue?  Come on.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t happy finding out that Kristal was messing around on me, but our relationship was already falling apart before I found out about her and George,” Mike said.   
 
    I called him out.  “Mike, what did I tell you about not treating us like morons?” 
 
    He defended himself.  “I’m not.  Seriously.  Kristal and I had been fighting constantly.  We were on the verge of breaking up anyway, even if she hadn’t been sleeping around.”   
 
    I gave him an incredulous stare.  “That’s hard to believe.”   
 
    “It’s the truth,” Mike insisted.   
 
    Joe jumped back into the conversation.  “Unfortunately, you have no way of proving that either.  Every word out of your mouth is uncorroborated.  Do you have anything to say in your defense that you can actually prove?” 
 
    As so often happened with suspects that were backed into a corner, Mike completely shut down on us.  “I don’t have anything else to say to you.”  
 
    While we would have liked to keep pumping him with questions, we knew he was done talking to us.  And lacking any solid evidence against him, we couldn’t force him to answer our questions.  That left us with no choice but to let him go.   
 
    But first, my brother got the last word in.  “I have something else to say.  Don’t even think about leaving town.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After all the dirt the other suspects had given us on Elaine Dolan, a second visit to her house was in order.  I wasn’t looking forward to it.  She had been combative enough the first time we talked to her.  Another conversation had the potential to become even more explosive.  At the same time, if we could get the information we were looking for out of her, it would all be worth it.   
 
    I stood nervously at Elaine’s front door as we waited for her to answer.  Shortly after he finished his second set of knocks, Elaine swung the door open.  To say she wasn’t happy to see us would have been a gross understatement.  She had a head full of steam and wasted no time in teeing off on us.      
 
    “You two have a lot of nerve,” she said.   
 
    My brother wasn’t about to let a suspect bark at him like that.  “Need I remind you that I’m a police detective?” 
 
    Elaine didn’t let up with her tone of voice at all.  “Did you come back with any evidence to arrest me with?  Or do you only have more wild speculation?” 
 
    Joe continued to demand respect from Elaine.  “Do not raise your voice to me.” 
 
    Elaine wasn’t deterred.  If anything, my brother’s lack of an answer to her question only emboldened her.  “I didn’t think you had anything on me.  The fact that you don’t gives me all the more reason to be angry at you for intruding in my life like this.” 
 
    It was time to put a stop to her railing against us.  I spoke up.  “I wouldn’t say that we have nothing.” 
 
    Elaine turned her ire on me.  She shot a glare my way.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You lied to us,” I replied.   
 
    She became defensive.  “About what?” 
 
    “We know your divorce wasn’t nearly as seamless as you let on,” I said.   
 
    Joe piled on.  “From what we heard, George was determined to fight you for every penny.” 
 
    Instead of becoming more defensive, Elaine continued lashing out.  “Mike Griswold told you that, didn’t he?  That weasel.  Can’t you see?  He was just trying to throw the blame off himself.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who told us,” Joe argued.   
 
    “Yes, it does,” Elaine replied.  “You talked to Mike.  Tell me he isn’t just dripping in guilt.” 
 
    “You are both guilty of trying to deflect our questions, but we’re not stopping until we get answers.  We don’t care who is pointing the finger at who.  All we care about is the truth,” Joe explained.   
 
    “Then go hound Mike.  I already answered your questions,” Elaine insisted.   
 
    “That may be so, but you didn’t tell us the whole truth.  For example, we know the real reason you filed for divorce was because George was having an affair with Kristal Stanfield,” I said.   
 
    “Who was Mike’s girlfriend at the time.  Talk about a motive,” Elaine argued.   
 
    “For both him and you,” I pointed out. 
 
    Elaine groaned as she looked ready to blow her top completely.  “I’m only going to say this one more time.  I didn’t have anything to do with George’s murder.”  
 
    “You keep saying that, but with no proof, they are just empty words,” Joe replied.     
 
    Elaine fired back.  “Last time I checked, you don’t have any proof, either.  Now, I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    Joe tried to stop her.  “We’re not done here.” 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Elaine replied.     
 
    My brother and I had come back there thinking we could wriggle some crucial information out of Elaine.  Instead, we only managed to upset her to the point that she slammed her front door in our faces.   
 
    What an anticlimactic end to the conversation, not to mention the last way I wanted the interview to end.   
 
    Unfortunately, as much as it bothered me to admit, Elaine was right.  With no hard evidence pinning her to the crime, we couldn’t force her to talk.  That left us with no choice but to move on.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My brother and I were now left with one final suspect.  While Kristal Stanfield was last on our list, she certainly wasn’t least, especially considering that she was George’s former mistress.   
 
    Joe and I approached the green front door of her brown stucco bungalow not knowing exactly what to expect.  Even so, when she answered the door after only a few knocks, it took us by surprise.  That almost never happened.  Typically, my brother had to pound on a door a number of times before he could rouse a suspect.   
 
    If the quick answer from Kristal wasn’t odd enough, she also gave us a warm greeting.  That would surely change when we revealed why we were there, but the hospitality was nice while it lasted.   
 
    Kristal was an athletic woman in her early thirties with long strawberry-blond hair in a ponytail.  With her hair pulled back, I noticed both her crystal blue eyes and her angular face even more.  She wore yoga pants and a hooded sweatshirt.  What caught my eye the most was what she had in her hand.   
 
    Kristal held a glass filled with some kind of green concoction.  It looked like a kale and spinach smoothie, which was popular with both dieters and hardcore fitness enthusiasts .  I knew those smoothies all too well from my previous career as an actress.  Kale and spinach were great at keeping the pounds off, but they weren’t so inviting to the taste buds.       
 
    Thankfully, since leaving Tinseltown, I had also eliminated kale and spinach as a staple in my diet.  That being said, just looking at Kristal’s smoothie gave me flashbacks to years past, when keeping a slim figure was almost as crucial to maintaining my acting career as my actual acting ability was.      
 
    While I was fixated on Kristal’s drink, my brother flashed his police badge at her and explained why we were there.   
 
    “I can’t believe George is dead,” Kristal replied. 
 
    Joe elaborated.  “He’s not just dead.  He was murdered.” 
 
    “That’s even worse.”  Kristal sighed.  “What sad news.” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “It is, but we’re determined to make sure that justice is served in this case.” 
 
    Kristal scrunched her nose.  “Okay.  Only, what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “We were hoping you could help,” Joe said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    Kristal shrugged.  “All right.  Come on in.”       
 
    I couldn’t believe it.  I had fully expected her to clam up or become antagonistic with us.  Instead, she invited us inside her house, no questions asked.  What a head-scratcher.   
 
    I felt as if we had wandered into some alternate reality, especially when I saw how nonchalant she was being.  Either she didn’t truly grasp what was going on, or she didn’t have anything to hide from us.  I had to find out which it was. 
 
    Kristal wasn’t done defying my expectations.  “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    I realized that I could use her smoothie as a talking point to slowly ease our way into the interview.  After all, the smoothie definitely looked out of place during the holidays, a time of year when diets traditionally went south to die.   
 
    “Maybe if that was eggnog,” I said.   
 
    Kristal recoiled.  “Eggnog?  Blech.  That stuff is gross.” 
 
    “I think it fits right in with the spirit of the holidays,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe so, but I work hard for this body.  I’m not going to torpedo all my dieting efforts just because it’s the holidays.  To me, green smoothies are always in season,” Kristal replied.   
 
    That was the epitome of blech in my mind.  Then again, I wasn’t there to judge her on her diet decisions.  At the same time, I did see an opening to transition into the more pressing matters at hand.     
 
    “I’ll pass,” I said.   
 
    “Me too,” Joe added.   
 
    “Your call.  Different strokes for different folks,” Kristal replied.   
 
    I slid in a sly question.  “Did George Dolan like those green smoothies of yours?” 
 
    Kristal gave me a puzzled look.  “How would I know?” 
 
    I stared her down.  “Kristal, we know you had an affair with George.” 
 
    Kristal put her hands on her hips and appeared perplexed.  “Why are you bringing that up?” 
 
    “Do you really not get it?  Because he was just murdered last night,” I replied.   
 
    Kristal calmly disputed my point.  “I had nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “You say that, but your affair led to both George’s divorce and your relationship with Mike Griswold breaking up.  That’s a serious motive for murder.” 
 
    “Motive?”  Kristal shook her head.  “No, you’ve got it all wrong.” 
 
    “So your affair didn’t lead to George’s divorce?” 
 
    Kristal sighed.  “Okay, so it probably didn’t help.” 
 
    It took some nimble work to wade through her answers.  Not only did she refuse to admit to anything, but she acted as though understatement was her best friend.   
 
    “How about Mike Griswold?  You have to be willing to admit that your affair tore your relationship apart,” I said.   
 
    She lowered her head.  “It was the beginning of the end, all right.” 
 
    “Beginning of the end or the final nail in the coffin?” I asked.   
 
    Kristal bit the corner of her lip.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Before Mike found out about your affair, was your relationship on solid ground, or were you already fighting a lot?” I asked.  
 
    She stared me down.  “How did you know that we had already been fighting a lot?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know these things,” I said.   
 
    “That being said, I didn’t have anything to do with George’s death,” Kristal replied.   
 
    My brother jumped back into the conversation.  “Murder,” he corrected.  “And you can keep saying that all you want, but there’s no denying that you are a suspect in this case.”  
 
    She tried to shrug him off.  “Don’t be ridiculous.”   
 
    Joe held firm.  “Do I look like I’m joking?”   
 
    Kristal’s eyes grew wide.  “Wow, did you come to the wrong place.”   
 
    Joe scoffed.  “It’s crazy.  Every suspect says that, but none can prove their innocence.” 
 
    Kristal stared my brother down.  “Try me.” 
 
    Joe fired right back at her.  “Fine.  Where were you between seven and eight last night?” 
 
    “I was teaching an aerobics class,” Kristal replied.   
 
    “If that’s true then there should be plenty of people who can verify your story,” Joe said.   
 
    She nodded.  “There is.  You can ask any of my students.  Or you can just go to Fitness 4 All Gym on Bleacher Street.  They have security cameras all over the place.”   
 
    “You’d better not be lying to us,” Joe said.   
 
    Kristal didn’t waver.  “I’m not.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Joe said.     
 
    No wonder Kristal had been so nonchalant.  Unlike most of the other suspects, she actually had an alibi.  Or a supposed alibi.  My brother and I headed over to the gym to see if Kristal had been telling us the truth.  Much to our surprise, when we arrived at the gym, the general manager pulled the security tapes from the previous night for us.  As we watched the footage play back in front of us, whatever doubt was in our minds over Kristal’s alibi completely evaporated.   
 
    There was no mistaking what we saw.  Just as she had told us, Kristal had been teaching an aerobics class during the time of the murder.  After seeing the footage exonerating Kristal of any wrongdoing, we had no choice but to cross her off our suspect list.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My brother and I had suddenly hit a brick wall in our investigation.  There were no other suspects left to question and no more leads to follow up on.  All we had was plenty of suspicions to go around. 
 
    We both knew it would be wise to take a break.  If we pulled back, maybe it would give us a little perspective on this case.  At the least, it would give our minds a rest.   
 
    In my heart, I felt like we were close to cracking this case.  All we needed was to catch a break.  My brother dropped me off at home, where my aging Labrador retriever, Buster, was waiting for me.  Even though he was fifteen years old, he still craved just as many walks as when he was a puppy.   
 
    I was happy to oblige.  My thoughts tended to wander when I was out for a walk.  That reprieve from the case could really come in handy.   
 
    “Does someone want a walk?” I asked.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    Buster wagged his tail vigorously while I attached his leash to his collar.   
 
    It was a clear, cool day outside.  There was a briskness in the air.  Buster didn’t care about any of that.  He just wanted to sniff anything and everything in sight: trees, mailboxes, cars.  It was a little bit of a misnomer to say that I took Buster out for a walk.  He was the one who walked me.   
 
    That was how I found myself in front of George Dolan’s house.  Buster had caught sight of a squirrel and chased it until the furry little bugger scurried up a tree.  My dog’s focus remained on the squirrel that now happily sat atop one of the tree’s branches.  
 
    I couldn’t help but stare at George’s place.  In the daytime, his hundreds of strands of lights didn’t look like anything special.  If anything, it was the yellow police tape that stood out to me at the moment.  It was only at night that the place lit up and truly came alive.  Then again, being there during the daytime could prove fortuitous.  The last time I was there was at night, without my trusty dog at my side.   
 
    If Buster was so eager to sniff things, I would give him a new venue to poke around.  I looked to my left and right to make sure no one was watching us, then I led Buster behind George’s house to his back patio.   
 
    I didn’t know what I was searching for exactly.  My brother’s forensics team had thoroughly gone over the backyard for any evidence and had found nothing.  Still, I felt like it wouldn’t hurt for Buster’s nose to have a chance to sniff something out.   
 
    After my dog had sniffed every inch of the backyard with no luck, I decided to cut through Bill Goldman’s backyard and head toward Cardinal Drive.  That had most likely been the killer’s escape route.  After all, on the night of the murder, the front of George’s house had been entirely lit up with bright lights.  The murderer had probably parked on Cardinal Drive then cut through Bill’s yard to get to George’s back patio.   
 
    As I walked, I looked around for anything that caught my eye.  It was then I saw something interesting.  The night of the murder, my brother and I had come back here as well, but it had been very dark then.   
 
    Now, in the daylight, other details about the street and the neighbors’ houses came into view.  I focused on Amy Maloney’s house, which was across the street and one house over from Bill Goldman’s.  As I looked closer, of specific interest to me was what I saw mounted above Amy’s front porch.  Suddenly, what I had completely missed in the dark stood out to me in the light.  After all my searching, I found myself staring down the key to blowing this case wide open.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After I met with Amy Maloney, my hunch was confirmed.  What a fateful walk that had proven to be.  Suddenly, the case was no longer stale.  Having been injected with new life, I knew the time to strike was now.  I called my brother and asked him to meet with me.  From there, armed with the new investigative ammunition, we headed over to Renegade Reggie’s RV Rodeo.    
 
    A short time later, Mike Griswold entered his boss’s office, obviously expecting to see Renegade Reggie sitting at his desk.  Imagine his surprise when Mike saw me sitting there instead.   
 
    Mike snarled at me.  “What are you doing here?  Where’s Reggie?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about your boss.  You’re the one who should be worrying right now,” I said.   
 
    “Nice try, but I’m out of here,” Mike snapped.   
 
    He turned around to walk away.   
 
    My brother appeared in the doorway behind him and blocked his way.  Mike wasn’t going anywhere.   
 
    “Not so fast, Mr. Griswold.  We need to talk to you,” Joe said.   
 
    Mike narrowed his eyes.  “I don’t have anything more to say to either of you.”  
 
    “That’s fine with us.  We’ll do the talking,” I said.  “To start, it’s time for you to come clean.” 
 
    Confusion was all over Mike’s face.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Mike, we know you killed George,” I said.   
 
    Mike continued to plead his innocence.  “How can you possibly know that?  Especially since I didn’t do it.” 
 
    I pounded my fist on the desk.  “Stop lying.” 
 
    He tried arguing with me again.  “I’m not—” 
 
    I reached into my purse, pulled out a digital videotape, and threw it on the table.  “This tape says otherwise.” 
 
    Mike stared at the tape with laser-like focus.  “Where did that come from?” 
 
    I filled him in.  “A security camera mounted over Amy Maloney’s front porch on Cardinal Drive.  But let me be clear.  Where the tape came from isn’t nearly as interesting as what is on the tape.” 
 
    Mike got choked up and fell silent.  
 
    “This tape shows you parking on the street in front of Bill Goldman’s house at seven fifteen on the night of the murder.  From there, you cut through Bill Goldman’s yard, heading toward George’s backyard.  At seven nineteen, there is video of you returning from George’s place as you went back through Bill Goldman’s yard on the way back to your car.  After that, the footage recorded you starting your car and speeding away,” I said.  “Now what do you have to say for yourself?”  
 
    Words failed Mike at that moment.  Actions did not.  In a panic, he reached out and grabbed the tape.   
 
    I chuckled.  “Go ahead.  That tape is all yours.  We made copies.” 
 
    “Many copies,” my brother added.   
 
    I stared Mike down.  “Like I said, we know you killed George.  It’s time to come clean.” 
 
    Mike shook his head in denial.  “No.  This can’t be happening.” 
 
    I turned up the heat.  “Oh, it’s happening, all right.  It must really burn you.  There you were, thinking you had gotten away with murder, but it’s over.  Come clean.” 
 
    Mike averted his eyes and lowered his head.  A moment later, he took a deep breath and groaned.  “George destroyed my life.  It was one thing getting beat out for that promotion.  That was bad enough.  The pain he caused me didn’t stop there, though.  I was still reeling from the news of losing that promotion to him when I caught him sleeping with my girlfriend.  That was the last nail in the coffin.  No way was I going to take that lying down.  I was going to get my revenge at all costs.  I knew the thing that gave him the most joy in life was the holiday light display he put up every year.  So I figured there was no better way to get my revenge than by strangling him with his own lights.” 
 
    I shook my head is disgust.  “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    There was no remorse on Mike’s face.  “I don’t regret what I did.  I only regret getting caught.”   
 
    “I’m sure you will have plenty more regrets when you spend the rest of your life behind bars,” I replied.   
 
    My brother handcuffed Mike and read him his rights before loading him into the back of his squad car.  From there, I could finally breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that this case was behind us.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Typically, I needed a bit of a transition period to catch my breath after solving a case.  Then again, most of my sleuthing didn’t take place smack dab against a major holiday.  With the killer behind bars, I found myself yearning to return to my Christmas preparations, sooner rather than later.   
 
    I was so determined to get my holiday spirit back that I skipped my customary celebratory post-sleuthing donut with my brother.  Joe didn’t understand why I was in such a rush to return home.  Then again, he didn’t love Christmas nearly as much as I did.  This was one of my favorite times of the year.  I didn’t want to miss out on any of the festivities.  In addition, after the way I had abruptly said goodbye to my boyfriend and scurried off to investigate the murder, I wanted to reconnect with Daniel.  
 
    My plan was to freshen up then treat my boyfriend to dinner and a movie.  When I returned home, it became clear that Daniel had some alternate plans of his own, not to mention a sizable surprise for me.   
 
    When my brother dropped me off in front of my house, I was greeted with two different treats.  The first was Daniel standing out front, waiting for me.  The second was a visual delight that was an absolute feast for my eyes.  It turned out that my boyfriend had been busy in my absence.  While I was off solving the murder case, Daniel had waged war against my box of tangled Christmas lights.  Even better, he had emerged victorious.   
 
    I looked in awe at the Christmas lights that had been strung up all over the front of my house.  It was nice and modest display, nothing garish like the lighting explosion over at George Dolan’s place.  I loved that the lights at my house were festive but not over the top.  What was even more impressive to me at that moment was the fact that lights were strung up at all.   
 
    Daniel greeted me with a big smile as I got out of my car.   
 
    “Wow,” I said, still fixated on the Christmas lights.   
 
    “Welcome home,” he replied.   
 
    My eyes were still wide looking at his handiwork.  “This is amazing.  Honey, did you really do all of this?” 
 
    He nodded.  “You’re not the only one who has been busy lately.” 
 
    I let it all soak in, not just the fact that the lights were up, but that my boyfriend had gone out of his way to string them up for me.  “I’ll say.  What a kind gesture.  I can’t believe you really did this for me.”   
 
    “I guess that means you like it, then?”    
 
    “Of course I do.  You know how much Christmas lights frustrate me, so the fact that I don’t have to wrestle with them this year makes me incredibly happy.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I did this.  I figured you could use a break.  Besides, you’ve had your mind on more pressing matters lately.  The last thing you needed was to come back and have to stare down a box of tangled lights.” 
 
    “Still, you didn’t have to do this for me,” I said. 
 
    “I know.  I just wanted to.”   
 
    I felt so touched by his kind gesture.  A big smile came to my face as I gazed deep into his eyes.  “You’re such a sweet boyfriend.” 
 
    Daniel remained modest.  “It was the least I could do.  I don’t like seeing you unhappy, and untangling those lights was getting you really worked up.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Just a little,” I said, understating things.  I switched my focus.  “By the way, how did you manage to get the lights untangled?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    I became highly confused.   
 
    Daniel explained himself.  “I bought a couple of boxes of new lights.” 
 
    “Good call,” I replied.   
 
    “Yeah.  I have learned that sometimes it is worth it to spend a couple of extra bucks to spare yourself from aggravation.”   
 
    “My lack of patience deeply thanks you for that sentiment.”   
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You know, it was a little dicey back there for a while, but it looks like it’s going to be a happy holiday after all.” 
 
    “It’s already a happy holiday because I have you in my life,” Daniel replied.   
 
    I was so overcome with emotion that I wrapped my arms around my boyfriend.  How did he always know the sweetest thing to say at any given moment?  To some women, romance was flowers, diamonds, and boxes of chocolate.  Call me a simple woman, but having Christmas lights strung up for me and getting a heartfelt compliment sent my way was as romantic as possible.     
 
    I peered into his eyes, as smitten as could be.  “Bring on the mistletoe.” 
 
    “Who says we need mistletoe?” Daniel replied.   
 
    Daniel leaned in and gave me a deep kiss that nearly took my breath away.  Even after all the time we had been dating, he still had the ability to sweep me off my feet.  That in and of itself was a wonderful gift.   
 
    When he finally pulled back from the kiss, I had to catch my breath.   
 
    “You’re right.  Mistletoe is completely optional,” I said.   
 
    The End. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We, the jury, find the defendant not guilty.”   
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes as I watched the television.  It had to be a mistake.     
 
    “Did I just hear that right?  Did that foreman really just say ‘not guilty’?” I asked.   
 
    My boyfriend, Daniel Jacobsen, reluctantly nodded.   
 
    No.  This couldn’t be happening.  It had to be a mistake.  Of all the murder cases that had ever gone before a jury in Hollywood, Florida, this one seemed to be the most clear-cut.  I didn’t know anyone who believed Walter Clayton was innocent.  When the television cameraman zoomed in on Walter’s face in the courtroom before the verdict had been read, even he looked like he expected to be convicted of killing his ex-girlfriend, Sadie Cambridge.    
 
    Yet the jury surprised us all.  I could not take this news sitting down.  This had some dire implications not just for my emotions but for those closest to me.  My brother, Joe Hadley, the local police detective, had done painstaking work to build up the case against Walter.  I had no doubt that he was sitting in the police station in absolute shock, counting down the minutes until his shift ended so he could crack open a cold beer to wash this awful news away.   
 
    If Joe felt awful, the Cambridge family felt infinitely worse.  The television cut to a shot of Sadie’s parents, Mark and Julie Cambridge, sitting in the courtroom, wrestling with equal parts rage and shock.  My heart went out to them, as well as to Sadie’s brother, David, and Sadie’s fiancé, Adam Leary, who were just as appalled by the news.   
 
    As a stunning contrast, the television cut to a close-up of Walter Clayton’s face next.  He had the expression of a man who couldn’t believe he’d just gotten acquitted.  Walter wasn’t alone.  There was plenty of disbelief to go around.   
 
    I let out a huge groan.  “I can’t believe that he just got away with murder.” 
 
    By that point, I was so angry at the jury that I wanted to storm over to the courthouse and read them the riot act.  The district attorney had laid the case out on a silver platter.  According to the prosecutor, last year, on September twenty-fifth, Walter Clayton had gone over to Sadie Cambridge’s house to tell her that he still loved her.  According to Walter’s testimony, when he arrived, the house had been broken into and trashed by a burglar.  Walter had found Sadie’s dead body on the ground in the kitchen with a gash on the back of her head.   
 
    The problem with Walter’s testimony and his insinuation that this was the work of a burglar was the distinct lack of evidence to support his claim.  The murder weapon, a frying pan, which had been wiped clean of fingerprints, seemed like an odd instrument for a burglar to use to kill a victim.  Wouldn’t a burglar have brought a knife or gun with them?   
 
    Also, the fact that the weapon had been left at the scene but had been wiped clean was highly suspicious.  Why would the alleged burglar have taken the time to wipe the weapon down but not bring it with them? 
 
    Even more suspicious was the fact that nothing had been stolen from Sadie’s house that evening.  Both her purse and the cash she had in her wallet remained untouched, as did ample jewelry and various antiques that were displayed in the living room.  What burglar would break into a house and not take any of that? 
 
    In addition, after a thorough investigation, police never found this “phantom” burglar that Walter insisted had committed the crime.  The district attorney believed just as I did that Walter and Sadie had gotten into a bitter argument that ended with him killing her.  Then, to cover his tracks, he trashed the place in an attempt to make it look like a burglary gone wrong.   
 
    To me, his story reeked of a lousy cover-up.  Apparently, the jury believed otherwise.  Unfortunately, twelve very misguided souls on that jury had just set a killer free.  In a short time, Walter would be released and could roam the streets as he pleased.  That sickened me.   
 
    This was personal to me, mostly because I knew Sadie personally.  We’d gone to school together years before.  We’d played on the same lacrosse team in high school and had gone to theater camp together.  Our friendship had spanned decades.  When I moved to California to embark on an acting career, she was the first to wish me luck.   
 
    During my time in Tinseltown, we hadn’t kept in as great of contact as I would have liked.  So when I moved back to Florida nine months ago and opened my own animal shelter, I was delighted when she was one of the first people to stop by, looking to both adopt a cat and reconnect with me.   
 
    After catching up with her at the shelter, I was determined to rekindle our friendship, only for her to be murdered less than two weeks later.  It was a devastating turn of events.  Now, almost a year later, I still hadn’t fully come to grips with it. 
 
    Ever since Walter’s arrest, I’d been waiting for justice to be served.  Now it looked like it never would be.  That was the hardest pill to swallow.   
 
    “A jury of our peers?”  I scoffed.  “Yeah, right.  How could this happen?” 
 
    I looked to Daniel for answers, but he had none.  He didn’t even have the right words to express his emotions.  Not that any words could accurately describe the disbelief.  It was written all over his face.  Even though we both felt the same way, I felt that venting our frustrations could really help us.   
 
    I tried to get a response from him.  “Well?” 
 
    He opened his mouth, but no words came out.  At least, not at first.  Finally, he was able to piece together a sentence.  I thought he’d rage against the verdict, but he instead hit on a point that hadn’t yet occurred to me.   
 
    “I don’t know what to say, except that I feel so sorry for the Cambridge family.” 
 
    Right then, my focus shifted.  I’d been so outraged about the fact that the jury had gotten things so blatantly wrong that the Cambridge family’s suffering had faded into the background until right then.  As I gave their plight my full attention, I couldn’t help but tear up a little.  I was a complete wreck, and Sadie had just been my friend—it must have been infinitely more devastating for them.   
 
    After all, with Sadie’s murder, Mark and Julie Cambridge had lost their only daughter, while their son David Cambridge had lost his dear sister.  For the Cambridges, their only solace was seeing Sadie’s murderer behind bars.  With him being acquitted, all bets were off.   
 
    Not only was Sadie gone, but her killer would be roaming free.  Things were no better for Adam Leary.  He had gotten engaged to Sadie shortly before her murder.  He’d planned on spending the rest of his life with her.  Suddenly, the phrase “until death do us part” took on all new meaning.     
 
    “I can’t even imagine what they are going through,” I said.   
 
    While my boyfriend had been in too much shock to respond to much of my ranting, he finally found the right words to encapsulate his emotions.  “This is a sad day—for the Cambridges, for justice, and for our city.  I mean, we’re going to have a murderer walking amongst us.  I don’t know how things will ever be the same.” 
 
    I didn’t know that they would either.  How could they?  This verdict was like a tidal wave.  The question became, how destructive would it be? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning started with an abrupt change of plans.  After staying up late, I wanted nothing more than to sleep in.  That was always a bold plan with a Labrador retriever in the house.  Yet, surprisingly, it wasn’t my dog, Buster, that woke me from a dead sleep. 
 
    Instead, my peaceful slumber was interrupted by an unexpected phone call.  I couldn’t believe it.  Shuteye had been so hard to come by.  I’d stayed awake well into the night, thinking about the grave injustice of Walter’s acquittal, how crazy the world was, and how different things would be in town with him walking free.   
 
    Finally, an hour after I’d put my head down on my pillow, I drifted off.  The next thing I knew, it was morning and I was being woken up by a phone call.  
 
    When I looked at the time on the caller ID screen, I was amazed.  Was it really almost eight in the morning?  Maybe the call wasn’t so awful after all.  I was supposed to meet Joe and Daniel for breakfast at Home Sweet Home Cooking, my boyfriend’s restaurant, in fifteen minutes.   
 
    There was a fat chance of that happening unless they didn’t mind seeing me in my pajamas.  Even if they did, I had more dignity than to go out in public looking like I treated the world as one big slumber party.   
 
    After seeing Joe’s name pop up on caller ID, I got ready to tell him that I had to push our breakfast until eight-thirty.  When I picked up the phone, I quickly realized that I wasn’t the only one looking to make a change of plans.  But while I just wanted to reschedule for a few minutes later, Joe was calling to cancel meeting for breakfast altogether.   
 
    I knew something big must have come up for Joe to pass up getting a stack of the restaurant’s famous fluffy pancakes.  It turned out I was right.   
 
    “Wait a minute.  Why are you canceling?” I asked.   
 
    There was a somber tone in Joe’s voice as he replied.  “There’s been a murder.”  
 
    A chill raced down my spine.  Very few things could distract my mind from buttery pancakes drenched in delicious maple syrup, but that was one of them.  My body tensed up at the mere mention of the word “murder.”   
 
    When I was living in Los Angeles, murders were a common occurrence.  Part of the reason I’d moved back to my hometown of Hollywood, Florida, was to avoid such grisly crimes.  Yet my hometown had fallen prey to another murder.   
 
    It was never a good sign when the number of homicides exceeded the number of hurricanes in the last year.  Both represented dubious statistics.  Now, if we were in Miami or even Tampa, maybe I’d understand.  But Hollywood, Florida?  Things like this weren’t supposed to happen here.   
 
    When I cast aside my frustrations about the beating that my hometown’s reputation was taking, my thoughts turned to the specifics of the crime.  Even without knowing any specifics, my first instinct was to suspect that Walter Clayton had killed someone.   
 
    With him acquitted and freely roaming the streets, there was no doubt in my mind that trouble wasn’t far behind.  It almost seemed inevitable to me.  The man had already gotten away with murder once.  When someone was able to beat the system like that, they sometimes believed the law no longer applied to them.   
 
    Feelings of invincibility aside, Walter also held a number of grudges.  He didn’t feel that he should have been a murder suspect in the first place.  Perhaps, upon his release, he’d set out to settle an old score.   
 
    Still, I held out hope, however small, that this killing was unrelated to Walter Clayton.    
 
    “Who is the victim?” I asked.   
 
    After all I’d seen and investigated in the past, I didn’t think I could be surprised anymore.  I couldn’t have been more wrong.  Joe’s answer completely floored me.   
 
    “Walter Clayton.” 
 
    I almost did a double take.  Wait a minute.  Did I hear that right?  I had to get a clarification.   
 
    “Hold on.  Did you just say Walter was the victim and not the perpetrator?” 
 
    “I did.”   
 
    I was hoping I’d heard that wrong, but there was no mistaking what he’d said.  This news changed everything.  I was completely stunned, so much so that I had trouble even formulating a response.   
 
    Joe had no such difficulty.  He continued.  “Walter’s body was found this morning in his home.”  
 
    I was still reeling and could only muster one thought.  “That’s unbelievable.” 
 
    He had a stern tone in his voice.  “That’s one word for it.”  
 
    Clearly, he had different terminology in mind.   
 
    “What would you go with?” I said.   
 
    His answer was quick and direct.  “Maddening.” 
 
    I don’t think I’d ever heard that word come out of his mouth.  In my mind, it was a curious choice.     
 
    “Maddening?” I asked.   
 
    Sure, a man was dead, but he was hardly some innocent bystander.  This was someone most people believed should have been spending the rest of his life in prison or even been put on death row.  A man who was suddenly freed and could do whatever he wanted, including kill again if he so chose.  While his fate had been executed in the harshest of manners, I had to admit that the strongest emotion inside me right then was relief to have him off the streets.     
 
    Joe disagreed.  “Hope, this isn’t the Old West.  We can’t just have people taking the law into their own hands.”   
 
    “Oh.  Right,” I said.     
 
    While I’d been thinking that the streets would be safer without Walter Clayton on them, Joe was thinking big picture.  Having spent his career in law enforcement, Joe knew the potential large-scale ramifications of actions like this.   
 
    If things like this started occurring on a regular basis, it would blur the lines of justice and make it increasingly difficult for him to do his job.    
 
    “There’s a reason the police department exists.  It’s our job to protect and serve.  It would be chaos if random people with grudges just decided to start exacting their own brand of revenge without recourse,” Joe explained.  
 
    The chances were high that this was an isolated event.  Joe didn’t think it was possible to be too cautious, as if frontier justice could soon be widespread in Hollywood.  While I thought that was a ridiculous notion to entertain, I didn’t want to provoke my brother, especially when he was already so worked up.   
 
    I remained silent as I processed the news of Walter’s murder.  It was such a stunning turn of events that was so difficult to wrap my head around.  For his acquittal and subsequent murder to come in such quick succession almost put me on emotional overload.   
 
    I’d woken up still trying to make sense of the not-guilty verdict.  Now a new set of emotions had swept in.  This was all before I had a single cup of coffee in my system.  One thing was certain—at least the grogginess I’d felt was no more.     
 
    Joe interpreted my silence a completely different way.  Instead of recognizing that I was trying to juggle too many things at once, he assumed that I was eager to jump into the fray.   
 
    “I’m going to urge you to stay away from this case,” he said.   
 
    I tried to tell him what was really going on in my mind.  “I wasn’t even thinking about—” 
 
    He didn’t want to listen.  My brother wouldn’t even let me get a complete sentence out.  
 
    “Really?  So you’re honestly going to tell me that you weren’t planning on investigating this case?” 
 
    “I wasn’t.” 
 
    I could hear him scoff on the other end of the phone line.   
 
    I’d heard enough.  It was time to set him straight.  “I was just thinking about how many crazy turns life has taken in the last twenty-four hours.  The news has been coming fast and furious.” 
 
    He was in disbelief.  “So, you’re not going to investigate this?” 
 
    “No.  It’s all yours.” 
 
    I could hear a mix of relief and confusion in his voice as he replied.  “Wow.” 
 
    I would have taken offense at how presumptuous my brother had been, but after all the cases I’d stuck my nose in, I’d built up a reputation whether I wanted one or not.   
 
    It had gotten to the point where Joe was befuddled as to why I wasn’t chomping at the bit to play amateur sleuth again.   
 
    “Why are you letting me have this one all to myself?” 
 
    The answer to that question was simple.  “Honestly, I don’t want anything to do with this case.” 
 
    Joe became fascinated.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t get it.” 
 
    I elaborated.  “It’s going to sound harsh, but Walter got what he deserved.” 
 
    My brother answered like a politician would.  “I can understand how you’d feel that way.” 
 
    “But you don’t?” I asked.    
 
    Joe was more candid with me than he’d been in a long time.  “Okay.  On a personal level, I think the jury should have put him behind bars for the rest of his life.  On a law-and-order level, I can’t have people taking the law into their own hands.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “On that note, I have to get to work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Like that, Joe and I went our separate ways.  My brother dug into the case, searching for any leads that could bring Walter’s killer to light.  I spent the day trying to stay as far away from the case as possible.  It was such an emotionally charged topic that I felt getting some distance was key.   
 
    I wanted to talk about anything else but the murder.  It was a safe assumption that visiting my boyfriend could provide some much-needed relief.  I didn’t care what we talked about.  Even discussing the weather wouldn’t bother me if it meant the murder case didn’t come up.  Although, a little snuggling seemed like the best option of all.   
 
    Life had other plans.  Just when I thought I’d experienced enough surprises for one day, my boyfriend greeted me with another.  The first words out of his mouth were about Walter Clayton’s death.  Apparently, news traveled even faster in this town than I even realized.   
 
    Naturally, he, like my brother, assumed that I’d be quick to take up sleuthing.  So when I told Daniel I had no plans to investigate this case, he couldn’t believe it.   
 
    “You’re really going to sit this out?” Daniel asked.   
 
    Judging by the look on his face, you’d think I’d told him that I was going to start performing brain surgery in my spare time for kicks.  What a strange world I was living in.  Those closest to me used to urge me not to investigate murder cases.  Both my brother and my boyfriend would beg me to stay away from crime scenes.   
 
    Now the idea that I hadn’t just jumped into the fray and thrown caution to the wind left Daniel in a state of shock.  It was crazy how the tables had turned in the last few months. 
 
    That being said, things must have been far crazier for the Cambridges.  Yesterday, they had to wrestle with the grim reality that their daughter’s killer was being set free.  Now they’d be getting news that the killer had become a victim of murder himself.   
 
    I had to stop my thoughts right there.  I’d gone over to Daniel’s place vowing not to let this case creep into my thoughts, yet there it was.  If I was going to get any relief, I’d have to switch my mind frame.  First, I had to get my boyfriend to drop the subject.        
 
    “I’m leaving this one to Joe.  Now, can we talk about something else?” I asked.   
 
    Apparently not.     
 
    Daniel continued right along with his train of thought.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m relieved that you’ll be staying out of harm’s way.  I always worry about you when you’re going toe to toe with murder suspects.” 
 
    “Luckily, you have nothing to worry about this time.”  
 
    I was hoping my comment would put an end to the sleuthing talk during our conversation.  Instead, Daniel returned to the topic like he was a broken record.   
 
    “At the same time, you’re so good at it.  If it wasn’t for you, think about how many unsolved murder cases there would still be in this town,” Daniel said.   
 
    He did have a point.  It would have been easy to fall into the trap of doing some navel gazing, but I was determined to resist.  Ultimately, my desire to change the subject was stronger than my interest in rehashing past moments of glory.  “I’ve made up my mind.  I’m leaving this case to Joe.” 
 
    Daniel saw the resolve on my face and relented.  “Fair enough.”   
 
    An awkward moment of silence followed, making it abundantly clear that Daniel only had Walter’s murder on his mind. 
 
    I did not indulge his curiosity.  At the same time, I didn’t have a whole lot else to add to the discussion.  I’d come over here to unwind.     
 
    The silence became a little too uncomfortable for Daniel.  He got tired of waiting for me to break the silence and spoke up.   
 
    “So, what do you want to talk about?”  
 
    “I’d be happy to talk about anything else.  And I mean, anything.  Even if it’s hearing another alligator in the pool story.” 
 
    The alligator-in-the-pool story was a very Floridian experience.  It was also fairly common.  Rarely did a month go by without a resident somewhere in the state waking up to find a scaly, prehistoric visitor doing laps in their pool.   
 
    Alligator-in-the-pool stories were almost as common in Florida as bad acting audition stories were in Tinseltown.  The fun was in hearing how embellished the size and ferocity of the alligator ended up being depending on who was telling the story.  A six-foot gator who walked away without hurting a soul could be exaggerated to be a twelve-foot man-eating menace who almost took a man’s arm off depending on how creative the storyteller was with the truth.   
 
    “I’m happy to report that my pool and life have been gator free,” Daniel said.   
 
    Daniel didn’t bite on my bait in the least.  Unfortunately, his tongue managed to find its way back to the case once again, even if it was in a slightly tangential fashion.   
 
    “I ran into the Cambridges yesterday after I dropped you off,” he continued.     
 
    Was he not listening when I told him I wanted to talk about something other than the case?  Regardless, the topic was on the table again, and I didn’t have the energy to steer it away.  I gave up the fight and indulged him.   
 
    “And?” I replied.   
 
    “They were beside themselves.  Apoplectic.”  
 
    “I can imagine.”   
 
    “My heart really went out to them.  At the same time, I felt so helpless, yet also so outraged.  That was just me as someone without any skin in the game.  I could only imagine what was going on inside their heads,” he said.     
 
    “You probably don’t even want to know.  They were probably ready to storm that courthouse with pitchforks in hand,” I replied. 
 
    “Pitchforks?  People storm the gates a little differently these days.” 
 
    “You get my point.  I’ll bet there was a medieval kind of anger brewing in their minds.” 
 
    “Then, in the span of a few hours, they went from worrying about their daughter’s killer wandering free on the streets to finding out he’s been murdered.  Talk about emotional whiplash.” 
 
    “True.  But I’m sure that relief is sweet.  I mean, they finally have the closure they’ve been looking for all this time,” I said.   
 
    “You mean unless they become murder suspects,” he replied.   
 
    That statement stopped me cold.  Since I’d been determined to stay as far away from this case as possible, it hadn’t even occurred to me that the Cambridges and those closest to them would likely be considered as suspects in this case. 
 
    Now that the point had been brought up, it was hard to dismiss it.  At the same time, the Cambridges were good people.  They wouldn’t do something as awful as this…would they?  It was an extreme act, but these were extreme times.   
 
    Just like that, my thoughts were off to the races.  If I wasn’t careful, I could find myself knee deep in this investigation before long, and that’s the last thing I wanted…wasn’t it?   
 
    Oh, dear.   
 
    This was just what I’d worried about.  The very thing I wanted to think about the least was suddenly the one thing I couldn’t get off of my mind.  Such was the frustrating nature of life sometimes.  I tried to rid my brain of the chilling thought that the Cambridges could become embroiled in this conversation, but, like an annoying song I couldn’t get out of my head, it just kept repeating over and over.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It ended up being a tough night for me that resulted in very little sleep.  I had tossed and turned in bed while the hamster wheel kept spinning in my head.  I tried to console myself with the idea that Walter Clayton surely had other enemies out there.  The man wasn’t the most popular man in town to begin with even before he’d gone on trial for murder.  Surely, someone other than the Cambridges must have wanted him dead, right?   
 
    By the time morning rolled in, I’d worked myself into a tizzy.  I purposefully avoided opening the Internet and didn’t turn on the television for fear of being bombarded with news stories about the case.  Deep down, I knew that was a temporary fix.  With a story this big, I’d have to walk around with blinders over my eyes and construction-worker headphones over my ears to truly avoid any mention of this case.   
 
    Murders were a rare occurrence in Hollywood.  That was one of the reasons I felt so safe and comfortable living here.  The problem was, when a violent crime like this did occur, it gripped the whole town in its clutches and didn’t let them come up for air.  This case would be on the tips of everyone’s tongues for weeks, if not months, to come. 
 
    So, while electronic devices could be avoided, gossip from the residents of Hollywood could not.  With previous investigations, gossip about the case had actually become a more popular topic than the weather, and in Florida, where Mother Nature operated with fiery mood swings that often turned on a dime, that was saying a lot.   
 
    After finishing off a cup of coffee to shake off the lingering grogginess of an incomplete night of sleep, it became clear that keeping my distance from this case may have been nothing more than wishful thinking.   
 
    There was one way to get the answers I was looking for.  That’s how I found myself at Home Sweet Home Cooking, joining Joe for his usual bacon, scrambled eggs, and toast breakfast.  He was the kind of man that restaurants were designed for.  To say he was a regular was the ultimate understatement.  I was surprised he didn’t have a menu item named after him yet.  Or a plaque on the wall with his picture on it with a caption reading “Thanks for keeping us in business.” 
 
    I didn’t blame him.  He knew his strengths, and cooking wasn’t one of them.  I think he still kept the fire department on speed dial after his last battle with his stove.  He’d lost that fight after making a charred casualty of an innocent piece of chicken.  These days, he only ventured into his kitchen to grab a cold can of beer and had adopted a very simple cooking philosophy—the best meal was one that was cooked by someone else.   
 
    As I joined him at his customary booth, he was savoring the last crispy slice of bacon on his plate.  My taste buds were jealous.  I wanted nothing more than to poach that slice from him but had to find some restraint.  I wasn’t there to place a side order of bacon envy.   
 
    “You can’t go wrong with bacon, can you?” he said.   
 
    “Until you run out of it,” I replied.   
 
    That was probably not the best comment to make just as he finished crunching down on his last slice.  He finished chewing, then ran his hand over his belly.   
 
    “My belt probably wouldn’t approve of me ordering seconds, would it?” 
 
    I snickered at him.  “Save some for the rest of us.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ll be a hog if I want to.  By the way, did you hear they’re turning the vacant space that used to be Thompson’s Bistro into a new donut shop?” 
 
    This was quickly devolving into torture for my taste buds.  I was only human.  I could only resist so much before giving in to delicious temptation.  At the same time, I couldn’t help but laugh at the cliché that was a cop swooning over the future opening of a donut shop.   
 
    I tried my best not to laugh but failed miserably.     
 
    When Joe saw me chuckling, he became self-conscious.  “What are you laughing at?” 
 
    I feared that the truth would only send us down an argumentative path, so I shook my head and deflected.  “I just don’t know how you keep the pounds off as well as you do.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows.  “The job keeps me active.”   
 
    That was the perfect transition to steer the conversation away from food.  “Speaking of, are you not going to tell me about how the case is going?” 
 
    His face stiffened.  “I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
    I shot him an offended look.   
 
    He shrugged it off.  “You were the one who told me you didn’t want anything to do with this case.” 
 
    Touché.  There was no better argument than having my own words used against me.     
 
    I rolled back my previous statement.  “Color me curious.” 
 
    Joe wanted me to eat a little bit of crow first.  “What about that thing you said about justice having been done already?” 
 
    Grrr.  He was really making me work for this—a little too much.  Was this information really worth jumping through hoops for?   
 
    In my frustration, I put up the white flag.  “Forget I even asked.” 
 
    Seeing that there was no more fun to be had in toying with me, he finally gave in.  “That’s a shame.  I’m close to getting some real justice here.” 
 
    My eyes darted open wide.  “Really?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I think I’m closing in on the killer.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    I had gotten a little too excitable for his tastes.  He tried to temper my enthusiasm.   
 
    “Look, it’s just a hunch right now, but I feel good about it.  Now I just need to find enough evidence to back it up.” 
 
    There was a lot of preface there but no meat for me to chew on.  “Who are we talking about again?” 
 
    “Adam Leary.” 
 
    The name came off of Joe’s lips like a bombshell dropped in slow motion.  In all my worries about the Cambridges, I’d forgotten about Adam.  Clearly, I shouldn’t have been so myopic, as this news shook me like an earthquake.  I thought when I left California, I wouldn’t ever be shaken like that again.  I was wrong.       
 
    “Sadie’s fiancé?”  I shook my head.  “No.  I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “The truth doesn’t care if you believe it.  Believe it or not, Adam Leary has become the prime suspect in this case.” 
 
    Those words sounded so wrong coming off of Joe’s tongue.  Adam had always been a sweet man.  Not to mention completely devoted to Sadie.  In a relationship, that was an admirable thing.  Perhaps in this circumstance, his devotion was his downfall.  Sadie was the love of his life.  Losing her was bad enough.  Was seeing her killer walk free too much for him to stomach? 
 
    The motive lined up.  As much as I hated to admit it, there was no denying that he had a killer reason to want Walter Clayton dead.  At the same time, the thought of Adam being a murderer twisted my stomach into knots.   
 
    It made me feel queasy even thinking about it.  Although, unlike my usual gut instincts, it wasn’t because I felt like my brother was wrong.  I had no investigative evidence to refute Joe’s theory.  This was just a purely emotional reaction.   
 
    When my mind wandered to the nitty gritty of the case, my opinions were less visceral.  Sure, the motive was there, but I knew just as well as any sleuth that a suspect couldn’t be convicted on motive alone.  Means and opportunity were sometimes even more important.  Did Adam Leary have both of those working against him as well? 
 
    I might have answered my own question.  Clearly, either the means or the opportunity was somewhat murky.  Otherwise, my brother would have already put Adam behind bars.  The question became, how murky?  Just as I was trying to come to grips with the news, life unexpectedly shook the ground beneath our feet again.   
 
    Before I had the chance to ask him about it, this emotional earthquake sent an aftershock rippling through the conversation.  Only instead of being minor and without sizable damage, like most aftershocks were, this one came in the form of a tectonic shift.     
 
    It began with a call coming over Joe’s police radio.   
 
    “Detective Hadley,” the dispatcher’s raspy voice said.   
 
    Joe picked up the radio.  “This is Hadley.” 
 
    “Mark Cambridge just came into the station,” the dispatcher said.   
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “To turn himself in for the murder of Walter Clayton.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shock followed me all the way to the police station and beyond.  Once inside, Joe went into an interrogation room and took Mark Cambridge’s confession.  I’d kept this case at arm’s length for too long.  My gut was telling me I could no longer afford to sit on the sidelines.   
 
    Unfortunately, Joe disagreed.  While I would have loved to have been in that interrogation room, my presence and distinct lack of police credentials were not welcome there.  All I could do was sit at Joe’s desk and try to make sense of this new twist.   
 
    That proved to be more difficult than I ever imagined.  The news still had me reeling, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t make heads or tails of this.  The problem was, even to an outside observer like myself who had not done the slightest bit of sleuthing on this case, something was amiss.   
 
    Between my previous life as an actress on a detective television show, as well as the cases I’d investigated in real life, never once had a suspect just randomly turned themselves in.  Even perpetrators who committed crimes as minor as shoplifting often pleaded their innocence relentlessly all the way into court.   
 
    But for a murder suspect, a crime carrying the sentence of life in prison, to just freely confess to the crime without so much as prompting, it was unprecedented.  That’s why none of this sat right with me.   
 
    Joe couldn’t disagree more.  An hour later, he exited the interrogation room and returned to his desk, appearing more than happy to close the book on this investigation.   
 
    He plopped down in his chair and exhaled long and hard as relief came to his face.  “Case closed.”  
 
    Those were not the words I wanted to hear from my brother’s mouth—at least not at such an early stage in the game.  Joe had just finished talking to Mark Cambridge and looked like he was ready to wrap a bow around this case and send it on its way.  That overeagerness to move on didn’t sit well with me.   
 
    Haste was rarely an investigator's best friend.  In his rush to close the book on this case, there was a very real possibility that he wasn’t being as thorough as he needed to be to ensure that justice was truly being served.   
 
    I thought all those things, full well knowing that Mark Cambridge had turned himself in and confessed to the crime.  Still, something in my gut was telling me there was more at play.  My instincts were usually spot on, so I wasn’t about to start questioning them now.  That being said, I had no evidence to support my suspicions, so I had to proceed with caution.   
 
    I hated arguing with my brother, but in this case, I didn’t see any choice.     
 
    “No,” I said.   
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me in disbelief.  “What?” 
 
    “Something is very wrong here.” 
 
    Joe’s eyes rolled back in his head.  I knew he wasn’t going to be a happy camper, but he responded with an exasperation that surprised even me.  “Now you want to get involved in the case?  After it has been solved?” 
 
    With my brother already so riled up, I was forced to do a delicate dance.  I didn’t want to inflame him any further, but at the same time, I wanted to get my point across.   
 
    “That’s the thing.  I don’t think it has been solved,” I replied.   
 
    “Mark Cambridge turned himself in.” 
 
    Joe meant that as a definitive punctuation mark to this case.  To me, it was the source of my uneasiness.   
 
    “Exactly.  He turned himself in,” I repeated.   
 
    My brother looked at me, more confused than ever.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not following.  What more do you want?” 
 
    “Joe, no one willingly turns themselves in and confesses to committing murder.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue with me, but I continued.   
 
    “Shoplifters don’t even turn themselves in.  How many times have you had to rake a suspect over the coals in the interrogation room to get them to admit they stole something as small as a few packs of cigarettes?” 
 
    Joe didn’t dispute my point; rather, he threw out a theory of his own.  “Maybe Mark had a guilty conscience that was eating him up inside.” 
 
    As I stared into my brother’s eyes, I didn’t like what I saw.  There wasn’t a look of great confidence in his pupils.  Yet a rush to judgment was ever present.  Just as I suspected, Joe wanted this case to be over with so he could move on to something else.   
 
    While I hated the stress and uncertainty involved in a murder investigation, I didn’t want quick closure to come at the expense of the truth.  What was the point of closing the case if there were still loose ends?  Until those were tied up, I wouldn’t be satisfied.   
 
    I shook my head as I thought about Joe’s last point.  My gut was still warning me this case wasn’t over yet.  “No.  Something else is going on here.” 
 
    Joe groaned.  “Not all murder cases have to be fraught with frustration.  We don’t always have to take the path of most resistance.  Sometimes, when we get lucky enough, the answer really does fall into our laps.  When it does, we’d be wise to appreciate it, especially because it does come around so rarely.” 
 
    They were all good points, none of which could I outright dismiss.  What they didn’t do was squash the doubts in my mind about this case.   
 
    I pressed on.  “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but I have a really strong feeling in my gut that we’re missing something.” 
 
    He indulged me.  “What are we missing?” 
 
    “I can’t exactly put my finger on it, but it’s there.” 
 
    Joe looked like he could blow his top, but he mustered enough restraint to keep from biting my head off.  “You’re my sister, and I love you, but you are insufferable sometimes.” 
 
    It was unfortunate that compliments were so often used as nothing more than a preface for an insult.  It was quite an accomplishment, fitting both sentiment and criticism all in one sentence.  I knew why he’d done it.  He hoped that the “I love you” would be enough to mask the fact that he’d called me insufferable.  But really, the only part that stuck with me was being called insufferable.   
 
    I didn’t take it to heart.  His frustration had just gotten the better of him.  In the best interest of the case, I let his comment roll off of my back.  Besides, one of the loose ends of this case stuck out to me and begged following up on.  
 
    “What about your hunch about Adam Leary?” I asked.   
 
    How could he skirt that question?  He was the one to raise the suspicion about Sadie’s fiancé in the first place.  Would he pretend like that didn’t happen now? 
 
    “Who cares about that?” Joe replied.  “We have a confession from Mark.” 
 
    “But your hunch about Adam had to come from somewhere.” 
 
    “Sometimes my hunches are wrong.  Face it, the killer is Mark Cambridge, whether you like it or not.”  
 
    I was getting nowhere with my brother.  If I wanted answers, I had to go to the source.  I decided to do just that.    
 
    “I need to talk to Mark Cambridge.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe wasn’t happy with me, but he also wasn’t going to stop me from seeing Mark.  A deputy led me into the cell block where Mark was being held.  It was so drab and depressing.  The kind of place that could kill a man’s spirit.  And that was just the block itself.   
 
    His fellow inmates only added to the dour atmosphere.  When we reached Mark’s cell, his eyes were shut tight.  I couldn’t tell if it was because he was praying or if he couldn’t bear to look at the cell block any longer.   
 
    While he was sitting down, I almost forgot that he was over six feet tall.  When he was upright, he was a towering man, long and lean, like the high school volleyball player he’d been forty years before.  He was in his late fifties now but had taken such good care of his body that, from behind, he could easily pass for early forties if he wanted to.  While his frame was still in tip-top shape, the same could not be said for his face.   
 
    Time and tragedy had taken a big recent toll on him.  The emergence of stress lines on his face had become quite numerous since his daughter’s murder a year ago.  That wasn’t all.  He used to have a dynamite smile, which he flashed constantly.  Not surprisingly, I hadn’t seen it since his daughter’s passing, nor probably would I ever again.  It had most likely died with Sadie.  
 
    I stopped in front of his cell, but he didn’t open his eyes.  It couldn’t have been because he didn’t hear me.  My shoes made a very distinct sound as I walked on the concrete.  Maybe he didn’t care who it was because he didn’t want to see anyone right now.  There was only one way to find out.   
 
    “Mark, it doesn’t even seem real seeing you like this,” I said.   
 
    Recognizing my voice, he opened his eyes.  He looked wildly surprised to see me.   
 
    “Hope, what are you doing here?” Mark asked.   
 
    It was far from a warm greeting.  Then again, how warm could a man truly be when trapped in a five-by-seven-foot jail cell?  At the same time, I figured that with his only company being the other inmates on the cell block, that he’d be happy to see a familiar face like mine.  That was not the case.  If anything, he looked like he wanted to shoo me away.   
 
    “I heard the news that you’d turned yourself in, and I couldn’t believe it,” I said.     
 
    “Well, believe it now, because it’s the truth.”     
 
    Mark said the words, but there was no conviction behind them.  He looked like he was just reluctantly going through the motions.  If this was a scene in one of the many acting classes I’d taken over the years, the teacher would have called him out for not delivering a believable performance.     
 
    Since this wasn’t just some class, I was the one to question him.  “Do you really expect me to believe that you killed Walter Clayton?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He couldn’t even pull off making that one-word answer sound believable.  My suspicion kept building by the moment.  He didn’t seem to realize that his mouth said one thing, but his eyes said another.  I always believed someone’s eyes.  Being the windows to the soul, they had a much harder time lying.  
 
    “Why—?” I began asking.   
 
    Mark cut me off.  “Why did I do it?  Because Walter killed my daughter and got away with it.  That’s why.” 
 
    If he hadn’t been so quick to interrupt me, he would have realized that I was trying to ask him a different question.   
 
    I finished my original question.  “I meant, why did you turn yourself in?” 
 
    That he had no quick and easy answer to.  “The uh…guilt got to be too much for me to hold inside anymore.” 
 
    The pause in the middle of his response made me feel like he was making this all up as he went.  What was with his hesitation?  That question should have provided a definitive answer.  As it didn’t, I kept peppering him with questions.     
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?  I just went over to his house and I killed him.” 
 
    That was as vague an answer as I’d heard in a long time.  If he wanted to convince me that he was guilty, he was sure doing a poor job of it.  “I was talking specifics.  Was it premeditated, or did you just go over there in a fit of rage and kill him in the heat of the moment?” 
 
    Mark began squirming.  For someone who’d apparently murdered a man, he sure seemed sheepish right then.         
 
    He tried wriggling out of answering my question.  “I’d rather not get into specifics.” 
 
    Not so fast.   
 
    “Why not?” I asked.   
 
    “Because, it’s disturbing enough that I did it without having to relive all the details blow by blow.” 
 
    That was a fair point.  Besides, there were other ways to get the information I was looking for.  I asked him what should have been an easy question to answer.   
 
    “How did you cover your tracks?” 
 
    As I expected, he nearly tripped over his words as he stammered.   
 
    “Wait.  What?” he asked.   
 
    “The police have been investigating this case for a day, searching for every piece of evidence and following every lead they could find.  Yet until you turned yourself in and confessed to the crime, you weren’t their prime suspect.  How did you cover your tracks so they didn’t immediately figure out that you were the killer?” 
 
    The stammering continued as the pall of uncertainty was cast further over the proceedings.  He was barely able to make it a few words at a time without pausing to think about what he was going to say next.  “Oh.  Well, I, uh, wore gloves so that there would be no fingerprints.  Then I disposed of the murder weapon so the police would have little to go on.”   
 
    Mark was really reaching.  Even more, he was doing a poor job of it.  The whole conversation made me feel like I was in the middle of a bad improv sketch, only this was real and had dire implications.   
 
    I stared deep into his eyes then finally let him know how I really felt.   
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    He became argumentative.  “That doesn’t matter.  The truth is the truth.” 
 
    I nodded.  “It is.  Only I don’t think you’re telling me the truth.” 
 
    In a fit of frustration, Mark snapped at me.  “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    I turned things right back on him.  “No.  The real question is, why did you turn yourself in for a crime you didn’t commit?” 
 
    He made one last attempt to convince me of his guilt.  “I’m a murderer.” 
 
    I had to hand it to him.  He’d made a valiant effort.  Yet it still wasn’t nearly enough to convince me.  At the same time, he was giving me more and more friction with each question I asked him, to the point where he looked like he was going to shut down.  Since he wasn’t budging, nor was I, that left me with only two choices—leave right then or stay and become increasingly more frustrated.   
 
    Reluctantly, I made my decision.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After my frustrating discussion with Mark, I had to get some air.  While the cell block was clearly the most stifling and claustrophobic area in the entire building, I found that there was no corner of the police station that offered any relief of my anxiety.  As I darted out of the station, my haste to breathe fresh air had caught Joe’s attention, spurring him to follow me out to the sidewalk.   
 
    He approached me as I stood on the corner of the street, looking out into the distance.  With my back turned to him, he didn’t see the solemn and perplexed look on my face.     
 
    “Are you satisfied now?” he asked. 
 
    I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I didn’t turn around to him. 
 
    Sensing my discontent, he moved next to me and tried to catch my gaze, but I was still busy looking out at the horizon.  He was ready to talk, but I was still trying to make sense of my previous conversation with Mark Cambridge.      
 
    It had left an extremely bitter taste that I couldn’t get out of my mouth.  I felt like I was staring at a puzzle that was missing a considerably large piece.  No matter what angle I tried to tackle this case from, things just didn’t add up. 
 
    Realizing that I’d kept Joe waiting an abnormally long time without a response, I pulled my head out of the clouds and answered.     
 
    “I’m far from satisfied.”   
 
    He stared into my eyes.  The deeper he looked, the more concerned he became.  What did he see in my eyes that made him so uneasy?  Before I had the chance to ask, he revealed the answer.   
 
    “Is that your way of telling me that you’re going to investigate this case yourself?” 
 
    That was an awfully big conclusion to jump to.  Although, to be fair, given my past, it wasn’t the craziest leap to take.  In truth, it wasn’t one that I’d even taken myself.  Honestly, I had just come outside for some fresh air—nothing more.  Unfortunately, there I was, getting plenty of air, only to have my thoughts remain just as jumbled as ever. 
 
    I sighed.  What a mess.  With everything that was going on, I already had enough to wrestle with before throwing being at odds with Joe into the mix.   
 
    I wanted to give my brother a little reassurance before he flew off the handle.  “I just have a lot of thoughts bouncing around and need to work through them myself.”  
 
    The look of concern on his face didn’t completely vanish but did dissipate somewhat.  Now that he was confident that I wasn’t just going to rush out and take on the role of cavalier amateur sleuth, he turned a comforting eye towards me.     
 
    “Okay.  In that case, just know that I’m here for you if you need me.”   
 
    “I know that.  Thank you.”   
 
    He gave me a smile.  “What else are brothers for?” 
 
    That question had so many possible answers that I had to laugh.  Joe had both frustrated and confounded me already, and the day was still quite young.  It turned out brothers were for a lot of things, both good and bad.  Right then, thankfully, the good far outweighed the bad.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Joe had gone back inside to fill out a sizable amount of paperwork related to the case, I realized that grabbing some fresh air alone wasn’t enough to really clear my head.  I felt the sudden urge to stretch my legs as well.   
 
    I didn’t know where my feet wanted to take me, but they definitely didn’t want to be lingering at the police station any longer.  Before I knew it, I found myself walking away, hoping the change in scenery would distract me from my thoughts.  It was a nice idea, but my mind had other plans, drifting back to Mark turning himself in.   
 
    The longer I thought about it, the less it made sense.  He was clearly hiding something from me.  I just didn’t know what it was.  In truth, there were only two people who knew the answer to that question.   
 
    One was in a jail cell, keeping the truth locked away from me.  The other could only be reached by prayer.  After my failure with Mark, I hoped for success by turning to God.  The Lord had an answer.  He knew everything.  The problem was, his replies did not always come as quickly as I wanted them to.   
 
    I set out on my walk, praying for guidance and clarity.  Twenty minutes later, no answers had come to me, but I did manage to burn off a lot of excess energy.   
 
    While my mind drifted back and forth aimlessly, my feet settled on a definite direction.  When I was finally able to pull my head out of the clouds, I found myself on Oak Grove Avenue, which was quite familiar territory.     
 
    Most notably, Julie Cambridge lived on this street.  Her Spanish-style house happened to be only a few doors down from the corner I was standing on.  While I’d been busy trying to organize my thoughts, had my subconscious decided to send me an undeniable message?  Or was this God’s way of answering my prayers? 
 
    If anyone could explain Mark Cambridge’s confusing actions, surely it was his wife.  Either way, I’d walked all the way to her street.  It would be foolish not to pay her a visit.   
 
    As was to be expected, Julie was a wreck.  The fifty-seven-year-old’s long, curly red hair was typically the physical detail that stood out the most about her.  This time, it was Julie’s eyes that drew my attention.  Her crystal-blue eyes were completely bloodshot.  It looked like she’d recently been crying.  Her mind had apparently been in such a state of disarray that she’d thrown on a sweater that was three sizes too big for her trim body.   
 
    It almost looked like she’d grabbed one of her husband’s sweaters by mistake but didn’t care enough to bother changing.  Only Julie was the tidiest person I knew.  She believed that there was a correct way to do things, and if you weren’t going to do it that way, it wasn’t worth doing at all.     
 
    I chalked it up to the emotional turmoil she was experiencing.  That wasn’t the only point of confusion I saw with her behavior.  I’d always known Julie as a firebrand—with opinions that stuck out as much as her hair did.  Only right then, she was very subdued.  None of this was like her.  Her hurt was evident, yet she seemed to be trying to hold it all in.  But why?  She didn’t have to hide anything from me.   
 
    I wanted to reach my arms out and give her a hug, but she didn’t look receptive to one.  She ended up inviting me in, more out of a sense of courtesy than anything.  Julie clearly would have preferred to be left alone.   
 
    Given that, I didn’t want to hold her up long with this conversation.   
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said.   
 
    Julie looked like she was ready to start crying again but managed to keep the tears at bay.  She attempted to change the subject.  “Hope, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I just wanted to extend my sympathy and let you know I’m here for you if you need me.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  The expression on her face changed from grief stricken to stern.  “But I know there’s something else on your mind.” 
 
    That was more like the Julie I knew.  She had very keen instincts, which made it hard to sneak anything by her.   
 
    I knew it wouldn’t do any good to dance around the topic.  It was best just to launch into it.  The problem was, this was a hard thing to talk about.   
 
    “This is a really sensitive topic, and I hate to bring it up, but it’s really been bothering me since I heard the news—”   
 
    Julie was growing impatient.  “Hope, what is it?” 
 
    I finally came out with it.  “Do you have any idea why your husband went into the station out of the blue and confessed to the murder?”  
 
    There.  I’d said it.  The next spot of trouble was dealing with Julie’s reaction.  The conversation had a chance of going south very quickly. 
 
    Julie remained surprisingly subdued with her answer.  “Over the years, I’ve learned that when my husband sets his mind to doing something, there’s no stopping him.”  
 
    That was a particularly vague and ominous answer.  Was she implying that she believed he was guilty?  If so, what did she know that I didn’t?   
 
    I needed some clarification.  “Wait.  Are you saying that you believe your husband actually killed Walter?” 
 
    She corrected me.  “No.  Of course not.” 
 
    Phew.  That was a relief.  At the same time, there was still some confusion that I needed to have cleared up.   
 
    “Good.  But then what did you mean about not being able to stop your husband?” I asked.   
 
    “I tried to talk some sense into him.  To tell him not to confess.  To just stay quiet.”  
 
    Julie stopped herself as she wiped a tear from her eyes.  I reached into my purse to hand her a tissue, but she declined to take it.  She composed herself then continued.       
 
    “Needless to say, he didn’t listen.  Like I said, when Mark’s mind is set on something, there’s no stopping him.”   
 
    Julie’s reply still didn’t answer one critical question.   
 
    “I don’t understand why he did this,” I said.   
 
    “If you want an answer to that, you’ll have to talk to him.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    That stopped her cold.  She tensed up as she processed that news.   
 
    I finished my thought.  “He wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “That’s Mark for you.” 
 
    I could see Julie beginning to close herself off.  If I was going to get any information out of her, I needed to get her emotionally engaged again.   
 
    “For the record, I don’t think Mark is guilty either.”   
 
    She grimaced.  “I wish our opinions mattered.”   
 
    “I was hoping maybe the truth would set him free,” I said. 
 
    “The truth?  Yeah, I’m sure it would.  The problem is, only one person knows the truth, and they aren’t talking.” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “The killer.” 
 
    I thought she had a name for me.  Instead, she was just talking in the general sense.  Seeing as how she’d never investigated a murder case, I forgave her for not knowing the other tricks to find out the truth.   
 
    I pointed her towards one.  “True, but there’s also the process of elimination.”   
 
    She scrunched her nose.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, if I can prove that your husband couldn’t have been the one to commit the murder, the police would have to let him go.”   
 
    “How would you do that?” 
 
    “It could be as simple as proving he was somewhere else at the time of the murder.”   
 
    Julie was still confused.  “How would you prove that?” 
 
    “There’s a number of ways.  To start, were you two together the other night between eight and eight-thirty?” 
 
    “No.”   
 
    That was not the answer I was hoping to hear.  If the answer had been “yes,” this whole case would have been flipped on its head.  Had Julie and Mark been together during that time frame, there would be no way for Mark to have committed the murder, and there would have been an ironclad alibi to prove his innocence.   
 
    By answering “no,” she opened up a whole new can of worms.     
 
    I was incredulous.  “You weren’t together?” 
 
    She shook her head.   
 
    “Where were you?” I asked.   
 
    “I was here.” 
 
    “Where was he?”   
 
    “He’d just gone out for a walk.” 
 
    “How long was he out?” 
 
    “I’d say an hour.”  
 
    Oh, dear.  An hour was plenty of time to head over to Walter Clayton’s house, kill him, and then come back.  The other problem was that unless Mark ran into anyone on this walk of his, there would be no way to prove that he’d taken a walk at all.  Grr. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go with him on this walk?” 
 
    “He was all worked up about Walter’s acquittal.  He said he just needed to get some air—alone.” 
 
    “What about you?  Were you just here by yourself?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I went in the back and watered my plants.  Going out in the garden always calms me down.” 
 
    Suddenly, both of their true whereabouts were put into question.  Mark could have gone anywhere on that walk.  He might not have even taken a walk at all.  By that same token, Julie may not have truly gone back into her garden.  What if she’d left the house during that hour as well…and perhaps had gone to Walter’s house?  I hated that my mind even drifted into that depressing territory, but it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.   
 
    Like her husband, she had a motive for murder as well.  It was her daughter that had been murdered by Walter.  Had she sought out revenge?  I stopped myself and tried to turn off the investigative part of my brain.   
 
    Did I really believe she could have committed murder?  As I thought it over, my mind came up with a quick answer—no.    
 
    While I was lost in thought, Julie was becoming increasingly distressed.  “Look, I know you’re just trying to help, but this is all too much for me to handle right now.” 
 
    I could see her emotions boiling over once again and decided to ease up on her. 
 
    “I understand,” I said.   
 
    “Besides, it doesn’t change anything.  Mark turned himself in.  Even though I don’t understand it, he must have had a reason for doing it.”  
 
    “He didn’t tell you what it was?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Unfortunately, no.  If he did, maybe I could make sense of this all.” 
 
    “I’m hoping that we’ll all be able to make sense of this soon.”   
 
    “I’m not going to get my hopes up.” 
 
    I didn’t want to take up too much more of her time, especially since she was in such emotional shambles.  “Before I go, I just have one more question for you.” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Do you have any idea who might have done this?” 
 
    Julie shrugged her shoulders.  “I wish I knew.”   
 
    That was pretty much what I expected.  But Julie didn’t stop there.   
 
    “I’d like to thank them,” she added.       
 
    What a chilling statement to make.  It stopped me dead in my tracks.  Had I been wrong about dismissing her as a suspect?   
 
    Then again, Walter was hardly an innocent victim.  He’d killed Julie’s daughter.  If I were in her position, I would not have sympathy for a man like that either.   
 
    I gave Julie a hug then went on my way.  As I left her house, I tried to make sense of the roller coaster ride I’d just been on.  Her emotions were so raw and unpredictable.  It was practically unthinkable, but I couldn’t keep the idea from entering my brain anyway—was Julie’s comment about wanting to thank Walter’s killer just a combination of grief and stress, or was it her own guilt seeping through? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, talking with Julie Cambridge had only provided me with more questions.  I still needed answers.  There was another potential place I could get them—by talking to her son, David.  Would he be able to shed some light on the situation?   
 
    It was worth giving him a try.  I headed back to the police station, jumped in my car, then drove across town to see David Cambridge.  It didn’t take him long to answer his door as I stood on the front step of his brown stucco bungalow.     
 
    He was making quick work of a beer as he swung the door open then leaned against it.  I’d like to be able to tell you it was his first beer of the afternoon, but that appeared to be far from the case.  David’s whole face was red.  Sobriety looked like a distant memory to him.   
 
    From the chest up, the thirty-nine-year-old was just like I’d always remembered him.  He had short brown hair, hazel eyes, a round face, and muscular biceps.  The beer gut was a more recent, unwelcome addition, making him look particularly pear shaped.  For a guy who used to want to be a personal trainer, that was not a welcome sign.      
 
    The beer gut wasn’t even the worst of it.  He’d long since traded in his dreams of being a personal trainer for a nine-to-five job selling life insurance.  The man had hit more than just the actuarial tables hard, and all the drinking had taken its toll.  Even more, despite the fact that anyone could see he was in rough shape, he didn’t show signs of improving anytime soon.   
 
    “Hope springs eternal,” he said. 
 
    Some things never changed.  From the moment he met me back in high school and found out my name was Hope, he said that line to me every time he saw me.     
 
    “I haven’t heard that one in a while,” I replied.   
 
    He chuckled.  “Yeah.  I just wish it was true.” 
 
    I squinted.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    He clarified his statement.  “That hope really did spring eternal.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “So, what brings you to my neck of the woods?” 
 
     “I wanted to tell you I’m really sorry,” I said.   
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Just how drunk was he?  Why did he even have to ask a question that ridiculous?  Was he really going to make me spell it out for him? 
 
    “I know that your dad turned himself in to the police.” 
 
    “Yeah.  That.” 
 
    He sighed then took a big swig of his beer.  What he didn’t do was elaborate at all.  He looked like he didn’t even want to say the word “murder,” like it was too painful.  I didn’t blame him.  At the same time, it brought an awkwardness to the conversation as a silence fell between us.   
 
    I waited for him to continue.  When it seemed like he was going to leave me hanging, I opened my mouth to break the ice, but thankfully, he finally spoke up.   
 
    “I need another beer.  Do you want to come in?” he asked.   
 
    I spoke too soon.  Mistakenly, I thought he was going to make a comment about his father.  None came.  David left me at the door as he went inside to get another beer.  As I had questions that I wanted answered, he didn’t leave me with much choice but to follow him inside.   
 
    David didn’t waste any time, immediately grabbing a new can of beer from his fridge.  He cracked it open and threw it back.   
 
    I looked at him like he was nothing more than a hollowed-out shell of his former self.  He saw me staring at both him and his beer and became a little self-conscious.   
 
    “Do you want one?” he asked.   
 
    I turned him down, politely.  “No.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders.  “Fine.  More for me.” 
 
    Like with his mother before, there was no easy to get the answers I was looking for.  I decided that, like tearing off a bandage, it was best to just do it quickly.     
 
    “I know it’s a bad time—” I started saying.   
 
    David cut me off.  “You aren’t kidding about that.  This is an awful time.”   
 
    As hard as he was making it for me, I pressed on.  “That being said, I have to talk to you about something important.” 
 
    He saw my struggle to get the words out.  “Just say it.  It couldn’t be any worse than what I’m going through right now.” 
 
    “I talked to your father…in jail.” 
 
    It seemed like David had spoken too soon.  He looked like he wanted to take his statement back.  I saw a new level of sadness in his eyes.   
 
    “Yeah,” he replied.  
 
    “I couldn’t believe it, that he was in jail, that he’d turned himself in, that he’d confessed to murder.” 
 
    David remained silent, deciding to take another chug of his beer rather than to reply.   
 
    “Can you believe it?” I continued.   
 
    “No,” he said.   
 
    David really wasn’t giving me much to go on here.  I had to really work for every reply.    
 
    “Do you think he actually did it?” I asked.   
 
    He tensed up before exhaling long and hard.  “No, I don’t.”   
 
    “Neither do I.  That’s why I’m so confused.  Do you have any idea why he turned himself in for a crime he didn’t commit?” 
 
    David shook his head.  “No.  He wouldn’t tell me.”   
 
    “That’s what your mother said, too.” 
 
    “You talked to my mom?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I wanted to make sure she was all right.” 
 
    “You have a really good heart, you know that?”  
 
    “I try.  Just like I’m trying to piece this all together.”   
 
    He snickered.  “It’s hard to piece things together that don’t make sense.” 
 
    David seemed to be short on answers, but I didn’t let that stop me.  All I needed was one lead or one break.  Either would do.   
 
    “Did your father come over here the night of the murder?” I asked.   
 
    He furrowed his brow.  “No.  Why?” 
 
    “Your mom told me he went out for a walk to get some air between eight and nine the night of the murder.  I wondered if maybe he came here.  If he did, it could prove he couldn’t have killed Walter.”   
 
    “I wish I could tell you he was here, but it was just me and my television here that night.  Sorry.”   
 
    I grimaced.  So much for that idea.   
 
    “Don’t apologize yet.  Maybe you can still help me.” 
 
    “How?” he asked.   
 
    “Do you have any idea who might have really killed Walter?” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders again.  “It beats me.  I don’t have any more idea about that than I do about why my dad would turn himself in when I know he’s not guilty.”   
 
    It was hard not to let the rapid succession of bad news get to me.   
 
    “I wish I had answers for you, but life isn’t making a whole lot of sense these days,” he added.   
 
    Realizing that I wasn’t going to get any useful information from David, I gave him a hug then reluctantly moved on.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After back-to-back conversation filled with plenty of grief but no answers, my mood had soured while my hunger had ramped up.  I knew one stop that could solve both of my problems.  My taste buds didn’t ever need much convincing, but they immediately jumped at the idea of grabbing a snack.   
 
    Dessert called and with it, hopefully, a much-needed boost in my spirits.  I entered Home Sweet Home Cooking with a yen for a lemon bar.  As timing would have it, I wasn’t the only one who was in the mood for a sweet treat.  After I had said a quick hello to my boyfriend, I grabbed my snack and made my way to a table to savor every bite.  That’s when I spotted another familiar face.   
 
    It was Adam Leary, Sadie’s old fiancé.  Unlike David Cambridge, Adam hadn’t let his body go.  Although, if he had a few too many lemon bars, his waistline would not thank him.  The thirty-nine-year-old graphic designer had a trim body, shoulder-length black hair, glasses, and a full beard.  He was also going after that lemon bar on his plate like there was no tomorrow.   
 
    “Adam,” I said.   
 
    Adam reluctantly pulled himself away from his snack and turned to me, immediately noticing that I had a dessert of my own.   
 
    “Hope.  You needed a snack too, huh?” he replied.   
 
    I nodded.   
 
    “I know the feeling,” he continued. 
 
    Did he ever.  It had been a rough few days for Adam.  Like the Cambridge family, he’d expected Walter Clayton to get convicted of murder.  So when he didn’t, no doubt he’d taken the acquittal hard.  The question was, how hard? 
 
    He had ample motive of his own.  Sadie was his fiancé.  They had the wedding date all picked out.  He was madly in love with her.  Then, in one instant, Walter Clayton changed everything.  In the year since Sadie’s death, Adam hadn’t fully recovered from the loss.   
 
    I had heard that he hadn’t gone on a single date with a new woman, nor did he have plans to.  The grief of losing his fiancé was still too much for him to deal with.  His focus was trying to get through the mourning process.  He was too busy wrestling with grief to think about starting a new relationship.  These were all things I’d heard before Walter had been acquitted then subsequently murdered.  With all that had happened in the last few days, no doubt he had an all-new set of emotions to grapple with.         
 
    “Some days it’s dessert or bust,” I said.   
 
    “Unfortunately, dessert can only do so much.  A lot of the time, it’s just enough to get me through the day,” Adam replied.   
 
    “Adam, if there’s anything I can do—” 
 
    He stopped me.  “Hope, I know you mean well, but there’s nothing anyone can do.  That’s the problem.  After all this time, I can’t make any sense of this—Sadie’s murder, or…how Walter could have been acquitted.”   
 
    Adam was choked up.  There was something else he wanted to say, but he couldn’t seem to get the words out.  Finally, he let out a deep exhale, then finished.   
 
    “Can you make sense of this?” he asked.   
 
    I shook my head.  All I could think of were platitudes, which would do no good in a situation like this.   
 
    “No.  Actually, with Walter’s murder, I’m more confused than ever.” 
 
    He disagreed.  “I don’t know.  That’s the one thing lately that’s actually made me feel better.” 
 
    I stared him down.  What a brazen thing to say.  He felt better with Walter having been murdered?  Most people wanted Walter behind bars, not six feet underground.   
 
    I didn’t know exactly how to respond to that.  Suddenly, I found myself wrestling with a few different answers.  As Adam’s words hung in the air, he became self-conscious and made an attempt to revise his previous statement.   
 
    “That came out wrong.” 
 
    “How did you mean it to come out?” I asked.   
 
    “Obviously, I would have preferred if the jury had made the right decision and put him behind bars for life.  But, seeing as how they didn’t, I’m glad justice has at least been served.” 
 
    He said “obviously,” but his statements were anything but.  His revision was only mildly better.  It made me wonder if his first statement had not been a mistake at all but rather a Freudian slip. 
 
    My expectation for this conversation had been completely turned on its head.  I’d come into the restaurant for a snack, but it looked like some questions about the murder were begging to be asked.  I just had to figure out how to broach the topic.  After all, Adam wasn’t exactly emotionally stable.      
 
    After thinking it over, I believed I had the right approach to go with.  “Yeah.  It’s a crazy world we live in.  I don’t know about you, but I was livid when I heard the jury read the verdict.” 
 
    His eyes lit up with rage.  “I’m right with you there.  They were going to let him get away with murder.” 
 
    “I spent the whole night with my boyfriend ranting about their decision.  How about you?  What did you do that night?” 
 
    “I just stayed home, trying to make sense of it all.” 
 
    “Did you have anyone with you to comfort you at least?” 
 
    He shook his head.   
 
    I did not like those answers.  Adam had been home alone with no one to corroborate his alibi, trying to work through his anger about Walter’s acquittal.  At least, those were his words.  What if he wasn’t able to work through his anger and had gone over to Walter’s place to seek revenge?  After all, my brother had originally thought that Adam was the prime suspect in this case.  Had his hunch been correct all along? 
 
    I continued the conversation with an eye towards the investigation.  “Did you know that Mark Cambridge turned himself in for the murder?” 
 
    Adam nodded.   
 
    “It’s pretty crazy, huh?  I mean, who could believe he’d do something like that?” I asked.   
 
    “I don’t believe it.”   
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because, I know him.  A man like Mark, he’d never do anything like that.” 
 
    “You two were really close, weren’t you?” 
 
    That was more of a rhetorical question than anything.  Before her death, Sadie had told me how happy she was that her father and fiancé got along so well.  Everyone had heard the horror stories about future in-laws that hated each other.  If anything, Mark and Adam were just the opposite.  There was no drama between them.     
 
    Adam opened up to me.  “Mark never officially became my father-in-law, but I always kind of feel like he was the father I never had.”   
 
    In a lot of ways, that made perfect sense.  Adam was raised by a single mother.  His biological father had never really been in his life.  He’d left Adam’s mom when Adam was just a toddler.  Adam didn’t have any memories of the man.  When a man grew up without any fatherly influence, he often looked for that paternal influence elsewhere.  Apparently, Mark Cambridge had filled that void.   
 
    After Adam’s big reveal, he looked like he was about to tear up.  The situation became too much for him to bear.  “Anyway, I’m getting really emotional.  I’m going to head home.” 
 
    “Okay.  Well, let me know if there’s anything I can do for you,” I said.   
 
    Adam got up from the table and left the restaurant, but my suspicion remained behind, growing larger the more I thought about it.  After all, Adam had both a motive and an unverifiable alibi.  That was not a recipe for unmistakable innocence.  At the same time, were those the necessary ingredients to point to his guilt? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cemetery where Sadie was buried was on the way home from the restaurant.  Normally, I tried to avoid going by there.  Every time I did, I got teary.  This time, my mind was so wrapped up in thinking about why Mark Cambridge had turned himself in that I’d forgotten to find a detour around the cemetery.   
 
    As expected, as I went by, my eyes welled up.  Only unlike other times, I decided to embrace my feelings.  To let them pour out.  Maybe it would ease some tension to let it all out.   
 
    After all, it was an emotional day.  There was no way of closing myself off on an afternoon like this.  So I didn’t shy away from my feelings and let the tears flow.   
 
    That wasn’t all.  Since I was already there, I decided to pay her gravesite a visit.  I knew it was only her body that was buried here and that her soul was up in heaven, but this was a tangible way to visit her and pay my respects one more time.   
 
    Sadie’s headstone was dark gray and about three feet tall.  It wasn’t flashy at all, like some of those other gaudy cemetery plots were sometimes.  That kind of ostentatiousness didn’t suit her.  She’d always been humble in life, so why would she be flashy in death?   
 
    When I arrived at her grave, my focus shifted elsewhere.  A bouquet of flowers was on the grass in front of the headstone.  Someone had been here recently.  But who?  There was no way to tell.  It could have been anyone.  Still, it would have been nice to know. 
 
    Before I could fully contemplate who had brought the flowers, I realized that I had unexpected company.  Patsy Davidson, a retired septuagenarian math teacher who I’d once had for arithmetic, was kneeling at the adjacent tombstone.  Whenever I thought of Patsy, one quote always came to my mind—“Even when life didn’t add up, math always did.”  She used to say that all the time in class.   
 
    I hadn’t seen Patsy in years.  This was hardly the best place to reconnect.  She didn’t seem to be in the mood to talk anyway.   
 
    Patsy was praying hard in front of the gravestone.  The timing of us running into each other was quite odd.  There we were, in this big cemetery, with no one else around.  Not even a gardener in sight.  Yet we just happened to come visit grave sites that were right beside each other. 
 
    I got ready to close my eyes and pray silently to Sadie.  Before the words came to me, Patsy spoke up.   
 
    “Hope?” 
 
    Apparently I was wrong.  Patsy was looking for a conversation.  It turned out that prayer would have to wait.  I turned to Patsy.  She appeared to be trying to hold back tears.   
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Davidson.” 
 
    She preferred that I took a less formal approach.  “You can call me Patsy.” 
 
    “Of course.  Sorry, Mrs. Davidson.”  So much for heeding her advice.  I corrected myself.  “I mean, Patsy.  Calling you Mrs. Davidson is just a force of habit from my school days.”  
 
    “It’s quite all right.” 
 
    Now that we’d sorted out the technicalities of how to address her, it was time to get down to more important matters.  
 
    “You look like you could use a hug,” I said.   
 
    “I suppose I do,” she replied.   
 
    I leaned in and gave her a hug. 
 
    When I pulled back, she looked happy to have the comfort, however brief.  The relief on her face didn’t last long.  It was quickly replaced by more grief.       
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said.   
 
    I was confused.  If there was one place where an apology wasn’t necessary, it was at a cemetery.  After all, who didn’t have a sad story to tell here? 
 
    “What do you have to be sorry about?” I asked.   
 
    “I didn’t realize I’d still get so emotional after all this time.” 
 
    Patsy’s story was a tragic one.  Two years ago, her only daughter had lost her battle with lung cancer at the all-too-young age of forty-three.  Emily Davidson had been nobly fighting the disease for thirty-eight months before tragically passing away.  Like that, the once-promising pharmacist, not to mention pride and joy of her mother, was gone.   
 
    As was to be expected, Patsy took the loss hard.  The only real surprise was how long the grieving process had lasted.  Even now, a full two years after her passing, Patsy was as broken up as ever.  When I looked into her eyes, I doubted that she’d ever be the same again.    
 
    I turned a sympathetic eye to her.  “After losing your daughter, how could you not get emotional?”  
 
    It was more than that.  Patsy had the look of someone who hadn’t made the least bit of progress in moving on.  Like she was incapable of it.  As if she was resigned to spending the rest of her life in various stages of grief.  Raw emotions began pouring out of her.  “They say that time heals all wounds, but this one still feels like there’s salt in it.” 
 
    There was a new tug at my heartstrings each time she responded with such sorrow.   
 
    “I’m very sorry to hear that,” I said.   
 
    I wished that I could come up with something better, but words betrayed me.  All I could think to do was just extend my sympathy and give her a shoulder to cry on if she wanted one.     
 
    She continued letting her emotions spill out.  “To this day, I still ask how this could have happened.  It just doesn’t add up.” 
 
    The loss of her daughter was one thing.  How, of all things, she’d gotten lung cancer was a nagging unsolved mystery that appeared to have no answer.  The family had no history of cancer.  Moreover, Emily hadn’t been a smoker.  I don’t think she’d lit up a single cigarette in her entire life.  Yet there she was, the victim of lung cancer.     
 
    While losing her daughter under any circumstances would have been devastating, for her to contract such a particular type of cancer was befuddling.  It was the randomness that was so perplexing to her.  But that was just the nature of cancer.  Sometimes it came out of nowhere.  Who contracted it and who was able to fight it off was nothing more than a game of cosmic chance sometimes.  That brought no comfort to Patsy, who was still trying to make sense of it all.   
 
    “Sometimes life is just random,” I said.    
 
    “That’s not an easy solution for a mathematician to accept.  My profession is based on hard numbers, not random chance.” 
 
    It was one of those times when I wished that I had more than just simple words of comfort to give her.  It would have been nice to give her a concrete answer.  That just wasn’t possible.  She was a much smarter woman than I was, and she was at a complete loss.  What chance did that leave me? 
 
    All I had at my disposal were words of comfort.  Still, it was better to say them than to stay silent.  Sometimes a little empathy went a long way.   
 
    “I can’t even imagine what you’re going through.  I wish there was more I could do for you,” I replied. 
 
    “So do I.”  She turned back to her daughter’s headstone.  “If there’s anything I’ve learned in the past few years, it’s how little we really have control of.  There’s a lot more to the world than we’ll ever understand.  But that doesn’t mean I can’t try.”   
 
    I lent her more encouragement.  “If anyone can figure it out, it’s you.” 
 
    She grimaced then let out a groan as her frustration became too much to leave bottled up inside.  “The one thing that’s so hard for me to get over is how unnatural it all is to lose a child.  Parents are supposed to die first.  That’s the natural order of things.  No mother should ever have to bury her daughter.” 
 
    I was running out of words of encouragement.  Patsy just seemed to keep sinking deeper into her depression.  I searched for anything that could make her feel better.  Once again, an answer escaped me.   
 
    Despite my best efforts, my frustration came out.  “I know.  The problem is, you’re a logical person in an illogical world.  The reason you’re having trouble making sense of this is because cancer doesn’t make sense.  It makes up its own rules.” 
 
    That statement made her silent.  Uh-oh.  I suddenly wished that I could take it back.   
 
    Finally, Patsy opened her mouth to reply.  “That’s probably the most truthful thing I’ve heard in a while.  And you’re right.” 
 
    That was news to me.  I was unable to keep the look of confusion off of my face.  “I am?” 
 
    Patsy nodded.  “Yeah.  Maybe the answer is that there is no answer.”  
 
    That was far too defeatist for my tastes.  What we needed right now was some optimism, even if it was only a shred.  Anything to keep things from unraveling any further.   
 
    I made another effort to pull her out of her funk.  “Look, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    She stopped me.  “It’s okay.  This isn’t your fault.  Nor is it mine.  Like you said, cancer makes up its own rules.”  Patsy let her deepest emotions run free again.  “You know, I would have done anything for Emily.  I would have taken a bullet for her.” 
 
    “You would have?” 
 
    There was no hesitation in her voice as she answered.  “Of course.  I don’t know a parent who wouldn’t.  Here’s the thing, though.  In the end, the one thing that killed her was something I had no control over.  I’ve spent all this time feeling so powerless, looking for answers inside me.  Maybe I’ve been looking in the wrong place.  The universe has answers.  I’m convinced of it.  I just have to find the right place to look for them.” 
 
    “Well, you let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.” 
 
    Patsy agreed.  “I will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The conversation with Patsy gave me a lot to think about.  As a matter of fact, while I headed home, it took up all of my focus.  One thing she said in particular stuck out in my head.  When she told me she would have taken a bullet for her child, I didn’t doubt her.   
 
    Nor did I question her when she mentioned that every parent she knew would do the same.  While Patsy had been talking about her daughter specifically, those words could also apply to this murder investigation.   
 
    I’d spent the entire day wondering why Mark Cambridge had decided to take the fall for a crime that I believed he hadn’t committed.  Finally, the answer occurred to me.  As did the realization of who the real killer was.    
 
    The answer had been right in front of me all along.  I just didn’t want to admit the truth, because it was terrifying.  As awful as it was, it didn’t make it any less true.  The time to delay was over.  I had to face the facts.    
 
    The next morning, I paid a visit to Palmer’s Insurance Agency, where David Cambridge worked.  I would have gone to see him at his house again, but I wanted to talk to him when he was sober.  While the bottle had gotten the best of him recently, I knew he wouldn’t dare risk his job by showing up drunk.    
 
    I strode into his office with a head full of steam.  “What’s a life worth these days?”  
 
    David was staring out into the distance, lost in thought.  He looked surprised to see me as he tore his eyes away from the window.   
 
    “Hope, what are you doing here?” he asked.   
 
    “I’ve been asking myself the same question over and over for the last day.  Why would your father confess to a crime he didn’t commit?” 
 
    David changed the subject.  “I have work to do.  This is not the time or the place for this.” 
 
    “Actually, it is.  Especially because I finally figured out the answer.” 
 
    David sighed, knowing I wasn’t about to just walk away.  “Fine.  What’s the answer?”  
 
    “Sometimes a father will do anything for his child—including taking the fall for him.”   
 
    David was losing his grip on his temper.  “Wait a minute.  I don’t like where you’re going with this.” 
 
    “Neither do I.  They say that the truth hurts, but I never realized it could be this painful.  I mean, here you are, going to work and selling life insurance policies like it’s any other day.  Meanwhile, your father is going to spend the rest of his life in jail for a crime that you committed.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he barked.   
 
    I didn’t back down.  “I don’t?  Come on, David, who do you think you’re fooling?  Because it’s not me.” 
 
    He tried arguing with me, but I cut him off. 
 
    “You said you knew that your father didn’t commit this crime.  But how could you really know that, unless you were the one to actually do it?” 
 
    David tensed up, having no answer for that.     
 
    I continued.  “Why are you letting him take the fall for you?”  
 
    He lowered his head, trying to come up with a response.  When he thought he had a suitable one, he looked up and saw the resolve on my face.    
 
    David came clean.  “When my dad figured out that I’d killed Walter, he couldn’t stand the thought of me spending the rest of my life in prison.  So he decided to confess, even though he didn’t do anything.  I tried to reason with my dad.  I begged him not to take the fall for me, but he wouldn’t listen.  He told me I had my whole life ahead of me, that he’d already seen my sister’s life cut tragically short, and that the idea of me serving a life sentence in prison was too much for him to take.” 
 
    “Your father really was willing to do anything for you.”  I finally had one part of the equation figured out.  There was still another key component to this.  “Now, about Walter—” 
 
    David cut me off.  “That was an accident.”   
 
    I raised my eyebrows at him.  “Really, an accident?” 
 
    He nodded.  “After his acquittal, I couldn’t stand the idea of him walking around town freely.  It made me angry to no end that he’d be able to just move on with his life, while the rest of us would be struggling to pick up the pieces.  I went over to Walter’s house that night to talk him into leaving town.  Even though I’d never truly be able to get over the fact that he’d been acquitted, I figured that if he moved away from Hollywood, maybe having him out of sight might be able to take him out of my family’s minds, even if just a little.”   
 
    “What did he do?” I asked.   
 
    “He said he wasn’t going anywhere.  I tried reasoning with him, but he just wouldn’t listen.  Instead, he just got angrier and angrier, then told me he still had some unfinished business in this town.”   
 
    “What kind of unfinished business?” 
 
    “He told me that he wanted to see my family suffer.  As if we hadn’t already suffered enough, right?”  David started getting choked up.  “Apparently, he blamed me and my parents for Sadie breaking up with him.  Walter said that we poisoned the well and had convinced her that he was the wrong guy for her.” 
 
    “How did you respond?” 
 
    “I said, can you really blame us?  I mean, you were crazy enough to kill her.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Realizing that I was getting nowhere, I turned around to leave.  That’s when he came at me from behind.  He pushed me against the wall and tried to choke me, but I fought back and ended up choking him to death in self-defense.  You see, I had no choice.  It was either him or me, and I wasn’t about to let him get the better of me,” David explained.   
 
    It was an elaborate story.  One that seemed too detailed to make up on the spot.  The look in his eyes seemed genuine, but my suspicions remained.   
 
    As much as I wanted to believe David, one part of his story didn’t add up.  “If you killed him in self-defense, why didn’t you tell the police that?  You could have avoided all of this.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Yeah, right.  Like they’d believe me.  When I just told you this was an accident, you didn’t even believe me.  I was at Walter’s house hours after he’d gotten acquitted on charges of killing my sister.  If the police found that out, they would have thrown me in jail immediately, regardless of the truth, and you know it.” 
 
    I had a hard time arguing with that.  As I looked into his eyes, I didn’t see any wavering.  I believed he was telling the truth, that he’d acted in self-defense.     
 
    He continued.  “Face it, if you look guilty, people think you are guilty.” 
 
    “You saw that, but that wasn’t the truth with Walter Clayton when it came to that jury.  And he was guilty.  You’re innocent.  Tell the truth and trust the jury to make the right decision this time.” 
 
    He argued with me.  “I can’t.” 
 
    I stared him down.  “You have to.  Your father’s life depends on it.” 
 
    David took my words to heart and grew quiet.  As much as he hated to admit it, it became clear to him what he had to do.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After some hemming and hawing, David eventually turned himself in to the police and confessed to killing Walter Clayton.  With David’s confession, Mark Cambridge was released from prison.  Unfortunately, the troubles were far from over for the Cambridge family.  While David pleaded self-defense in killing Walter, the district attorney disagreed with David’s story and filed murder charges against him. 
 
    Like the Walter Clayton case that had come before it, suddenly the David Cambridge case became the only thing the residents of Hollywood talked about.  The trial was locally televised, and I watched every second of it, hoping that justice would be done.   
 
    For five painstaking days, David’s attorney laid out his defense.  Finally, on the sixth day, after two hours of deliberation, the jury returned with a verdict.     
 
    I waited impatiently as the foreman stood up in the jury box, holding David’s fate in his hands.  As the foreman turned to the judge, I said a quick prayer to God, hoping to hear a not-guilty verdict.    
 
    I didn’t have to wait long for an answer.  David’s entire life rested on the words that were about to come out of that foreman’s mouth.  I knew what the verdict should have been.  But, if juries had proven anything, it was how unpredictable they could be.   
 
    Finally, the wait was over.  As I watched the television intently, the foreman opened his mouth and said eight of the sweetest words I’d ever heard in my entire life.   
 
    “We, the jury, find the defendant not guilty.” 
 
    The End. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My pulse pounded as the car accelerated to eighty miles per hour.  I looked over at my brother, Joe Hadley, to see if he was sweating, but he looked as calm as could be.  Granted, he was a police detective with training for this sort of thing, but his cool under pressure was still enviable.  I could not say the same for myself.  While Joe was focused on chasing the murder suspect who was trying to break away from us, I was moments away from a full-blown panic attack.   
 
    How did things come to this—a dangerous car chase at absurdly high speeds?  Suddenly, I found myself entertaining thoughts that had never occurred to me before.  Things like, how good were the airbags in this car?  Would my seat belt really be able to hold me back in the case of a collision?  Would my body crumple up like an accordion on impact, or would I be able to walk away from this with only minor scrapes and bruises?   
 
    If I wasn’t careful, my thoughts could turn into nothing more than a minefield.  I tried not to let fear get the best of me.  That was a more difficult struggle than I had anticipated.   
 
    Once again, I turned my attention to Joe, wondering how he could be so calm at a time like this.  Then again, I wouldn’t have wanted him to be any other way, especially since he was the one behind the wheel.  His eyes were only focused on one thing—the evergreen-colored sedan that was in front of us. 
 
    Car chases were the kind of things that were always so entertaining to watch on television from the comfort of my living room, but terrifying to be in the thick of.  During my years in Los Angeles, I had seen a lot of high-speed chases, as L.A. was sort of the unofficial car-chase capital of the world.  Conversely, I could count on one finger the number of times a car chase had occurred in this corner of Florida.  I was quite thankful for that.  Unfortunately, I had a passenger seat for that one and only car chase. 
 
    In addition, right then, I didn’t have time to count—my fingers were bracing myself in case impact was imminent.  In person, these high-speed pursuits were nail-biting affairs.  I felt like I could die at any moment.  All it would take was one wrong move by either Joe or the suspect in front of us, and it could lead to a disastrous crash.    
 
    Things had started simply enough.  After questioning this suspect, Joe had assigned a patrol car to tail their every move, in case they tried to leave town.  It was fairly standard procedure.  In this case, it also happened to be necessary.  A few hours after we’d finished questioning the suspect, they made a break for it, desperate to bolt out of town.   
 
    Joe’s deputy had notified us of the suspect’s departure, and we sped across town to join the chase.  Thanks to some unexpected traffic leaving town, the suspect was slowed down, allowing Joe to take a shortcut to catch up with them.  Now, we were hot on the suspect’s tail burning down the highway on the outskirts of town, waiting for the suspect to slip up.  
 
    As we looked ahead on the highway, traffic appeared to be intervening.  There seemed to be a slowing of traffic in front of us.  The closer we got, the more I realized why.  There was an overturned big rig taking up two of the three lanes on the westbound side of the highway.  All the traffic in front of us was being funneled into one lane while a crew cleaned up the mess associated with the big rig accident.   
 
    Normally, this would be a good thing for us.  With traffic slowing down, logically, the suspect would have to slow down as well, right?  Only, the suspect kept gunning it.   
 
    Suddenly, we were hurtling full speed ahead towards a worst-case scenario.  Didn’t the suspect see the traffic slowing down right in front of us?  Or did they not care? 
 
    To Joe and myself, this was a grave concern.  We didn’t want casualties at a time like this.  Joe’s job was to protect and serve the public at all costs.  Unfortunately, it looked like a grim end to this situation was inevitable.  
 
    The suspect kept approaching the traffic snag at full speed, almost destined to plow into the bumper of one of the cars in front of him.  I prayed for the suspect to slow down and stop this madness.  That prayer wasn’t answered.   
 
    The suspect had other ideas.  They made a slight turn to the right at the last moment, swung onto the shoulder of the highway, and kept driving.   
 
    Joe followed behind them.  How long could the suspect keep this up?  Did they really think they could drive all the way down the shoulder to get beyond this traffic snag?   
 
    I got my answer in short order.  A few seconds later, the suspect made a wild turn to the right, following the highway exit, narrowly missing a number of cars as they drove on the shoulder of the off-ramp.   
 
    Joe followed suit and was barely able to keep from hitting the cars as well.  Somehow, he managed to just make it.   
 
    I took a deep breath.  Phew.  That was close.  Too close.   
 
    If there was one bright spot in all of this, it was that at least we were off the highway now.  As a benefit, this particular exit was in a sparsely populated area.  There were more trees out here than people.  Conversely, it meant that the suspect had more open space to work with.  That could make it much harder to bring this chase to an end.   
 
    That’s when it happened.  Just as my worries reached an all-new high, the suspect suddenly made a decision that altered the dynamics of this chase.  Before I knew it, everything changed in the blink of an eye, and I realized that things would never be the same.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    One Day Earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you all right?” Daniel Jacobsen asked.   
 
    It was turning into an odd evening.  Things had started off well enough.  My boyfriend had taken me to Romancing Jane Burroughs, a new romantic comedy movie that I absolutely loved.  In my mind, they couldn’t make enough chick flicks.  Unfortunately, Hollywood seemed to be producing less of them than ever these days.  What a shame.  But the paucity of new romantic comedies coming down the pipeline made seeing a good one even more satisfying.   
 
    After the movie, Daniel figured we’d follow up the movie with a great meal.  He’d brought me to Mario’s Italian Restaurant on Beach View Boulevard.  We’d been here before and always had wonderful service.  The staff was a highly professional bunch and always seemed to be on top of things.   
 
    Only, that night was different.  Antonio, our rotund, goateed, twenty-eight-year-old server, had just brought a cup of orange juice and a glass of milk to our table.  That would have been fine, had we ordered either of those things.  In truth, we were expecting a glass of house white wine and Chianti respectively.   
 
    I would have dismissed that as just a simple misstep, had it been the first mistake of the evening.  It was not.  When we first arrived, while the hostess was away seating another party, Antonio led us to a table by the restroom when we’d specifically requested a booth that was as far away from the restrooms as possible.  Antonio’s mind was clearly on other things, which had prompted Daniel to ask him if everything was all right.   
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure,” Antonio replied.   
 
    Even if Antonio hadn’t stammered his answer, it would have been clear by the shaky tone of his voice that things were not going well.  
 
    To be fair, it wasn’t just Antonio’s head that appeared to be in the clouds.  There was a general sense of uneasiness in the air.  All of the restaurant’s staff looked tense and on edge.  The question became, what was the cause of all of this anxiety? 
 
    Usually, I was the nosy one in the relationship.  This time, Daniel took the lead.  “Really?  Then why did you just serve us a glass of orange juice and milk when we ordered wine?” 
 
    Antonio looked down at the table and appeared genuinely shocked to see the orange juice and milk there.  That was how distracted his thoughts were that he was only just noticing his error right now, after Daniel had pointed it out to him.    
 
    Antonio’s face went as red as marinara sauce.  “I’m so sorry.  Your wine will be right up.”   
 
    We didn’t care so much about the apology.  The wine, we’d get soon enough.  What concerned us more was getting to the bottom of this string of mistakes that kept cropping up.   
 
    “Now, do you want to tell us what’s going on?” I asked.   
 
    He gave a meek answer.  “I’m not sure that I’m supposed to.” 
 
    “Antonio, it’s okay.  You can tell us,” I said.   
 
    He looked to the left then to the right to make sure no staff members were passing by.  Then he leaned in and gave us an explanation.    
 
    “Claude Giraud was just here.” 
 
    Daniel had a visceral reaction that manifested itself as a gag reflex.  “The food critic?” 
 
    As a fellow restaurateur himself, my boyfriend had plenty of experience with Claude and his ability to make a restaurant staff’s hairs stand on end.  When Claude had come to Daniel’s place a few months before, it almost caused my boyfriend to have a panic attack.  Luckily, that story had a happy ending.  Claude’s review of Daniel’s restaurant ultimately turned out to be favorable.  The same could not be said for a number of the other local restaurants in town. 
 
    Antonio divulged further.  “Claude completely eviscerated the place.  He told Mario to expect a scathing review.” 
 
    Mario Donatelli was the owner and head chef of this restaurant.  The man had an ego the size of the country of Italy.  The only thing he had a higher opinion of than himself, was the food he cooked.  So for a noted local food critic to rip him apart was not just a blow to his ego, it could also have a drastic effect on his bottom line.   
 
    If Claude’s review ended up being as scathing as he threatened it would be, it could really hurt sales here.  And with a cut in revenue, it could mean laying off staff, or worse, possibly even closing.  That was all projecting well into the future, but it had happened before to other restaurants in town that had gotten on Claude’s bad side.    
 
    “No wonder everyone is so on edge,” I said.     
 
    “Yeah.  Business has been slow enough around here already.  If this review tanks things even further, I may not be able to pay all my bills.”   
 
    “That’s awful.  Did Claude say what was so wrong with his meal?” Daniel asked.   
 
    “As far as he was concerned, nothing was right about it.  The pasta was too bland, the sauce was too lumpy, the garlic bread was undercooked, and the meatballs weren’t flavorful enough,” Antonio said.   
 
    “That seems ridiculously harsh,” I said.   
 
    “Mario must be beside himself,” Daniel added.   
 
    Antonio nodded.  “Oh, he was absolutely crazed.  So much so that he started having it out with Claude.” 
 
    “When you say he had it out—” 
 
    Antonio took Daniel’s lead and filled in the blanks.  
 
    “Mario started railing against Claude, claiming his review was completely biased because this was one of his estranged wife’s favorite restaurants in town.” 
 
    “I’m sure Claude took that well,” Daniel joked.   
 
    “Mario wasn’t done there.  He argued that ever since Claude and his wife separated, he’s been letting his frustrations about his divorce trial bleed into his reviews,” Antonio said.   
 
    “Nothing like accusations of bias to stoke the fires even more.  What kind of tongue-lashing did Claude give him after hearing that?” 
 
    “He told Mario to shut up and take some cooking classes before trying to pass off any more mediocre meals on the public.” 
 
    I grimaced at that statement.  To me, it sounded as much like a personal attack as it was a line from one of his future reviews.       
 
    Daniel took a bite from the basket of bread that Antonio had previously brought to the table.  “The food doesn’t taste bad to me.  But what do I know?  I’m just a fellow restaurant owner.” 
 
    Antonio muttered under his breath.  “I wish you were a reviewer instead of Claude.” 
 
    Daniel extended his sympathies.  “I feel bad for Mario.  Tell him to hang in there.” 
 
    “I will, when he comes back,” Antonio replied.  
 
    My curiosity was piqued.  “Wait a minute.  He’s not here?” 
 
    Antonio shook his head.  “He stormed out after his confrontation with Claude.  I haven’t seen him since.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luckily, the rest of the evening was without incident.  Then again, between Claude threatening to leave an eviscerating review and Mario storming out, there was already enough drama for one night.  For the record, both my meal and Daniel’s were perfectly delicious.  While we savored our food, we saw no sign of Mario anywhere.  As far as we knew, he didn’t return to the restaurant at all last night.  Apparently, he’d taken the news of the impending review even worse than I’d first assumed.   
 
    After a dinner fraught with such tension, I hoped that my breakfast the following morning with my brother would be carefree.  Unfortunately, I did not get my wish.  As I arrived at Home Sweet Home Cooking Café to meet Joe, he was just getting up to leave.   
 
    That left me puzzled.  “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I hate to do this to you, but I have to go right now,” Joe said.   
 
    He clearly hoped that I wouldn’t push him for more information.  The fact was, his answer had only made me more curious.  “Why?  What happened?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.  I can take care of it.” 
 
    He was being particularly evasive this morning.  That wasn’t like him at all.  This obviously had something to do with work.  Otherwise, he’d never pass up the chance to order a stack of fluffy pancakes.  That being said, when he got a call about a shoplifter, vagrant, or basic robbery, he just came out and told me about it.  There was only one reason I could think he was keeping this to himself. 
 
    I voiced my suspicions.  “Has there been another murder?” 
 
    Joe grimaced but didn’t reply.  What he failed to realize, was that by not responding, he’d just given me the answer I had been looking for.   
 
    “Oh, dear.  Not another murder.  Who was killed this time?” I asked.   
 
    Joe was still reluctant to give me any information.  When he saw the resolve on my face, he sighed, knowing I wouldn’t give up until I got an answer.   
 
    Finally, he came clean.  “Claude Giraud.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The timing of Claude’s incident with Mario and Claude’s subsequent murder made me as suspicious as could be.  Given what Antonio had told me at the restaurant last night about his boss, paired with Claude’s assorted history of stirring up trouble with his reviews, I felt like I could be of great help in solving this case.   
 
    My brother initially felt strongly about handling this one himself.  When I told him everything I’d found out about Claude, he suddenly changed his mind.  In previous cases, he’d put up a much bigger fight to letting me play amateur sleuth.   
 
    With each case I solved, his resistance weakened.  We still hadn’t reached the point where he completely embraced me investigating murder cases with him, but he was getting there.  Joe decided to temporarily deputize me, then we headed off to Claude Giraud’s house.   
 
    It was a single-story beige Spanish-style home.  As we arrived at the scene, yellow police tape had already been strung up.  A number of deputies were coming and going while the coroner’s van was parked out front.   
 
    I followed Joe into Claude’s home office, where his body had been discovered slumped over in his desk chair.  Phil Kelton, the coroner, was examining the body.  The sight of dead bodies made me queasy.  It was something I’d never gotten used to.  To keep from gagging, I looked away.  That’s when I saw an open laptop on Claude’s desk.  There was a word processing document open on the computer.  
 
    I would have zeroed in on it, but Joe’s conversation with the coroner drew my attention.   
 
    “What have you got for me?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Deceased male, early fifties.  He died of blunt force trauma to the back of the head,” Phil replied.   
 
    “Did you find the weapon that killed him?” 
 
    Phil nodded.  “You’re not going to believe this, but he was hit on the back of the head with his own Golden Critic award statuette.” 
 
    The Golden Critic was the top honor a restaurant critic could receive.  It was ironic—Claude had won the award based on his hypercritical reviews, but perhaps it was one of those reviews that led to his murder.  The blood-stained statuette was in an evidence bag on the desk.  I only gave it a cursory glance, mostly because I hated the sight of blood.      
 
    “Were you able to pull any fingerprints from the statuette?” Joe asked.   
 
    Phil shook his head.  “Not one—from the statuette, or any other place in the house.” 
 
    “The killer must have been wearing gloves,” Joe deduced.   
 
    The coroner agreed.  “That’s my guess.  There’s no way the killer wiped this whole area clean before they left.” 
 
    “Approximate time of death?” Joe asked.   
 
    “It’s looking at between nine and nine thirty last night.” 
 
    That answer gave me pause.  Daniel and I had been at Mario’s restaurant during that time frame.  One notable person happened to be absent, though—Mario Donatelli.   
 
    “Anything else?” Joe asked.   
 
    “The laptop was open when we got here.  It looks like Claude was in the middle of typing up a blistering review of Mario’s Italian Restaurant,” Phil replied.   
 
    If my suspicions of Mario weren’t strong enough before, they only seemed to grow with each piece of new information I received.     
 
    “Who found the body?” Joe said.   
 
    “The neighbor across the street.”  
 
    “In that case, it’s time to talk to that neighbor.  Let me know if you find anything else out,” Joe replied.     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I walked across the street to interview the neighbor, Gertrude Brotwick.  She looked to be about seventy-five.  The pair of glasses she was wearing was nearly as old as she was.   
 
    Gertrude’s thick, oversized circular-framed glasses looked like they took up half of her face.  It was almost as if she didn’t realize they had modern frames that didn’t look like goggles.  Maybe she just didn’t care.   
 
    Joe didn’t seem to be distracted by the size of her glasses, which was good for him, as it was much easier for him to focus.  I had to work at it.  Because of that, I was happy to let Joe ask the first question.  
 
    “Mrs. Brotwick, I understand that you found the body.” 
 
    She corrected him.  “First of all, it’s Ms. Brotwick.  Heaven claimed Mr. Brotwick four years ago, God rest his soul.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Brotwick.” 
 
    A wistful look came to Gertrude’s face.  Joe worried the conversation could slip away from him if he didn’t get back on topic right away.  That’s why he quickly got back on topic.   
 
    “Now, you were the one to find the body, correct?” 
 
    Gertrude looked traumatized.  “Yes, what a terrible sight.  I’ve never seen anything so awful in my life.”  
 
    Joe scrunched his nose.  “I’m sorry about that, but I’m also confused.  What were you doing at Mr. Giraud’s house in the first place?”   
 
    “I can explain.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “I was out front watering my plants this morning when I happened to notice that the light was still on in Claude’s office.  That didn’t make any sense to me.  He’s never up that early in the morning.  And he’s very particular about not leaving lights on.  He’s complained about his electric bill to me nearly half a dozen times.” 
 
    “All right.  That still doesn’t explain why you were in his house.” 
 
    “I gave him a call just to check in and see if everything was all right, but he didn’t answer.  That’s when I figured something must have been wrong.  He never let his phone go to voice mail.  So I went over to his place and knocked.  When he didn’t answer the front door, I walked around the front of his house to his home office where the light was on.  That’s when I saw that the window was open.  I looked inside, and that’s when I saw his body slumped over his chair with a big bloody gash on the back of his head.  I haven’t been able to get that sight out of my head ever since,” Gertrude explained.      
 
     “Again, I’m very sorry about that.  We’re going to do everything we can to find out who did this.” 
 
    Gertrude got feisty.  “You’d better.  I don’t want some crazy murderer running around town.” 
 
    “No, of course not.  Now, did you happen to hear any strange noises last night, especially ones that may have been coming from Mr. Giraud’s house?” Joe asked.   
 
    She shook her head.  “No, but then again, I don’t hear all that well anymore.  Besides, I sleep like a rock.  The minute my head hits the pillow, I’m out like a light.” 
 
    “It is believed that the murder occurred between nine and nine thirty last night.  You weren’t already asleep then, were you?” Joe asked.  
 
    “You bet I was.  Nine o’clock might as well be midnight to me these days.  I was out like a light.” 
 
    Realizing that he was getting nowhere, my brother wrapped things up with Gertrude, then let her go on with her day.  At first, it seemed like Gertrude could have been good for a lead or two.  Alas, that was far from the case.   
 
    After the disappointing discussion with Gertrude, we checked with Claude’s other neighbors, hoping to get some kind of lead.  All our legwork was for naught, as we came up empty-handed.  No one else had any additional information for us.   
 
    A number of Claude’s neighbors were out having dinner at the time of the murder.  Some appeared to have left town for the weekend.  Either way, despite our best efforts, it seemed like Joe and I were right back where we’d started.    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Joe and I reconvened at the crime scene, my brother’s frustration was becoming palpable.   
 
    “That wasn’t terribly helpful,” he grumbled.   
 
    He was a master of the understatement.  Whereas most people’s range of emotions featured wild extremes on both the positive and negative end, Joe never really got too high or too low.  Normally, I was a fan of moderation, but in his case, it had a tendency to come off as humorous.  While I envied his ability to never truly get too down on himself, conversely, he never really seemed to experience moments of unabashed joy either.  
 
    In this particular case, his comment led to a much-needed chuckle on my part.  The levity ended up being short lived as the gravity of the situation crept in again.      
 
    My brother wasn’t the frustrated one.  I had plenty of pent up irritation of my own.  “I’ll say it wasn’t helpful.  Even getting the gender of the suspect would have made a huge difference.” 
 
    Joe sighed.  “Instead, we’re right back where we started.” 
 
    I tried to re-frame the conversation so I didn’t become discouraged.  “Hey, we’re going to hit some dead ends every once in a while.  No one said solving murders was easy.”   
 
    “You can say that again.  But it doesn’t mean it always has to be so hard.  I’d kill for a nice open-and-shut case just once,” he replied.   
 
    “You’d kill for one?  Talk about a poor choice of words.” 
 
    “As long as that’s the only poor choice I make today.  Now, who had a reason to want Claude dead?” 
 
    That was more of a rhetorical question than anything.  A name immediately came to my mind.  Judging by the wide-eyed expression on Joe’s face, we were probably thinking along the same lines.   
 
    “I think we both know the answer to that,” I said.   
 
    “Mario Donatelli.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Exactly.” 
 
    Joe continued.  “Not to mention everyone else at that restaurant.”   
 
    There was no doubt where our next stop would be.  “Time to see what’s cooking at Mario’s.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My taste buds were clearly unaware that we weren’t stopping into the restaurant for culinary reasons because my stomach started rumbling the minute we entered Mario’s restaurant.  I had to shelve my urge to order a calzone.  It was hard to go wrong with dough and ricotta cheese.  When I finally put the lid on my hunger pangs, my brother and I started interviewing everyone in the restaurant that had worked last night.   
 
    After an extensive series of questions, we were able to deduce that all of them had alibis, except the owner of the place—Mario Donatelli.  Joe and I sat the mustached, round-faced, portly, fiery-tempered fifty-two-year-old down at a table in hopes of finding out where he was at the time of the murder.   
 
    “You stormed out of the restaurant last night.  Where did you go?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I needed to get some fresh air, so I took a drive to clear my thoughts,” Mario replied.   
 
    “Where did you drive to?” Joe said.   
 
    “The water.” 
 
    “Did you happen to swing by Claude Giraud’s place while you were out?” 
 
    Mario didn’t hesitate with his answer.  “No.” 
 
    Joe found that hard to believe.  “This drive you took corresponds exactly with the time of Claude’s murder.” 
 
    Mario’s legendary temper began to show.  “I didn’t do this.” 
 
    “Every suspect says that.  The true test is whether you have anyone who can corroborate your story.  So do you?” 
 
    “I already told you, I went out and took a drive around town to collect my thoughts.” 
 
    Mario wasn’t the only one losing his temper.   
 
    Joe was getting tired of asking different variations of the same question.  “And I told you, your story is only as good as your ability to verify it.  Now, were you alone on this drive of yours?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Finally, we were getting somewhere.  That was until Mario spoke up again.   
 
    He kept denying any involvement in Claude’s murder.  “I didn’t do this.” 
 
    Those blanket statements were doing him less good than he thought.  A murder investigation was about gathering concrete evidence, not believing random hearsay.   
 
    I came at Mario from a different angle.  “You say that, but from what we’ve heard, you stormed out of here like a man who was out for blood.” 
 
    Mario got very defensive.  “Hey, that came out of your mouth, not mine.  This isn’t what it looks like.”   
 
    Joe disagreed.  “Really?  Because it looks pretty bad.  You had an explosive fight with the victim an hour before he was killed.  On top of that, you don’t have anyone who can verify where you were at the time of the murder.  I don’t see how things could look any worse for you.” 
 
    “I’d agree with you, but you’re forgetting one simple fact,” Mario argued. 
 
    “Which is?” I asked.   
 
    “I didn’t do this,” Mario replied.   
 
    I felt like we were slamming our heads against a brick wall.  Then, I thought of another possible way to break through.  “Mario, did you know Claude was typing up his blistering review of your restaurant at the time he was killed?” 
 
    Mario became frantic, although, not with nerves.  That statement surprisingly made him excited.  “See, that actually proves my point.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, confused beyond belief.  “How so?” 
 
    I couldn’t wait to hear the answer to this one.   
 
    Mario didn’t disappoint.  “If I had killed Claude, why wouldn’t I have deleted what he’d written about my place before I left?”   
 
    Joe had a theory.  “Maybe you were in a rush to get out of there.  Perhaps you were so worried that you’d get caught that you panicked and left without deleting the review.” 
 
    Mario shook his head defiantly.  “No.  If I was the killer, I would have deleted something that incriminating immediately.” 
 
    Joe decided to approach this from a different angle.  “You say that, but killers don’t always think rationally in the heat of the moment.  Otherwise, they wouldn’t be murdering someone in the first place.” 
 
    “For the last time, I didn’t do this.  If you want to talk to someone with a real ax to grind, why don’t you talk to his soon-to-be ex-wife?” Mario suggested.   
 
    Mario was suddenly quick to deflect.  Did he throw Claude’s estranged wife under the bus just to point the finger of blame away from himself or because that theory had solid legs to stand on?  That was yet to be determined.  In the meantime, we weren’t done with Mario.  Although, he was done with us.   
 
    “We will.  But back to you—” I started saying.   
 
    He shut me down.  “I’m not saying another word without a lawyer present.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe really wanted to haul Mario into the station and detain him.  The problem was, he could only keep him for a few days without filing formal charges against him.  It was too early in the investigation to do that.  Even though we had ample suspicion, we had no concrete evidence against Mario.  For that reason, Joe warned Mario not to leave town, then we headed off to chase down our next lead.   
 
    Joe and I decided to pay Claude’s estranged wife a visit.  As we pulled into the driveway of her green rental bungalow, Yvette’s bright purple sedan immediately caught my eye.  Like so many Candy Cole Cosmetics saleswomen, Yvette proudly showed off the striking purple shade that was associated with the brand.  Still, no matter how often I saw a bright purple car, I never really got used to such a strong bright shade.   
 
    Joe was not distracted by the car in the least.  He headed straight to the front door of Yvette’s place without hesitation.   
 
    His first set of knocks yielded no results.   
 
    “Mrs. Giraud.  This is the police.  I know you’re in there,” Joe said.  
 
    After still receiving no response, he knocked again.  This time, Yvette Giraud finally answered the door.  If the color purple wasn’t burned enough into my brain after seeing Yvette’s car, her outfit sealed the deal.  Her curvy figure, combined with her head-to-toe purple outfit, made her look like an eggplant.  It was not the most flattering of looks.  But judging by the confidence I saw on the fifty-two-year-old’s face, she clearly thought she was very stylish.   
 
    “Are you sure you have the right place?  What do the police want with me?” Yvette asked.   
 
    “Mrs. Giraud, we have to ask you a few questions,” Joe replied.     
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Your husband’s murder.” 
 
    Yvette seemed unfazed by hearing the words “husband” and “murder” in the same sentence.  The woman must have had ice water running through her veins.     
 
    “All right.  Ask away,” Yvette said.   
 
    “I think it would be better if we did this inside,” Joe replied.   
 
    She disagreed.  “No.  I’d prefer it if we did it out here.” 
 
    A red flag immediately went up in my mind.  “Why don’t you want to do this inside?  Unless, there’s something you’re trying to hide from us.” 
 
    Yvette was quick to deny my assertion.  “That’s not it.” 
 
    “You know, I could get a search warrant for your place if I needed to.  Or you could just let us in,” Joe said.   
 
    Yvette bit the corner of her lip then sighed.  “Fine.  Come in.” 
 
    After she reluctantly led us into her living room, I was on high alert for anything that looked out of place.  Granted, some people were just highly private and didn’t like having unexpected company, but when a murder suspect acted withholding, it was usually because they were trying to cover something up.   
 
    Yvette sat down on her couch and began filing her nails with an emery board as Joe fired the first question her way.    
 
    “Where were you between nine and nine thirty last night?” he asked.   
 
    “Here,” she replied.   
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So that means you have no one to verify your alibi for the time of your husband’s murder, then?”  
 
    “I just told you, I was here.” 
 
    “You can say that all you want, but I make a habit of not blindly taking the word of a murder suspect.” 
 
    “I think it’s a little presumptuous to suspect me of murder,” Yvette said.   
 
    “Mrs. Giraud, you’re in the middle of a bitter divorce.  I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t have you on my list of suspects,” Joe said.   
 
    I added to my brother’s point.  “Yvette, do you have any idea how often a crime like this is committed by a jaded spouse?”  
 
    “It wasn’t in this case,” Yvette replied.   
 
    “I’d really like to believe that, but you’ll have to give me a reason to,” Joe said.   
 
    “How about this one?  Once the ink was dry on our divorce, he’d be out of my life, and I’d get half of everything he had.  Why would I have gone to the trouble of killing him?” Yvette asked.   
 
    I threw a theory out.  “Half isn’t enough for some people.  Maybe you wanted everything.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “How about this?  You said you’d get half, but maybe Claude was trying to lower your cut.  Even more, what if you were worried that he was succeeding?” Joe said.     
 
    “You’re just making things up now,” Yvette replied.   
 
    Joe decided to tackle things from a different angle.  “By the way, why were you and Claude getting divorced in the first place?” 
 
    For the first time, since the questioning began, Yvette stopped filing her nails.  She hesitated as she answered.   
 
    Just as she opened her mouth to reply, a thud was heard coming from the back of her house.    
 
    Joe and I both turned our heads towards the direction of the sound.   
 
    “What was that?” I asked.  
 
    Yvette quickly dismissed the noise.  “Nothing.  My neighbor is probably messing around in his shed.” 
 
    Her answer only aroused more suspicion in my mind.  “No.  That sounded like it was coming from inside your house.” 
 
    Joe didn’t wait for Yvette to explain herself.  He got up to investigate the noise himself.   
 
    Yvette tried to stop him.  “Please don’t.” 
 
    “Mrs. Giraud, why do you look so panicked?” Joe asked.   
 
    He didn’t wait for her to answer.  Joe and I headed down the hall towards the back of Yvette’s house.  There was a closed door at the end of the hallway.   
 
    Joe swung it open, revealing an unmade bed and little else.  His curiosity wasn’t satiated.  He headed over to the closet then opened it.  That’s when the source of the noise became apparent.   
 
    Vincent Castelli, a handsome, muscular, twenty-seven-year-old man was standing in the closet, half-dressed.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I suddenly had a slew of new questions for both Yvette and Vincent.  To start, Vincent wasn’t just some random twentysomething guy.  He was a server at Mario’s Italian Restaurant.  The same Mario’s that Yvette’s husband was about to lacerate in a review.  That had some very interesting implications for this case.   
 
    The funny thing was, Joe and I had spoken with Vincent an hour earlier at Mario’s restaurant.  Since he was working last night, his alibi for the time of the murder checked out.  Conversely, his presence in Yvette’s closet only pointed the finger of suspicion harder at her.   
 
    Yvette had a lot of explaining to do.  She tried to downplay things.  “I just want to say, this is not—” 
 
    I knew exactly where she was trying to go with this.  That’s why I cut her off.  “Don’t even try to tell me this isn’t what it looks like.  You’re sleeping with a guy who works for Mario Donatelli, the same man your husband couldn’t wait to eviscerate in a new review.” 
 
    Yvette lowered her head.  She had no snappy comeback for that one.   
 
    “We’d heard that Mario believe Claude’s review was biased.  Now it looks like that might have been the case.  I guess the question is, would Claude have been so eager to rip Mario’s restaurant apart had you and Vincent not been sleeping together?” I asked.   
 
    Once again, Yvette didn’t reply.  At that moment, she refused to even make eye contact.   
 
    Joe’s mind went off in another direction.   
 
    “You tried to pretend like you didn’t have a motive, but he’s sitting right in front of us.  Claude was the one to file for divorce, wasn’t he?  And knowing that you were cheating on him, he didn’t want you to get anything in the divorce, did he?” he said.   
 
    She didn’t respond.   
 
    Joe tried again.  “Did he?” 
 
    Yvette still didn’t give him anything to work with.   
 
    Joe continued.  “There was a chance you could lose everything.  But with the divorce not finalized, with him dead, you’d stand to inherit everything.  Now there’s a motive.”  
 
    Yvette finally looked up.  “I told you, I didn’t do this.” 
 
    “Your word is meaning less and less to me the more you speak,” Joe said.  
 
    For much of the conversation, Vincent had sat in stunned silence.  He decided to get a few words in.  “Can I just say something?”    
 
    “Go ahead,” Joe replied.   
 
    “You’re saying all these things about Yvette, but that’s not the Yvette I know.  The Yvette that I’ve fallen in love with is an amazing woman.  She’s sweet and kind and caring, not some killer.  She wouldn’t even hurt a fly,” Vincent said.   
 
    After Vincent was done gushing about his lover, Joe brought things back to reality.   
 
    My brother had the most dismissive tone in his voice as he replied.  “I will take that with the grain of salt it deserves, considering how extremely biased your opinion is.  Now, back to your motive, Mrs. Giraud.” 
 
    “I know this doesn’t look good,” Yvette said.   
 
    “That’s probably the most spot-on thing I’ve heard all day,” I joked.   
 
    “At the same time, it doesn’t prove I did anything,” Yvette said.   
 
    Unfortunately, she was right about that.  At the same time, there was a flip side to her statement.   
 
    “It doesn’t exactly make you look innocent, either,” I said.   
 
    Yvette had been teetering on the brink throughout the entire conversation.  She had finally reached her limit.   
 
    “Yeah?  Well unless you can come up with something to prove that I’m guilty, I’m done talking to you.” 
 
      


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe could have easily detained Yvette.  The problem was, even though our level of suspicion about her was high, hard evidence proving she was guilty was sorely lacking.  Like with Mario Donatelli before, Joe gave Yvette a stern warning to not leave town, hoping to scare the daylights out of her.  We then left her rental bungalow and decided to chase down another lead.   
 
    Our instincts took us to Claude’s workplace next.  As we strolled into the main office of the local newspaper, I prayed that we’d encounter significantly less friction from here on out.   
 
    My prayer was not answered.  After getting some sass from the newspaper editor’s assistant, we were finally granted access to interview the editor of the paper, Eric Langfield.   
 
    Eric had a sizable office, which would have looked even bigger had it not been so cluttered.  For a man who put the finishing touches on a daily newspaper, he sure worked in a mess of an office.   
 
    Eric was an old school editor, the kind that still wore suspenders to work.  He had a crew cut, a clean-shaven angular face, and a distinct lack of body fat.  With all the running around on his job, did he just sweat the weight off?  It was hard to tell how old he really was, but the stress lines on his face made him look like he was in his early seventies.   
 
    The nosy part of me wondered why he was still putting in the taxing hours that were required of a newspaper editor at his age.  If the late nights staring down stiff deadlines weren’t bad enough, the stress of running a printed newspaper in the digital age was undeniable.  Yet, there he was, sitting at his desk with no quit in him.   
 
    An image flashed in my brain of an article I’d read about seniors who shunned retirement.  People believed hanging up their work suspenders was for suckers and that the minute they slowed down and took up golf was the minute they started dying.  I, for one, thought a retirement on the beach would be splendid.  Or tending to a nice garden.  When my golden years came, I fully intended to wind down.   
 
    Then again, my opinion was neither here nor there.  More importantly, Joe and I hadn’t come here to debate Eric’s life decisions.  Questions about Claude were on the docket, and it was time to get to them.   
 
    “Did Claude have any enemies that you knew of?” Joe asked.  
 
    Eric let out a big belly laugh.  “Of course he did.  That’s why I hired him.” 
 
    Joe’s face scrunched up in confusion.  “I’m not sure I follow.” 
 
    Eric explained himself.  “Claude wasn’t afraid to tell people off.  That’s rare in this day and age.” 
 
    “Have you been on the internet lately?  There’s a lot of people getting told off there,” Joe replied.   
 
    I piggybacked on my brother’s point.  “That, and plenty of cute cat videos.” 
 
    Eric narrowed his eyes.  “The internet is the enemy of print.”   
 
    “I hate to break it to you, but the internet is winning,” Joe said.     
 
    I had a different follow-up.  “Don’t you publish a digital edition?” 
 
    “Because I have to, not because I want to.  The news wasn’t meant to be read on people’s phones,” Eric grumbled.   
 
    He was even older school than I thought.  It could easily have devolved into a rant about the frustrations of the digital age, but Joe was eager to right the ship.   
 
    “Let’s get back on track here.  You mentioned that you hired Claude specifically because he wasn’t afraid to speak his mind,” Joe said.   
 
    “Absolutely.  The man ruffled a lot of feathers, and nothing sells papers like controversy,” Eric replied.     
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  At the same time, all those feathers he ruffled might have been what got him killed,” Joe said.   
 
    Eric tried to eschew any blame.  “He was the one to stir up the controversy.  I just paid him for it.”  He continued deflecting.  “Look, the guy got into plenty of problems on his own.  Ask his estranged wife.”   
 
    “We did,” Joe said.   
 
    Eric seemed a little too eager to push the conversation away from the paper.   
 
    I stopped him cold.  “Did Claude have any enemies here at the paper?” 
 
    Eric gave a quick and concise answer.  “No.” 
 
    “That would make this the only place in his life that didn’t swirl with controversy then,” I said.   
 
    “He knew better than to jeopardize his paycheck,” Eric replied.   
 
    “So, you two got along well?” I asked.   
 
    “We did.” 
 
    Once again, Eric’s answers seemed to come a little too quickly.  So much so that it drew my suspicion.  Before I had a chance to follow up again, Eric cut me off.   
 
    “Ask around if you don’t believe me,” he said.   
 
    “Don’t think we won’t,” I replied.   
 
    Eric clearly didn’t have people challenge him very often.  As the boss, he may have been used to getting his way, but I was prepared to go toe to toe with him.       
 
    Joe seemed to feel that chasing down other leads would be more beneficial.  “Back to these restaurants that Claude got on the bad side of.” 
 
    “What about them?” Eric asked.    
 
    “Do you think any of those restaurant owners would be angry enough with him to be driven to murder?” Joe said.   
 
    “With all that I have seen and reported in my career, I wouldn’t put anything past anyone,” Eric replied.   
 
    That somehow managed to be both vague and menacing at the same time.  Eric was turning out to be a regular shark in suspenders.   
 
    Joe continued his questioning.  “Any names come to mind?”  
 
    “A couple,” Eric said.  
 
    “What are they?” Joe replied.   
 
    “Steven Zell and Carl Dempster.” 
 
    “Why them?” 
 
    Eric snickered.  “Read the reviews Claude left of their restaurants.  That’ll give you all the answers you need.” 
 
    With that, Eric looked like he was done talking to us, regardless of whether we’d finished all of our questions.     
 
    He continued.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.  There’s a deadline calling my name.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We could have forced the issue, but it didn’t seem like it was worth it.  Eric wasn’t going to volunteer any further information, and we didn’t have any leverage to make him talk.  Besides, I wasn’t even sure if there was enough reason to believe he was a suspect.  Sure, he’d been guarded with us, but that alone was far from a sign of guilt.   
 
    Joe and I decided to leave Eric to his deadline.  There were a number of more concrete leads to follow up on.  That being said, we would have been remiss in our investigative duties if we left the newspaper offices without poking our heads around a little.    
 
    Eric had given us the go-ahead to do some digging around the office.  He may have said it offhand, but we took it to heart.  Joe and I headed directly to Eric’s sassy receptionist, Tracey, curious to see what insights she could give us. 
 
    It turned out the answer was none.  That was highly disappointing.  The receptionist’s desk was often the hub of gossip in an office.  On more than a few occasions, the boss’s receptionist actually knew more about the boss’s life than his own wife did.     
 
    If Tracey knew anything, she wasn’t giving it up.  Like her boss, she was quite guarded, careful not to volunteer any information she didn’t have to.  That seemed to be true of everyone working at the paper.  It was a surreal experience, interviewing a half a dozen people with little or no useful actionable information to show for it.  Between the receptionists, columnists, and reporters, they all seemed to respond from the same pool of answers.   
 
    A half a dozen times, we heard that there were no quarrels between Claude and any of his co-workers, Eric or otherwise.  Finally, Joe and I gave up.  Either Claude really did get along with everyone he worked with, or his co-workers were amazing at hiding their discontent.  Either way, Joe and I had plenty of other leads to chase down and didn’t want to delay any longer in getting to them.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before hitting up the restaurant owners Eric had mentioned, Joe and I read the reviews Claude had left for their establishments.   It was an eye-opening experience, to say the least.  The word evisceration came to mind as I read one of the reviews.  I’d never been much of a fan of Claude’s writing, and I was immediately reminded why.  Part of it was because like he was too snobby for his own good.  The other reason was that I’d lost my sense of culinary adventure the older I became.   
 
    I knew of a handful of restaurants that had never served me a bad meal.  That was good enough for me.  Apparently, I was in the minority.  Claude’s review column was one of the most popular in the entire paper.  Thousands of readers cared very deeply about his opinion when it came to food.  When a man had that much sway, his words could make or break a business.   
 
    In the case of Steven Zell, it broke the back of his bistro.  As I finished Claude’s review of Zell’s Bistro, I was in a state of shock.   
 
    Joe wrinkled his nose as he looked my way.  “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “This review.” 
 
    “Is it that bad?” 
 
    “It’s nasty.  I don’t think I’ve ever read a review this bad.” 
 
    Joe had a difference of opinion.  “I don’t know that it could possibly be as bad as this one he left for Carl Dempster’s café.”   
 
    I challenged him.  “Fine.  Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “I’ll spare you the full gory details.  I think the review can be summed up with these few sentences—Dempster's café is an embarrassment to good taste.  I don’t know how Carl Dempster was allowed to open a place of his own.  The man is unfit to flip burgers at a fast food restaurant, no less operate a supposed café.” 
 
    I winced.  “Wow.  That is brutal.” 
 
    “Do you still think yours is bad?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Mine is still worse.”     
 
    Joe braced himself.  “All right.  Let’s hear it.”   
 
    “Zell’s bistro is a scab on the restaurant industry that refuses to heal.  If I was Steven Zell, I’d give a refund and apologize to every customer that has ever walked through the door of the bistro, quit the restaurant business, and take up janitorial work.” 
 
    Joe sat across from me in a state of disbelief for a moment.   
 
    I ended the silence.  “I told you it was bad.” 
 
    “It was more than just a bad review, it was a personal attack.” 
 
    I nodded.  “When Eric said Claude knew how to stir up controversy, he wasn’t kidding.”     
 
    “I guess the question is, did that controversy come back to kill him?” Joe asked.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After reading the lacerating reviews of Carl’s and Steven’s restaurants, Joe and I knew we needed to pay them both a visit.  As Carl’s new workplace was geographically the closest to the newspaper, we stopped there first.   
 
    Derek’s Dynamo Dogs was a hot dog stand near the beach.  It was also the unofficial signpost of Carl having hit rock bottom.  As we arrived at the hot dog stand, it was clear that Carl had taken the ultimate fall from grace.   
 
    This was a man who just two years ago had been the owner and head chef of his very own café.  Now, he’d been reduced to selling hot dogs to tourists.  Not that all of this was Claude’s fault.  Granted, Claude’s soul-crushing review had led to the beginning of Carl’s downward spiral, but Carl had taken his plight to brand-new lows.   
 
    Shortly after the eviscerating piece about Carl’s café ran in the paper, his business began to tank.  Even with the severe dip in business, the café somehow managed to limp along for nearly nine months before finally shuttering its doors for good. 
 
    While losing his business was certainly a blow, it wasn’t the end of the world for Carl.  He got a number of job offers to work as a chef in other restaurants.  Unfortunately, by then he was damaged goods.  His confidence was shot.  He was nothing more than the shell of the former chef that he used to be.   
 
    Carl burned through one job after another, his monstrous ego outsizing his level of talent.  A lot of people were willing to put up with arrogance as long as someone had the skills to back it up.  Only, Carl’s ego never ratcheted down, despite the erosion of his cooking skill.  Finally, after burning every bridge he crossed, the only restaurant owner in town willing to take a chance on him was Derek Dalton.    
 
    That’s how Carl ended up working at a hot dog stand.  Ironically, for someone who spent his days in a customer service position, Carl was sorely lacking in customer service skills.   
 
    He was a grumpy, beer-bellied, forty-five-year-old man with cold bloodshot eyes and a hangdog face weighed down by the sorrow of his broken dreams.   
 
    “What can I get for you?” Carl grumbled.   
 
    Joe flashed his police badge.  “A few minutes of your time.” 
 
    Carl immediately tensed up.  “What’s this about?” 
 
    “Why don’t we talk about it on that bench over there?  Or, would you rather we talk about this in front of your boss?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Yeah.  All right.  I have a ten-minute break coming up anyway.” 
 
    Carl turned to his boss, Derek, who was running the register at the stand, told him he was taking his break, then met us at the bench that Joe had referenced.   
 
    Now that he was out of earshot of his boss, Carl’s attitude changed significantly.  Unfortunately, it was for the worse.   
 
    He snapped at us.  “What’s the big deal coming to my work and looking to start trouble?” 
 
    If there was one thing I knew about my brother, it was that he hated taking lip from suspects.  This time was no different.   
 
    Joe stared him down.  “Don’t take that tone with a police detective.  You hear me?” 
 
    Carl saw the fire in Joe’s eyes and let up on his sour attitude.  He was still annoyed but tried to restrain himself.   
 
    “Look, what do you want?” Carl asked.   
 
    “We’re here about the murder of Claude Giraud,” Joe said.     
 
    Carl scoffed.  “Then you’re in the wrong place.”   
 
    “Really?  What makes you say that?” 
 
    “So, that’s what this is about?  You’re here to accuse me of murder?” Carl replied.  
 
    “We’ve been going through some of Claude’s old reviews.  The one he left about your café was pretty eye-opening stuff,” Joe said.   
 
    Carl tried to shrug my brother’s comment off.  “The key word there is ‘old.’ That review was from two years ago.”  
 
    “Are you saying you’re over it then?  That having your café be called an embarrassment to good taste doesn’t sting anymore?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Carl’s mouth said one thing, but his eyes said another.  There was an undeniable anger inside him that he was trying to keep bottled up.  He may not have thought that I caught it, but I did.   
 
    I made my skepticism quite clear.  “Carl, I find that hard to believe.  I mean, here you are, working at a hot dog stand—” 
 
    He didn’t let me finish my sentence.  “Everyone has to make a living.” 
 
    That argument didn’t fly in this case.  “Really?  You used to own your own restaurant.  Now you’re serving hot dogs on a stick.  All of this started with Claude’s bad review.” 
 
    Carl kept trying to throw me off the scent.  “First of all, we serve thirty-five different kinds of hot dogs.  Second, as I told you, Claude left that review a long time ago.” 
 
    I fixated on his eyes again.  Before, I had focused on the cold look he’d given me.  This time, the bloodshot look in his eyes was what caught my attention. 
 
    “Carl, are you okay?” I asked.  
 
    He was dismissive of my question.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your eyes—”  
 
    Once again, he was quick to interrupt me.  “Oh.  That.  I’ve been working a lot of hours and haven’t been getting much sleep.”   
 
    I pressed further.  “Is that all?” 
 
    He got testy with me.  “That’s what I just said.”   
 
    I didn’t believe he was telling us the whole story, but he clearly had no intention of elaborating.    
 
    Joe was ready to move on to a new topic.  “Mr. Dempster, where were you last night between nine and nine thirty?” 
 
    Carl hesitated far too much for the answer he gave.  “I was just finishing up work.” 
 
    “Really?  So, if we ask Derek right now if you were still here at nine thirty, he’ll be able to confirm that?” Joe replied.   
 
    Carl quickly revised his story.  “I mean, I was driving home from work.”  
 
    “Alone?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you happen to stop at Claude Giraud’s place on the way?” 
 
    Carl’s temper got the best of him.  “No.” 
 
    Carl didn’t seem to realize that the more a person lost control of their emotions, the more it made them look like they were lying.  I had found that the best way to counteract a fiery temper was by keeping an even keel.  The calmer I remained, the more it seemed to set a suspect off.  And, when a suspect flew off the handle, they often unwittingly revealed useful information.   
 
    “It’s a shame you have no way of proving that,” I said.    
 
    He fired back at me.  “Neither do you.  In fact, you have no way of proving anything.  Now, if you’ll excuse, I have to get back to work.” 
 
    Carl then scuttled away.  It was crazy.  I had never seen someone in such a hurry to get back to a hot dog stand in my entire life.     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Carl’s haste to get away from us and our probing questions aroused enough suspicion in Joe that he decided to assign a patrol car to keep tabs on him.  If Carl did so much as look the wrong way, we’d hear about it. 
 
    With Carl under surveillance, Joe and I headed over to question the other restaurateur who had been lacerated by one of Claude’s reviews.  Zell’s Bistro was a restaurant on Hollywood Boulevard specializing in American cuisine.  Due to its prime location in the shopping district, I had always known the place to be busy.   
 
    Of course, as it was on the other side of town from where I lived, I rarely went there.  In fact, I hadn’t been there once since Claude’s review had been published nine months ago.   
 
    Oh, how things had changed.  When Joe and I entered the bistro, the place was a ghost town.  There were more employees inside than customers.  One thing the bistro didn’t have a shortage of, was specials.  Everywhere I turned in the restaurant, there were signs indicating deals.   
 
    The bistro was offering an all-day happy hour, half-off appetizers, and entrees that were almost too cheap to be believed.  All the stops were being pulled out.  Yet, they had little business to show for their efforts.    
 
    Typically, when I went into a restaurant, a host or hostess was there to greet me.  This time, the owner, Steven Zell, was acting as the host.  That seemed very curious.  Was he understaffed, or did he just not have enough business to make paying a host worthwhile?   
 
    He was a diminutive man, barely over five feet tall, with circular-framed glasses, short brown hair, and the figure of a man who had eaten a lot of bacon double cheeseburgers in his life.  Coincidentally, that also happened to be one of the specials today.  Had we been here for a meal instead of to question a murder suspect, I could have gotten the burger with a bottomless basket of steak fries for less than seven dollars.    
 
    Steven greeted us with a tone that reeked of car salesman-style desperation.  “Welcome to Zell’s.  I hope you two are hungry because we have some sweet deals for you today.”  
 
    “Actually, we’re not here to eat,” Joe said.   
 
    Steven furrowed his brow.  “Then why are you here?” 
 
    Joe pulled out his police badge.  “We have to ask you some questions about the murder of Claude Giraud.” 
 
    I watched Steven’s face closely to see how much the look on his face changed.  Surprisingly, he didn’t panic.  Sure, his enthusiasm evaporated, but he remained very calm and businesslike.   
 
    “Sure.  Why don’t we go back to my office?”  
 
    Steven led Joe and me through the kitchen to his office.  Now that we were away from the public and behind closed doors, I expected to see some sort of shift in his mood.  If he was under any emotional duress, it wasn’t showing.   
 
    “I’m not quite sure why you’ve come to talk to me,” Steven said.   
 
    “Like I told you, we need to ask you some questions about the murder of Claude Giraud,” Joe replied.   
 
    “Yeah, you said that, but I don’t know why you think I had anything to do with that.” 
 
    “We’ve read the review he left for your restaurant.” 
 
    “So, because he wrote a bad review of my restaurant nine months ago, you think I killed him?” 
 
    It was amazing how calm he was being, almost like we were talking about the weather rather than a possible motive for murder.   
 
    “The review seems to have killed your business,” Joe said.   
 
    “Well, you guys are here during an off time in the day.  Come back at dinner and you might see a different story,” Steven reasoned.   
 
    “Come back at dinner.  You mean when every item on your menu seems to be on sale for fifty percent off?  The last time I saw this many things on sale, the place was going out of business, and they were desperate to even sell the wall fixtures.  Now, are you seriously going to sit here and pretend that Claude’s review hasn’t hurt your business?” 
 
    “It certainly didn’t help.  Still, that’s no reason to kill the guy.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?  Do you have some other source of income we don’t know about?  Some stash of cash somewhere?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Joe was growing tired of listening to Steven pretend like the idea of potentially shuttering his restaurant wasn’t a motive for murder.   
 
    “Mr. Zell, you can downplay the motive all you want, but I’ve seen people murdered over far less.  This business is your livelihood, and without it, how would you pay your bills?” Joe asked.   
 
    “If I did have to close this place up for good, I’d find something else.  Losing this place wouldn’t be the end of the world,” Steven replied.    
 
    At first, I thought Steven was just being cool, calm, and collected.  Now, he was so emotionless and robotic that it came across as completely calculated.  As if he was expecting us to arrive at some point and had planned accordingly.   
 
    Steven continued.  “Face it, you guys are barking up the wrong tree.”   
 
    Joe did not give up that easily.  “You say that, but the fact is, murder is often a crime of passion.  People get blinded by rage.  They seek revenge at all costs.”   
 
    “Look at me.  Do I look like I’m blinded by rage?” Steven replied.   
 
    “You say that, but when we walked in the bistro, your mood was completely different.  You reeked of desperation and craved our business.  Now that you’ve found out we’re investigating Claude’s murder, you’ve started acting like a robot.  Those are two distinctly different moods that you managed to flip between in the blink of an eye.  Who is to say this nonchalance of yours isn’t just an act you’re putting on?” Joe asked.   
 
    “You’re really reaching.” 
 
    Usually, it was the suspect who snapped.  This time, it was Joe.  He’d grown tired of dissecting Steven’s possible motive.  To him, it was time to cut to the meat of the matter.   
 
    “There’s one way to know for sure.  Where were you last night between nine and nine thirty?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I was here,” Steven replied.   
 
    That answer rang false to me, especially in light of what I’d seen when we first entered the restaurant.  “But, your sign on the door says you close at eight during the offseason.”   
 
    “To the public.  A lot goes on behind the scenes.  There are closing duties, final paperwork to add up, bank deposits to get ready.  A restaurateur’s job is never done,” Steven said.     
 
    “Were any of your employees still around between nine and nine thirty to verify that you were still here?” I said.   
 
    He shook his head.  “They had all gone home.”   
 
    “So much for your alibi,” Joe said.     
 
    I piggybacked on my brother’s point.  “I also didn’t notice any security cameras around here, which means it’s just your word against ours.”  
 
    “I’ve told you the truth.  If you’re not willing to accept it, that’s your problem,” Steven said.   
 
    As Joe was about to press him further, there was a knock on the door.   
 
    “Yes,” Steven said.   
 
    The door opened, revealing a clean-shaven employee wearing a waterproof apron.  “I’m sorry, boss.  It’s just that the dishwasher seems to be broken, and the plates are really stacking up.” 
 
    “I’ll call the repairman,” Steven said.   
 
    The clean-shaven employee nodded, then left the office.   
 
    Steven turned back to us.  “I’m afraid I have a little fire to put out.  So, unless you can produce any evidence of wrongdoing, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With so many suspects so eager to show us the door, it was nice to be genuinely welcomed somewhere.  Joe and I always got a warm greeting when we entered Home Sweet Home Cooking.  The biggest smile came from the owner of the place who also happened to be my boyfriend.  Daniel gave me a kiss as he seated us at our favorite booth.   
 
    “How are things going?” Daniel asked. 
 
    My boyfriend didn’t know the half of it.  Until I had food in my stomach, I didn’t want to get into the details.  It was funny, my brother and I had spent a large part of the day traveling to various eateries, but hadn’t grabbed a bite at any of them.  Then again, it seemed a little foolish to let a murder suspect serve us food.   
 
    Stopping at my boyfriend’s restaurant served three goals—getting to see Daniel’s smile, satiating our hunger, and allowing us to rest and regroup before heading out to investigate again.      
 
    Joe and I both sighed at the same time, almost as if we’d choreographed it ahead of time.   
 
    “That good, huh?” Daniel joked.   
 
    “Don’t ask,” Joe replied.   
 
    “You look like you two could both use a grilled cheese sandwich with a basket of fries,” Daniel said.     
 
    My boyfriend knew me so well.  It was such a simple meal, but the best things in life were rarely complicated.   
 
    “That would hit the spot,” I replied.   
 
    “Coming right up,” Daniel said.   
 
    Daniel left the booth to put our orders into the computer while my cravings for melted cheese intensified.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daniel’s grilled cheese did not disappoint.  When he returned with our meals fifteen minutes later, my taste buds immediately thanked him.  As I took my first bite of the sandwich, I was in comfort food heaven.     
 
    So, naturally, just when my brother and I were beginning to enjoy our meals, Joe got a call over his police radio.   
 
    “Detective Hadley,” the dispatcher said.   
 
    Joe picked up the radio and answered.  “Hadley here.” 
 
    “There’s a development with that patrol car you put on Carl Dempster.”   
 
    “What is it?” Joe asked.   
 
    “According to Deputy Tolliver, it seems that Carl Dempster is trying to make a break for it.” 
 
    “Where is he right now?” 
 
    “Deputy Tolliver tried to pull him over before he got onto Interstate 595.  Instead, Dempster sped up and dashed away.  Tolliver is in pursuit now,” the dispatcher explained.   
 
    There was no doubt in Joe’s mind what needed to happen now.   
 
    “We’re on our way,” Joe said.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So much for a relaxing meal.  When my brother got the call over his police radio about Carl Dempster heading out of town, I had no idea we’d be driving at eighty miles per hour to catch up with him.  Yet, twenty minutes later, there I was, sitting in the passenger seat of Joe’s car, in the thick of a high-speed pursuit, with my heart beating out of my chest.   
 
    We’d finally managed to catch up with Carl’s sedan and were tailing him on the highway when he had made a sudden turn off of the highway.  If there was one bright spot in all this, it was that we had avoided Carl smashing into any other cars on the highway.  As an added benefit, now that we were off the main road, the particular exit Carl had taken was in a sparsely populated area.   
 
    There were more trees out here than people.  Carl had clearly viewed taking this exit as a good escape route.  Joe meanwhile, breathed a sigh of relief.  On the backroads, the chance of innocent bystanders becoming casualties was nil.  Joe could also afford to get more aggressive in his pursuit.  That’s just what he did.  He put the pedal to the metal and started gaining ground on Carl.   
 
    I had a bad feeling about what my brother was going to do next.  My creeping suspicion was that Joe would attempt to ram the back of Carl’s car to force him off the road.  While Joe’s police car was designed for such measures, that knowledge did little to alleviate my fears.   
 
    Unfortunately, Joe didn’t ask for my opinion.   
 
    My brother looked over and gave me a warning.  “Brace yourself.” 
 
    I held on as tight as I could, knowing that impact would be coming sooner rather than later.  Joe accelerated to full speed and rammed the back of Carl’s sedan.  I had never been happier about the invention of seat belts in my entire life.  Thankfully, the ramming didn’t hurt me at all, although, it did manage to fray my nerves.  I was hoping that would be enough to get Carl to pull over, but he kept driving.   
 
    Joe groaned.  “I can’t believe it.  What’s it going to take to stop this guy?” 
 
    Any answer other than ramming him again would have suited me just fine.  Instead, Joe sped up again, ready to plow into Carl’s bumper once more.  Only, this time, Carl saw it coming and devised a plan.    
 
    There was a sharp turn coming up that Carl looked determined to take.  It seemed far too dangerous of a maneuver to pull off.  Then again, if Carl was able to successfully make the turn, he might be able to shake us.  Despite the risks associated with, Carl decided to gamble and take the turn anyway.  He waited until the last possible moment and spun the wheel.  Unfortunately for him, he’d taken the turn just a little too late and ended up sideswiping a nearby tree.     
 
    Thankfully, Joe decided not to try and make that turn.  Instead, he stayed on the main road and put on the brakes.  Our car skidded along the road, finally coming to a halt thirty feet later.  Once we had safely stopped, Joe put the car in reverse.  As we pulled back to the hairpin turn, we saw Carl’s car stopped on the side road.  His sedan had some body damage on the driver’s side of the car where he’d briefly brushed against the tree.  That wasn’t what had stopped him, though.   
 
    In the process of hitting the tree, his front tire had popped.  Now that his tire was completely flat, he had no choice but to put the car in park.  That didn’t mean this confrontation was over.  If Carl had a weapon onboard his car, things could escalate in a hurry.   
 
    My brother turned to me.  “Stay here.” 
 
    Surprisingly, there was no movement coming from Carl’s vehicle.  Was he badly injured?  Had he just given up?  Was he even conscious? 
 
    Joe got out of the car with his gun drawn and called to Carl.  “Come out with your hands up.”       
 
    It was a tense moment waiting for a response.  When none came, Joe repeated his statement.   
 
    “I’m only going to say this one more time.  Come out with your hands up.” 
 
    By that point, I was nearly biting my nails.  I just wanted this to end peacefully.  It would only complicate the case if my brother had to shoot Carl.   
 
    Thankfully, a moment later, the door to Carl’s driver’s side door swung open slowly.   
 
    Carl then exited his car with his hands up. 
 
    “Now, get on the ground,” Joe demanded.     
 
    Carl complied.   
 
    Joe then rushed over and used his free hand to grab his handcuffs, all the while keeping his gun pointed at Carl.  As Joe reached Carl’s location, he cuffed him.  
 
    While Joe read Carl his rights, I finally breathed a sigh of relief.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, Carl was handcuffed and loaded into the back of a patrol car.  What a high-drama resolution.  I was so glad it was over.  Phew.  I wasn’t built for that kind of crazy action.  My sleuthing skills shined when I was solving puzzles, not riding in the passenger seat of a car going eighty miles per hour.   
 
    Just as I got close to catching my breath, I realized I’d spoken too soon.  When Joe finished searching Carl’s car, what he found inside made me realize this case may not be solved after all.   
 
    Joe found no murder weapon inside the car.  Or, any evidence of any kind pointing to the murder.  What he did find was a large stash of cocaine tucked under the passenger seat.  That would be enough to put Carl behind bars for years.  When his drug possession charges were combined with running from the police and reckless endangerment, Carl’s new home would be a jail cell for at least a decade, if not two.  Unfortunately, none of that was helpful in terms of solving the murder case.   
 
    Although, on a side note, I had to say that Joe finding those drugs was a complete surprise to me.  Sure I’d noticed that something was off about Carl before, but I just thought he was being shifty because he was a murder suspect.  For him to be snorting cocaine, and in that volume, was mind blowing.  
 
    I had to get over my shock.  There were bigger fish to fry.     
 
    Once Joe finished searching the suspect’s car, my brother joined back up with me and we questioned Carl.  
 
    “What were you thinking?” Joe asked.   
 
    Carl lowered his head in an attempt to avoid answering.  He still underestimated who he was dealing with.  We just drove straight across town and tailed him on a high-speed chase.  Did he actually believe we were leaving the scene without getting answers?  If so, Carl was dumber than he looked.    
 
    Joe fired another question at him.  “Did you really think you’d outrun us?” 
 
    Carl kept his head down, but not so low that I couldn’t see his eyes.  He had a look of embarrassment on his face.  There was more.  He was also clearly high.   
 
    A moment passed with no audible answer from him.  He just shrugged his shoulders.    
 
    That only made Joe angrier.  “Don’t think you’re going to avoid talking to us.  You have a lot to answer for, and we’re not going to stop until we get what we came here for.  Now, I’d ask you why you were running, but I already have the answer to that.”  He held up an evidence bag that had been filled up with the stash of drugs.   
 
    “That’s a lot of drugs,” I added.  “And a lot of jail time to go with it.” 
 
    Carl tensed up even more.   
 
    Carl was wearing on Joe’s last nerve.  Adrenaline was still running high after the car chase.  Emotions were less put together than usual.   
 
    “Well, don’t you have anything to say for yourself?” he snapped.   
 
    Joe’s booming voice made it impossible for the suspect to ignore him now.  
 
    Carl looked up with his eyes open wide.  The first thing I noticed was just how high he was.  He was actually more strung out than I’d first realized.  When I thought back on the car chase, it was a wonder he was able to control his vehicle for as long as he did and that no one ended up seriously injured.   
 
    Just as striking was the realization that I was looking at someone who just over two years ago was a renowned chef and restaurant owner.  Such was the toll that heavy drug use took on life.  Carl looked like nothing more than a common junkie now.  He was a shell of his former glory.  A man who’d hit rock bottom and seemed to be trying to discover a new low point to hit. 
 
    Being an addict was one thing, being a murderer was another.  Was he both?  I was eager to get to that.  Right now, we were working on just getting a basic answer out of the guy.      
 
    Finally, Carl spoke up.  “What’s there to say?  I knew if you guys caught up with me, you’d find the drugs.” 
 
    “It turns out we found the drugs anyway,” Joe replied.   
 
    “I figured it was worth a shot.” 
 
    Joe groaned then shook his head and muttered under his breath.  “You’re even dumber than I thought.” 
 
    My brother was usually a little less of a loose cannon.  Clearly, Joe was off his game.  Then again, I didn’t blame him.  I couldn’t have chased the suspect’s car as he had.  At the same time, I didn’t think we were going to get the answers we were looking for this way.   
 
    I figured it would be best if I took the lead.  “You already have three charges against you.  Evading arrest, drug possession, and reckless endangerment.  Should we add murder to the list?” 
 
    Carl replied vehemently.  “No.” 
 
    Not that I expected him to come right out and admit that he was guilty because that would be too easy, but the strength of his denial was surprising.  His emotions had been so even across the board with every other question but this one.  For him to be so bent out of shape at the insinuation that he was a murderer only made me suspect him more.   
 
    I called him out.  “Really, you’re going to sit there and lie to me?”  
 
    Carl didn’t back off.  Instead, his outrage ratcheted up even further.  “I’m telling you the truth.  I’m not a killer.” 
 
    I wasn’t buying it.  “Why should we believe you?  You told us you fled so we wouldn’t find the drugs hidden in your car.  While I don’t disagree with that, what if you also took off on us because you were trying to skip town to evade a murder charge?” 
 
    Carl shook his head.  “No.  That’s not true.  It was just about the drugs.” 
 
    I played devil’s advocate for a moment.  “You can tell us it was about the cocaine all you want to.  It doesn’t change the fact that your alibi for the time of the murder is shaky at best.” 
 
    He disagreed with me again.  “You’re wrong.  I actually have a rock-solid alibi.” 
 
    Now he was just talking crazy.  Joe and I had both heard his supposed alibi.  There was no way to verify it.   
 
    I called him on his nonsense.  “Since when?”    
 
    Joe jumped into the fray again.  “Yeah.  This is all news to us.” 
 
    Carl lowered both his head and his voice volume as he answered.  “That’s because I lied to you before about where I really was at the time of the murder.”  
 
      
 
    It was funny that he brought up lying to us because I sensed that he was about to peddle another fabricated story our way.  I wanted to stop him before he did.  “Or, maybe you just hadn’t made up a cover story that you could get your friends to corroborate yet?”    
 
    Carl corrected me again.  “No.  That’s not it at all.” 
 
    “You just admitted that you lied to us before.  Why should we even listen to you now?” I asked.   
 
    “Just hear me out.  I lied to you before because telling the truth would have incriminated myself on drug charges.  Now that I’ve already been caught with drugs, I figure there’s no harm in coming clean,” Carl said.   
 
    Joe was fed up with the conversation going around in circles.  He pressed for the truth.  “Fine.  Let’s hear this new verifiable alibi of yours.” 
 
    “The truth is, at the time of the murder, I was in the parking lot of the Hollywood Palms Convenience Store buying drugs.” 
 
    Some stories were just strange enough to be true.  While I’d been eager to poke holes in whatever alibi he threw our way, that was a tough one to tear to shreds.  It wasn’t like he was now pretending he was shooting pool or throwing back a beer at a bar with friends.  He was admitting to purchasing cocaine, which, in itself, was a crime that carried a jail sentence.   
 
    No wonder he hadn’t told us before.  When we’d questioned him the first time, he was doing everything he could to stay out of jail.  In admitting the truth, he was incriminating himself.  That was if he was telling the truth now.  The cynic in me wondered, knowing that he was already headed to jail for drugs, if he’d made that story up right now to keep himself from getting a murder charge tacked on to his sentence.   
 
    Joe and I tried to press him for more information, but Carl wasn’t volunteering any.  He became tight-lipped, except to tell us that he wasn’t going to answer any more of our questions without a lawyer present.       
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With Carl going silent on us, Joe hauled him back to the police station and booked him on the drug possession and evading the police charges.  While those were completely warranted, as I sat across from Joe’s desk in the precinct, what interested me more was this supposed new alibi.  After Carl had been put behind bars, Joe went to call the convenience store to check on his alibi while I took a few minutes to decompress.   
 
    That was much easier said than done.  My body was still on high alert.  I took a few deep breaths to calm myself down, but it was to no avail.  It seemed that despite my best efforts, my heart was determined to keep beating out of my chest.  I blamed the adrenaline.  It was coursing strongly through my veins, wreaking havoc on not only my heart, but my mind as well.   
 
    My body was stationary in the chair, but my mind raced around and around, like a long distance runner determined to break a world record for the fastest distance race ever.  Finally, when I’d managed to work myself into a bit of a frenzy, Joe returned to his desk, sporting an unsavory expression on his face.   
 
    If I didn’t know better, I would have thought that he’d just eaten some week-old sushi from the break room fridge.  Unfortunately, I knew the sour expression was related to this case.     
 
    “Bad news,” he said.   
 
    I tried to find a silver lining.  “Do you have any good news to balance it out with, or is this strictly just bad news?”  
 
    He pursed his lips before answering.  “Unfortunately, it’s all bad.” 
 
    I braced myself for the worst.  “All right, let’s hear it.” 
 
    “It looks like Carl’s alibi might actually check out.” 
 
    That was even worse news than I had imagined.   
 
    At first, I refused to believe it.  “What?” 
 
    “I called the convenience store.  When I asked about Carl, the store clerk recognized the name immediately.  The clerk told me Carl had been in there a few nights ago and had bought a pack of cigarettes.  Apparently, he then hung out in the parking lot for a few minutes before leaving.” 
 
    That news hit me like a sucker punch to the gut.  With Carl behind bars, I really thought we had this case wrapped up.  Now, it looked like we were stuck between the same rock and hard place.  Out of sheer frustration, I tried to find a way to poke a hole in the clerk’s story but only came up with a weak rebuttal. 
 
    “Is there a chance this clerk’s memory isn’t as good as he thinks it is?  That convenience store gets a lot of foot traffic.”   
 
    “We’ll go see for ourselves.  The clerk is pulling the security tape for us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Disappointment awaited Joe and me as we arrived at the convenience store.  The bearded, portly clerk led us into the back room and sat us down in front of a monitor.  He then rolled the tape for us, letting us see the truth with our own eyes. 
 
    As the tape played, my stomach turned.  There it was, as clear as day, camera footage of Carl in the parking lot of the convenience store doing a drug deal on the night of the murder during the exact time of death.  The tape was as conclusive as it could be.  There was no mistaking that Carl was the man on the tape.  Nor was there any further questioning of his alibi.  Whether I wanted to believe it or not, when it came to murder, Carl was innocent.   
 
    With that twist, I stumbled out of the convenience store with my spirit severely dampened.  Suddenly, Joe and I were staring down a giant question mark again.  It was right then and there in the parking lot that my frustration boiled over.  I let out a big groan, which pulled Joe’s disheartened head out of the clouds.   
 
    “Hope—” 
 
    I didn’t let Joe finish his sentence, mostly because I had a feeling he was just going to throw a platitude my way, and I wasn’t in the mood.  
 
    “Don’t tell me everything is going to be all right,” I replied.   
 
    He corrected me.  “I wasn’t going to.” 
 
    If I didn’t already feel enough like a fool mistakenly believing Carl was the killer, snapping at Joe for no reason just added to my embarrassment.  I had to get my frustration under control.  But first, an apology was in order.   
 
    “I’m sorry for being short with you.  I just can’t believe our luck,” I said. 
 
    Thankfully, Joe accepted my apology in stride and tried to look on the bright side.  “There is some good news.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at him.  “Really?  Where?  I don’t see any good news.”   
 
    He explained his line of thinking.  “We may not have caught a murderer, but Carl, his reckless driving, and the three pounds of cocaine he had stowed away in his car are now off the streets.” 
 
    It was a small victory, but at this point, we’d take anything.  “Right.  Of course.” 
 
    I’d been so caught up in the case that the drug charges had almost slipped off my radar completely.  While it was better that Carl was behind bars rather than roaming free on the streets, it only gave me a minimal level of comfort.  After all, in the grand scheme of things, a murderer was still roaming the streets, one who could strike again anywhere and at any time.   
 
    Thoughts like that put me completely on edge.  They were what nightmares were made of.  Uncertainty was on the tip of my tongue and became impossible to ignore any longer.     
 
    “None of this helps us with our case, though.” 
 
    Joe agreed, with one caveat.  “That’s mostly true.  Although, at least now we’ve eliminated one suspect.”  
 
    I nodded, then added my biggest concern.  “It’s a shame all the other ones happen to look so guilty.” 
 
    Joe rubbed his bloodshot eyes.  He looked as tired as I felt inside.  It was in the quiet moments like these when the truth seemed so far away that exhaustion caught up with me.  I was so tuckered out that the idea of even sitting at a restaurant to have a complete meal seemed too taxing.  Briefly, I entertained the idea of grabbing a slice of pizza or a corn dog from the convenience store.  
 
    Thankfully, my taste buds vetoed the idea and talked some sense into me.  What was I thinking?  Convenience store food for dinner?  That just went to show how emotionally wrung out I was.   
 
    We were both thinking it, but Joe was the one to vocalize his fatigue.  “I think it’s safe to say we won’t be cracking this case tonight.” 
 
    “I can’t argue there.”   
 
    “Good.  You should leave the arguing to the suspects.  It seems to be their favorite pastime.”   
 
    Joe was just blowing off steam, but I couldn’t help but laugh at his statement, as it was probably the truest statement I’d heard all day.   
 
    “I wish that was just a joke,” I said.   
 
    “We’ll get the last laugh in the end,” he replied.   
 
    “In the end?  Yeah.  But right now I could use some rest and relaxation.” 
 
    He escorted me to his car.  “Come on, I’ll drive you home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a frustrating end to the day.  For a moment, it felt like we were on the precipice of bringing this to a close.  In reality, we were just as far away as ever.  I could have harped on that point all night, lingering on how Carl’s alibi had pulled the rug out from under us, but it wouldn’t do me any good.   
 
    As Joe drove me home, I tried switching my focus.  That ended up being easier than I thought.  By the time I was halfway home, a wave of exhaustion and hunger hit me like a ton of bricks.  I’d kept them both at bay all afternoon, but now they’d come back with a fury.   
 
    A new question entered my mind.  What was more appealing to me, dinner, or sleep?  Luckily, I had some leftover stew in the fridge that I could quickly reheat, so in the span of half an hour, I could fill up my belly then hit the hay right afterward. 
 
    When Joe pulled up to my place, I was happy to just shuffle up my driveway and head inside.  Joe wouldn’t allow that.  He insisted on walking me to my door.  Just before I was ready to say a quick goodbye to him, I heard something highly peculiar coming from inside. 
 
    Most nights when I returned home, I could hear my dog, Buster, barking from the entryway, desperate for attention.  That night, I heard Buster, all right, but the noise coming out of his mouth wasn’t a happy greeting, but a distressed, deep bark like he was trying to defend the place.   
 
    Surely, that couldn’t have been meant for me.  He knew the sound of my voice and had never barked at me in anything but a light, playful way.  Like all dogs, he was protective of his home, especially with strangers, but he knew the sound of Joe’s voice as well.  He’d never given Joe any trouble.  If anything, they’d become best buddies recently, mostly due to the dog treats Joe had started bringing over when he visited.  So, why was he barking that way? 
 
    That question was quickly superseded by the sound of him letting out a deep menacing growl.  I was absolutely shocked.  What was going on in there? 
 
    Joe went on high alert.  He turned to me.  “Have you ever heard him growl like that?”       
 
    I shook my head.  “Never.” 
 
    I briefly thought of calling out his name to calm him down, but reconsidered.  He wasn’t an irrational dog.  Not the kind of animal who just barked at the wind.  Besides, there wasn’t any wind today.  If he was growling like that, there had to be a good reason.   
 
    My mind immediately darted to the worst-case scenario.  There was a killer on the loose, and they knew I was determined to catch them.  What if they’d decided to break into my house to make me their next victim? 
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one worried about foul play.  Joe’s hand instinctively moved towards the holster for his gun.  He turned to me and whispered in my ear.   
 
    “Let me handle this.” 
 
    I was happy to comply.  He whispered again to get me to unlock the door for him, which I did, then I took a step back.  
 
    Joe swung the front door open, then drew his gun as he yelled inside.   
 
    “Whoever you are, this is the police.  Come out with your hands up.”  
 
    Joe’s warning didn’t yield the results that he wanted.  I heard another bark coming from the back of the house, which was followed by the loud thud of a door slamming.  Joe sprang into action, darting through my foyer.  As he ran down the hallway and into my kitchen, he saw Buster barking at the back door. 
 
    When Joe peered through the window that took up the top half of the back door, he faintly saw the silhouette of a shadowy figure dressed in all black, booking it as fast as they could away from my house.     
 
    Joe gave chase, hoping to catch up with the figure.  Unfortunately, they had a significant head start.  By the time Joe had opened my door and bolted into the backyard, the figure had already gone entirely through the neighbor’s yard and was approaching the front of their house.    
 
    Joe didn’t give up hope.  He ran as fast as he could after the figure.  Meanwhile, I stayed behind and checked to make sure Buster wasn’t injured.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Luckily, Buster was just fine.  His emotions were rattled, but physically, he was no worse for wear.  That was such a relief to me.  We’d been through so much together.  I didn’t even want to think about what I’d do without him in my life.    
 
    A chilling thought then entered my brain.  What if I didn’t own a dog at all?  I would have said goodbye to Joe, gone inside, and would have had no warning that the shadowy figure was waiting for me.  If it wasn’t for my little furry best friend, there was a good chance that I might not even be alive right now.  
 
    A shiver went down my spine as that grisly thought entered my brain.  I gave Buster some pets as well as a few treats for being such a good boy.   
 
    “Thank you, honey.  I owe you more than I even know.” 
 
    He panted as he wagged his tail.  To him, he was just doing his job as a good dog.  He’d protected his home, and his owner, just like dogs always did.   
 
    I thanked God that he wasn’t hurt in the process.  He could have been seriously injured or even killed.  As I rubbed his fur, there wasn’t a scratch on him.   
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    While there was good news about my dog, I couldn’t say the same for Joe.  My brother was a lot of things, but a lightning-fast sprinter was not one of them.  Add to the fact that the shadowy figure had a significant head start, and it was no surprise that Joe returned five minutes later, huffing and puffing, completely empty-handed.     
 
    “Do I even have to ask how it went?” I said.   
 
    When Joe finally caught his breath, he broke the bad news.   
 
    “I did everything I could, but they just had too much of a head start on me.”  Joe put his hands on his hips, his pulse still racing.  “I’m afraid they got away.” 
 
    He looked at me, expecting me to be more upset upon hearing the news.  When I wasn’t, he crinkled his nose.   
 
    “Don’t worry.  They won’t get far.” I said.   
 
    He took a cue from my confident answer and responded with resolve in his voice.  “That’s right.  We’ll track them down.” 
 
    When I looked into Joe’s eyes, I could tell that he thought I was just trying to stay optimistic to keep our spirits from sagging.  That was anything but the case.   
 
    I tried to clear up whatever confusion he had but did not succeed.  “Of course we will.  And I know just where.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow, still in the dark.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    While Joe had been out back trying to chase down the shadowy figure, I took a look around my kitchen to see if the figure had left anything behind in their haste to get away.  That’s when I’d found something.  In the skirmish with my dog, the figure had dropped something.   
 
    I picked it up from the ground with a tissue to keep from compromising any fingerprints that may or may not be on it, then held it up for Joe.  What was it?  None other than a plastic employee key card that had a very recognizable restaurant logo on the front of it.  This was the key to everything.  The break we’d been looking all day for.   
 
    Suddenly, it became all-too-clear who the killer was, and it was time to bring them to justice.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe brought the key card back to the crime lab to get it run for fingerprints.  As expected, the lab was able to pull prints from the card that incriminated the exact suspect that I had in mind.  From there, a police deputy detained Steven Zell and brought him into the interrogation room at the police station for Joe and me to question him.  
 
    Steven was feisty and confrontational, a far cry from the subdued, robotic tone he’d given us at his bistro previously.  “I don’t know what the big idea is.” 
 
    “Murder is the big idea,” Joe replied.  
 
    “I already answered your questions,” Steven argued.   
 
    Joe corrected him.  “You mean, you already lied to us.”  
 
    Steven folded his arms.  “I don’t have to talk to you.” 
 
    “Fine.  Let us do the talking,” I said.  
 
    “I’m not saying anything else without a lawyer present,” Steven replied.   
 
    Joe put an evidence bag with the key card inside it on the table in front of Steven.   
 
    “Fair enough.  But what good is a lawyer going to do for you when we have this?” Joe asked.   
 
    Steven’s eyes opened wide.   
 
    “This was found in my house,” I said.  “I sure didn’t put it there.  It seems you left it behind when you broke into my house.  I’ll bet it fell out of your pocket when you were busy running away from my dog.” 
 
    Even though Steven had just gotten done telling us that he wasn’t going to say another word without a lawyer present, he looked ready to go back on his word.   
 
    Joe could sense an argument coming on, so as Steven opened his mouth to reply, my brother gave him a word of warning.   
 
    “Don’t try to deny it.  The lab already ran the card and your prints are all over it.”   
 
    “That puts you on the hook for breaking and entering, but it’s the murder charge that will put you in jail for the rest of your life,” I said.   
 
    “You’ve got this all wrong,” Steven pleaded.   
 
    “Do we?  So, let me get this straight.  You just happened to break into my place last night for the thrill of it, not because you were worried that I was getting too close to cracking this case?” I asked.   
 
    Steven became tongue-tied.   
 
    The same could not be said for me.  I had plenty more to say.  “Let me tell you what I think happened.  You killed Claude to get revenge for leaving that review that tanked your restaurant.  Then, after we interviewed you yesterday, you could tell it would only be a matter of time before we discovered that you were the killer.  So, you decided that your only course of action was to kill me too.  When you were done with me, I’ll bet you had plans to murder my brother as well.  Am I right?” 
 
    Steven averted his eyes.  He couldn’t stand to make eye contact with me.   
 
    I prodded him again.  “There’s nowhere to run now.  You’ve been caught.  It’s over.  Just come clean.” 
 
    Finally, Steven looked up, his face wrestling with guilt.  All the emotions that were absent when we first interviewed him were on full display now.   
 
    After a little hesitation, the truth spilled out of him.  “Fine.  I did it.  I killed Claude, then I broke into your place to kill you, too.  I thought I had it all figured out.  Then again, I thought I had the restaurant business figured out, too.  Everything was going just fine until Claude Giraud wrote that review.  Suddenly, my whole life was turned upside down.  After his review was published, my business immediately tanked.  I tried hard to get the customers back.  I introduced all-day happy hour, constant specials, and half-off appetizers.  But none of it worked.  No matter what I did, no matter how hard I tried, my bistro remained a ghost town.”  He stopped and took a deep breath.  “You know, people are wrong when they say that time heals all wounds.  To me, as time went on, my hatred for Claude grew.  It all came to a head when I got a letter from the bank the other day.  I’d been behind on my payments, and the letter said if I didn’t pay up, they’d take my bistro.  That was too much for me to take.  I’d sunk every dime I had into that place.  Then, with one bad review, that food snob ruined everything that I’d spent years building up.  That wasn’t right.  Claude had taken everything from me, so in return, I took everything from him.  It’s funny because he won his award in part for lacerating my place.  I figured it was fitting that he was killed with his own award statuette.” 
 
    There it was, the truth, every nasty word of it.  Joe cuffed Steven and dragged him off to a jail cell while I absorbed everything I’d just heard.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What a tragic end.  If there was any bright spot I could take away from all this, it was that at least justice would be served.  With the killer behind bars, I could finally take a deep breath.  What I really wanted to do more than anything was to catch up on my sleep.  With my adrenaline wearing off from the case, exhaustion had caught up with me.  I had my brother drop me off at home, where an unexpected visitor was waiting on my front step.  Thankfully, it wasn’t someone who had a vendetta against me.   
 
    Instead, it was my sweet boyfriend, who had brought over a bouquet of flowers for me.  As I took a gander at the violet tulips, I couldn’t help but comment how stunning they were.    
 
    “They are beautiful,” I said.   
 
    “Not as beautiful as you,” Daniel replied.   
 
    Only someone as kind as Daniel could make a line that cheesy sound sincere.  I began blushing.  It wasn’t the first time he’d told me I was beautiful, but it was one of those things I never tired of hearing.   
 
    My boyfriend continued.  “I’m so glad you’re safe.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  It could have turned out far worse.” 
 
    “It looks like someone was watching over you.” 
 
    I glanced up at the sky.  “God always is.” 
 
    Daniel then leaned in and gave me a big hug.  It felt so good to be in his arms.      
 
    “So, what are you going to do now?” he asked.   
 
    I didn’t have to think about that one long.  “I was just planning on crashing.” 
 
    Daniel became deflated.  “Oh.” 
 
    For some unknown reason, my answer had taken the wind out of his sails.   
 
    “Why?  What’s the matter?” 
 
    “It’s just that in honor of you cracking another case, I thought I’d take you out for a congratulatory dinner.” 
 
    It was a nice sentiment.  And, under other circumstances, I would have jumped at the offer.  As things were, unfortunately, I had to decline.    
 
    “Are you kidding?  After all the restaurant shenanigans I’ve dealt with in the last few days, I’m only going to be ordering delivery for a while.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Fair enough.  Although, I could do you one better.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “It turns out I’m not a half bad chef.  How about a little home cooking?” Daniel said.   
 
    I smiled.  “Now you’re talking.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Murder of a Movie Producer 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Was my friend a killer?  A shiver ran down my spine at the mere thought of something so horrifying.  It couldn’t be true, could it?  I’d known Sophie Paulson almost all of my life.  We’d gone to school together.  She was one of the oldest friends I had.  She knew all of my secrets, and I thought I knew all of hers.   
 
    Had I been wrong?  I didn’t know what to think.  My emotions were raw.  A jumble of thoughts fought for attention in my mind.  I was so confused.   
 
    There were certain things that I believed I would never have to think about.  Yet, ever since the accusation that my friend was a murderer had rolled off the police detective’s tongue, I couldn’t think about anything else.  As unbelievable as it was, I was staring down the very real possibility that one of my oldest friends had killed someone.  
 
    At least, that’s what the authorities seemed to think.  I was not nearly convinced.  At the same time, I didn’t feel a hundred percent confident saying she was completely innocent, either.   
 
    A year ago, I would have sooner believed that Bigfoot was real, and that aliens were living amongst us before I would have entertained the ridiculous notion that someone like Sophie could have committed murder.   
 
    A lot had changed in the last year.  Namely, Sophie’s personality.  I had always known her as an optimist.  She was the kind of woman who could see the bright side in any situation.  She was a ray of positivity, even when the world spewed nothing but negativity at her.  Those were the old days.  Recently, I had seen a different side of Sophie.  One that had given me serious pause.   
 
    There was an old saying about how no one was immune to change.  I didn’t use to believe that.  Now, I wasn’t so sure.  Then again, I wasn’t really clear on anything anymore.  I found myself asking how well I really know my friend.  Like with the other questions I was grappling with, I had no answer to that.  At least, not yet.   
 
    With all the confusion I was wrestling with, there was only one thing I was sure of—that my mind was a complete mess.  What I needed more than anything was some time to sort things out.  If I was given the chance, I knew I could make sense of this all.  Unfortunately, the detective seemed to be in a hurry to put my friend behind bars for life.  Unlike me, his mind was made up.  Suddenly, the question became, would I be able to find out the truth before the detective locked up my friend and threw away the key?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    One Year Earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hated saying goodbye, especially to an old friend.  In this case, parting ways was inevitable.  Sophie Paulson had made her mind up.  She was determined to leave Florida and to chase her acting dreams in California.  I wished her luck.  She’d definitely need it.  Building a successful acting career was difficult at any age.  But, seeing as how Sophie was on the wrong side of forty, her odds became infinitely worse.     
 
    That was one of the things in life that I had plenty of experience with.  Before I had moved back to my home state of Florida and opened an animal shelter, I had been Victoria Sassy, the lead character on a television detective show.  It had taken me years of toiling in obscurity before I had finally landed that role.  Then, seven years into the show’s run, the program was canceled, and with it, my acting career floundered.   
 
    The network pretended the cancellation was due to the show not having stellar ratings, but the behind-the-scenes chatter that I heard was that Hollywood believed I was over the hill.  To me, that was a crazy statement, considering I was just over forty years old.   
 
    The sad truth was that Hollywood wasn’t kind to middle-aged women.  That’s why I worried about Sophie pulling up stakes in Florida to seek acting fame in California.  At forty-three years of age, she was already older now than I had been when my acting career had flamed out.  In addition, Sophie knew how my Hollywood story had ended.  She was fully aware that Hollywood had chewed me up and spat me out.  Still, despite my warnings, she was determined to give it a go anyway.  God bless her heart.   
 
    “So, I guess this is it then,” I said.   
 
    It was an unexpectedly overcast day in Southeastern Florida.  I only brought up the weather because after a long stretch of clear, sunny days, it was odd to see a patch of clouds obscure the sun just as my friend was leaving town.  I sincerely hoped that was just a coincidence, and not a sign of bad things to come.   
 
    “There’s no easy way to do this, is there?” Sophie replied. 
 
    “There never is,” I said.     
 
    Sophie and I had both grown up in Hollywood, Florida, together.  While I had also lived in California for the better part of two decades, this had always been Sophie’s home.  Aside from a few scattered vacations, she’d spent her whole life here.  I had always viewed her as a townie for life.   
 
    Clearly, I had been wrong.  I had underestimated how much Sophie craved a career in acting.  How much it meant to her to make it on the world’s biggest stage.  And how she was tired of deferring her dreams.   
 
    While I had left Florida two decades before to follow my acting dreams, Sophie had remained behind to take care of her ailing mother.  After her mother’s tragic recent passing due to complications of multiple sclerosis, Sophie realized how fleeting life could be and how precious every moment was.  Sophie didn’t want to look back one day and regret not trying to make her dreams come true.    
 
    “Keep your chin up.  Everything will work out,” Sophie said.  
 
    With everything that was going on in her life, for her to be focusing on me and the fragile state of mind I was grappling with, was amazing.  See, this was before I’d met my boyfriend, Daniel Jacobsen.  Before I had fallen in love with him.  It was back when I was reeling over the way my previous boyfriend had broken my heart.  In those days, I worried that I’d turn into a hopeless spinster. 
 
    Sophie, meanwhile, was an eternal optimist.  I had never met a bigger sweetie in my entire life.  She was the kind of woman who always found a way to look on the bright side of things.  That was even more remarkable, considering the tragedy she’d had to grapple with.  Her mother’s struggle with multiple sclerosis was long and hard, yet Sophie didn’t let that break her spirit.    
 
    I knew I could take some cues from her optimism.  Not just because it was a great quality to have, but because it was something that I distinctly lacked.  Just being around Sophie made me want to try harder to focus on the positive and to not let negativity rule so many of my days.   
 
    As caring as Sophie was to put my feeling first on such a momentous day in her life, I wanted to put the spotlight back on her.   
 
    “Sophie, you’re leaving.  Let’s not make this about me,” I said.     
 
    “You’re one of my oldest friends.  I know all of your personality quirks.  So if you think I’m going to let you try to change the subject on me, you’re dead wrong.”  
 
    She had me there.  
 
    Sophie continued.  “Just keep believing in the best and good things will happen.”   
 
    I flashed her a smile.  “I will.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Speaking of good things, don’t forget about me when you’re famous,” I said.   
 
    “Come on, Hope.  Famous or not, how could I ever forget about you?” Sophie replied.   
 
    “You know, I think you might end up being the most level-headed famous person in history,” I joked.   
 
    “Fingers crossed,” Sophie said.  “About the fame.  I think when it comes to life, I’ll always be level-headed, considering my history.” 
 
    Sophie tried to not mention her mother by name anymore.  Despite her positivity, that was the one thing subject sent her into a tailspin.  It was funny when her mom was alive, she had always held strong.  Ever since her mother’s passing, when it came to the topic of her mom, Sophie’s emotions were just too raw.   
 
    Sophie had spent many months crying her eyes out over the situation.  Now, she didn’t seem to want to shed another tear.  It wasn’t my place to tell her how to grieve.  Whatever got her through the day.  
 
    One thing was clear—we both knew what she’d gone through, what a trooper she was, and how much she’d lost.   
 
    “No one deserves for their dreams to come true like you,” I said.   
 
    I really wanted this to work out for her.  Not just because she was my friend, but because she had genuine talent.  Back in high school, she always got the leads in all the plays that were put on.  More recently, I had seen her perform in a few community theater productions.  She was still just as talented as ever.   
 
    “You’re so sweet,” Sophie replied.    
 
    “So, are you nervous?” I asked.   
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  Nervous isn’t the word.  More than anything, I’m just excited.  I’ve waited so long for this moment.  I’ve dreamt about.  And it’s finally here.  I can’t wait to see what the future has in store for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    One Day Ago 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It felt so weird being back in Los Angeles after so much time away.  When I left California a year and a half ago, I thought I wouldn’t ever come back.  Ultimately, it took reuniting with an old friend to get me to return to the Golden State.  As I sat in the back seat of a taxi cab and looked out at the city, I realized that the place had changed in a number of superficial ways, but that deep down, it was the same old Tinseltown.   
 
    For example, the billboards could change all they wanted, but traffic would always be a beast.  If anything, it seemed like the traffic had gotten even worse since I had left.  That part, I didn’t miss.  For that matter, I still hadn’t plenty of ill-will for the smog that had given me an unsavory greeting the moment I stepped outside of the airport.   
 
    As I spotted a long line coming out of a casting office that stretched around the block, I realized that Los Angeles was the same old shark tank and that I was just a different fish.  The further the cab driver went into the city, the happier I was that I had traded Hollywood, California, for Hollywood, Florida.  Other than their names and their proximity to beaches, the two cities had little else in common, and that was fine by me.   
 
    I wasn’t back in California to reminisce about Hollywood.  I was here to reconnect with my old friend.  The cab driver dropped me off in front of the Mexican restaurant that Sophie was meeting me at.   
 
    When I went inside, the scent of fresh tamales hung in the air, permeating my nostrils while waking up my taste buds.  A host with a thick accent led me to a cushy chair at a table while mariachi music played in the background.  I was the first to arrive, which was fine, as this time alone gave me my first real chance to settle down since arriving in Los Angeles.  Even though I had just been a passenger in the taxi cab, with the brutality of L.A. traffic, every traffic light was an adventure.     
 
    Two mariachi songs later, I realized that my old friend was running late.  I couldn’t wait to see Sophie.  The tides had turned in my life since the last time I’d seen her in person.  Back then, I was in the doldrums, struggling to recover from a broken heart.  Now, I had a wonderful boyfriend who I loved dearly.  Not only that, but my animal shelter was doing very well.  In a little over a year, my staff and I had found forever homes for over sixty animals.   
 
    Things were really coming together for me.  Conversely, Sophie’s life was more of a mixed bag, at least from what I read on her social media feed.  I was eager to get the real scoop from her in person.   
 
    It was an unusually chilly day in Los Angeles, so much so that when I spotted Sophie wearing a pair of leather gloves as she walked into the restaurant, I wished that I had a pair of my own to wear.  As I gave her a hug, my thoughts soon turned to more important matters.  Namely, the look of discouragement that was all over Sophie’s face.   
 
    Her demeanor was completely different than the last time we had spoken.  Back then, she was all smiles and was as positive as could be.  Right then, she looked completely defeated.   
 
    I wanted to get down to the bottom of why she looked so dour.   
 
    “Sorry for being late.  I’m having a dreadful day,” Sophie said.   
 
    Her face was overloaded with stress.  She looked like she could explode.  I hadn’t seen her like this since her mother had died.  
 
    My heart immediately went out to her.   
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked.   
 
    She deflected.  “You didn’t come all this way to hear me complain about my life.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to let her throw me off topic that quickly.  “Sophie, you’re one of my oldest friends.  You know I’m not going to let you deflect like that, so don’t even try.”   
 
    The complaints began spilling out of her.  “All right.  It’s my boss.  He’s the worst.  The man is a complete slime ball. 
 
    The slime ball she was referring to was Paul Franklin, a noted movie producer in town.  He had produced a slew of films, including Days Of Unstoppable Heartbreak, Grand Fiasco, and The Dagger Of Justice.  The last one was so dear to him that he kept the dagger of justice prop from the movie on his mantle at home.   
 
    I was confused.  “Wait a minute.  I thought you two were dating.”   
 
    “We were,” Sophie replied. 
 
    Uh-oh.  Clearly, their relationship didn’t have a happy Hollywood ending.  The question became, how contentious of a breakup did they have? 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “I broke up with him.” 
 
    It wasn’t like Sophie to be so stingy with her words.  Typically, she was very open about her emotions.  This time, she was really making me work to get the truth.   
 
    “Because?” I asked.   
 
    Sophie sighed.  “I found out he was cheating on me.” 
 
    “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “No.  What’s terrible is how many women he cheated on me with.  Apparently, he’s never met an aspiring actress that he hasn’t wanted to go to bed with.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I just feel so used.  I mean, I gave him my heart, and he just stomped all over it.” 
 
    “That’s so awful.  I can’t believe this happened to you.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how shamelessly unapologetic he’s been.  I mean, he’s the one who cheated on me, yet he walks around the office acting like I’m at fault for what happened.”   
 
    “That’s some twisted stuff.  I can’t imagine what you’re going through.  A breakup is hard enough to deal with, but to have to work with your ex-boyfriend, yikes,” I said.   
 
    Sophie groaned.  “Yeah.  Let’s just say I know why they say never to mix business with pleasure.”    
 
    “That must be so awkward for you to have to go in there every day and try to do your job with the specter of his actions hanging over your workplace.” 
 
    “The worst part is, he seems to be trying to make it so awkward for me that I’ll quit.  He keeps piling the work on and singling me out for extra tasks as much as possible.”    
 
    I winced.  “Ouch.  That’s terrible.” 
 
    She nodded.  “It’s insufferable.”  
 
    I had a different take on the situation.  “Then why not stop the suffering?” 
 
    She scrunched her nose at me.  “Huh?” 
 
    “If you hate your job so much, why don’t you quit?” 
 
    Sophie hated my idea.  “And let him know he won?”  She shook her head.  “I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.  Besides, I’m not starting over from the ground floor after it’s taken me so long to get this far.”   
 
    Those were some strong words.  What really struck me was how bitter her tone was.  Everyone had bad days, but this seemed like a tectonic shift in Sophie’s entire mind frame.  She seemed to have adopted a scorned earth attitude.   
 
    It was a side of Sophie that I’d never seen before.  Her optimism was completely gone.  So was her ability to look on the bright side.  This was a Sophie I didn’t recognize.  I missed my old friend.   
 
    At the same time, I wasn’t sure if these changes in her personality were permanent, or just a temporary shift that had been brought on by her awful work environment.   
 
    That’s why I had a suggestion for her.  “I understand it is hard starting over, but maybe it’s time you leave this job because you came out to L.A. to be a star.  You have a whole acting career ahead of you.  Why be tied down to some office job?” 
 
    A tone of hopelessness was in her voice as she answered.  “Come on.  We both know I’m never going to be a star.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m too old to become a star.  It’s too late.  The fact is, my acting career was over before it even began.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe how jaded Sophie looked.  Also, all of this seemed to be coming out of left field.   
 
    I needed some clarification.  “Wait a minute.  Since when?  This is the first I’ve heard of this.” 
 
    “That’s because I’ve been too ashamed to tell you.  It turns out you were right.  I’m too old to make it as an actress.  Every audition was a complete failure.  I couldn’t even get cast as a mom in a lousy commercial.  I mean, there I was dating a producer, and he never had any intention of casting me in anything.”   
 
    I tried to inject some much-needed optimism into the conversation.  “But you’re a great actress.”   
 
    “So are you, and Hollywood chewed you up and spat you out.”   
 
    That comment struck a nerve.  It was a slippery slope that led to self-pity, so I had to be careful not to go down that road.     
 
    Sophie continued.  “I was delusional to believe I could beat the odds.  The fact is, the odds didn’t want to get beaten.” 
 
    I tried to give her some words of comfort, but she didn’t want to hear them.  “But Sophie—” 
 
    Sophie wasn’t done saying her piece.  “Anyway, after one particularly disastrous audition, I gave up on my acting dreams.  But, since I’d come all this way, I decided that if I couldn’t make it in front of the camera, maybe I could get a good position behind the scenes.  A few months ago, when Paul promoted me to assistant producer, I felt like I was finally getting somewhere.  Then, I found out he’d cheated on me with at least a half a dozen women.” 
 
    Sophie painted a completely defeatist picture of her acting career.  One that was devoid of hope.  Suddenly, I realized why she didn’t want to give up on her job.  It was the only thing she could hang her hat on.  If she gave that up, she really would have to start over.  That was a harder thing to do in Hollywood than in most other industries.      
 
    I tried to be as sympathetic as possible.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know any of this.  Judging from our phone conversations and your social media posts, I thought you were still trying to make it as an actress—” 
 
    “All that stuff I post on social media is just to put on a good face.  No one wants to post about their dreams dying for the whole world to read.” 
 
    “That’s so true.”   
 
    It was also so sad.  Sophie was in a real bad spot right now, with the true extent of her troubles only being revealed to me one answer at a time.  With all the terrible news she had thrown my way, I was still trying to process it all.  That being said, a thought popped into my head that seemed to be the antidote to all that ailed her.   
 
    “Why don’t you move back home?” I asked. 
 
    Sophie didn’t hesitate with her response, immediately shooting down my suggestion.  “I can’t go home.” 
 
    “Why not?  All your friends are there.  We’ll do everything we can to get you back on your feet.”   
 
    “True, but you guys aren’t the only ones back home.  The haters are back there, too.  The naysayers.  All those people who told me I was too old, that I’d never make it, that it was worthless to even try.  If I go home, they’ll just have more fuel for their fire, and I don’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing they were right.” 
 
    If I didn’t already have ample evidence of how much my old friend had changed, her last statement was the clincher.   
 
    I tried to pull her out of her funk.  “What about the Sophie who didn’t care what other people thought?  Who found a bright side in everything?” 
 
    I was hoping that would stir up the Sophie of yore.  That it would get her to harken back to the woman she used to be.     
 
    That did not happen.   
 
    “Hope, I know you’re trying to help, but this isn’t just about the haters.  It’s about me, too.  I can brush off criticism from others, but if I go back home with my tail between my legs, I don’t know if I’ll be able to live with myself,” Sophie said.     
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    This was a whole different Sophie than I’d ever seen before.  The last year had changed her more than I thought, and not for the better.  I hardly recognized her now.   
 
    Just then, when the conversation seemed to have hit a low point, I realized that it hadn’t truly hit rock bottom yet.   
 
    Sophie’s cell phone rang.  As she checked the caller I.D. on her touchscreen, I knew it was bad news.   
 
    She sighed.  “I have to take this.” 
 
    Sophie answered the phone.  “Yes, Paul?”   
 
    Uh-oh.  What now? 
 
    I only got one side of the conversation, but that was bad enough.   
 
    “But, I’m with a friend,” Sophie said into the phone.  She listened to her boss’s response, then groaned.  “Fine.  I’ll be right there.” 
 
    As Sophie hung up the phone, I braced myself for whatever was coming next.   
 
    “I hate to do this, but I have to get back to work,” Sophie said.   
 
    I couldn’t believe it.  “Now?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Unfortunately.  Apparently, there having some problems back at the office.” 
 
    I was unable to hide my disappointment.  “Well, how long is this going to take?” 
 
    “It could take minutes…or hours.  I don’t know.” 
 
    I exhaled.  “Well, there goes dinner.”  
 
    She gave me an apologetic look.  “I’m sorry.  But look, I’m off tomorrow and for the entire weekend.  I’ll tell you what, we’ll meet up tomorrow morning and spend the whole day together.  We can go to the beach and have a great time.  What do you say?” 
 
    “That sounds good.”  
 
    Sophie then gave me a hug and headed back to work while I tried to make sense of how things had gone so wildly different than I had expected.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since I was already at the restaurant, I ordered dinner and ate alone.  While the tamales were great, I ended up leaving the restaurant an hour later with a bad taste in my mouth over the disturbing discussion I’d had with Sophie.  I felt so awful for her.  After all that she had been through in her life, she’d moved out to Los Angeles to fulfill her lifelong dream of becoming an actress.   
 
    When she left Florida, she was full of optimism.  Now, in the span of a year, she seemed completely defeated.  For all the success stories that Hollywood produced, it was home to just as many broken dreams.  I just never thought my friend would become one of the cautionary tales.   
 
    Sophie’s career failure made me reflect on how bitterly things had ended for me in Los Angeles.  I could feel the desire to wallow starting to swell inside me.  Part of me wanted to go straight from the Mexican restaurant to a bar to drink off my sorrows.  I told myself it would just be a little nightcap to take the edge off the day.   
 
    I resisted, partially because jet lag had suddenly decided to set in, but also because I had the feeling that I wouldn’t be able to stop myself at just one drink.  At that moment, deep down, I knew that sleep would be far more beneficial to me.   
 
    Not only would it help with the jet lag, but it would also mean I’d avoid waking up with a nasty hangover in the morning.  After talking some sense into myself, I just went back to my hotel and conked out.  
 
    I would have stayed at Sophie’s apartment, but she was renting a small and cramped one bedroom.  There was barely enough room for Sophie and her stuff in there, no less me.  Besides, I had reached a point in my life where I never wanted to sleep on another pull-out sofa again.  
 
    After I had plopped myself down on the memory foam mattress at the hotel, I knew I had made the right decision.  Before I knew it, I was asleep.  And boy did I sleep like a rock.   
 
    Morning came quicker than I expected.  I was in no hurry to wake up.  As a matter of fact, I would have slept in even longer if it was not for the early-morning phone call that I received.    
 
    I rolled over and looked at the alarm clock on the bedside table.  Seven-thirty?  Wow, how the time had flown by.  At the same time, at that early hour, I knew it couldn’t be a telemarketer calling.   
 
    But, who was it?  I answered my cell phone, as groggy as could be.  Initially, I thought it might have been my boyfriend Daniel calling from Florida to wish me good morning.  He did that sometimes, calling me to tell me that he just wanted to hear my voice.  My boyfriend was a sweetheart like that.  At the same time, being three time zones ahead of me back in Florida, he may have forgotten that it was still early morning here in California.   
 
    Unfortunately, it was not Daniel on the phone.  Instead, it was Sophie on the line, with awful news.  She was frantic as she spoke.  When she told me where she was calling from, I understood why.  It turned out she was at the police station.  Even worse, she revealed that she had been arrested.  That news sent me reeling.  Had I heard that right?  No, it couldn’t be.  It had to be a mistake, didn’t it?  Only, it wasn’t.   
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    How could this have happened?  My old friend, in jail?  I had trouble wrapping my head around it all.  My mind was already racing, but my body soon caught up with it.  
 
    I threw my clothes on as quickly as I could and rushed out of the hotel.  The taxi ride over to the police station was the most anxiety-riddled ten minutes of my entire life.  It didn’t help that the cab driver kept trying to make small talk, treating me like a tourist, mouthing off about all the glitzy sites in town that I should visit.   
 
    Most of the cab drivers I had met in years past had been on the quiet side.  It was a stroke of awful luck to get a motor mouth this time.   
 
    Cab driver aside, the reality of the situation really sunk in for when I entered the police station.  It was a cold, depressing place that gave me shivers the moment I entered.  With a brother on the police force back home, this was far from the first time I had ever been in a police station.  Only this time, I walked into the station under far different circumstances.   
 
    The Hollywood, Florida, police station was far less intimidating.  Not just because my brother’s friendly smile greeted me back home.  This Los Angeles precinct was cavernous, grimy, and drab. 
 
    Of course, the drug addict yelling nonsense as an officer dragged him into the back of the station didn’t help calm my nerves at all.  I approached the front window of the precinct and talked to an officer who was sitting behind a pane of bulletproof glass.   
 
    After checking in, a deputy led me back to the cell block.  Luckily, the drug addict was not there.  Maybe he was being interrogated.  Between the disturbing environment, the distraction of the drug addict, and the general uneasiness of knowing my old friend was in jail, my mind was being torn in so many different directions.   
 
    All the tangential matters instantly faded into the background when I saw Sophie behind bars.  My focus was squarely on her.   
 
    Sophie’s head was sunk low as she sat in her cell.  My eyes meanwhile were wide with disbelief.  She was out of place there.  All the other cells were filled with heavily tattooed men and women that I would be afraid to run into in a dark alley.   
 
    Sophie looked like she had been put there by mistake.  I saw her trembling.  The poor thing was terrified.  The sight of this new ghastly reality was striking.   
 
    I stood there for a second, in complete shock.  At first, I don’t think she noticed me.  Sophie seemed to be trying to avoid eye contact.  I tried to pull her out of her stupor.   
 
    “What happened?” I asked.   
 
    That was a dumb question.  That words had just dribbled out of my mouth.  She had been arrested, obviously.  I had meant that in a more general sense—as in what had happened to cause her to be arrested?  My verbal follies aside, Sophie was just glad to hear the sound of my voice.  Her head darted up.   
 
    That’s when I saw a look in her eyes that I’d never seen before.   
 
    “This is all a big mistake,” she replied.   
 
    She said the words, but all I really saw was the fear in her eyes.  I couldn’t imagine what she was going through.  This station was depressing enough, and I was on the other side of the bars.  It must have been a soul-crushing experience to be locked in a cell.     
 
    So many words came to my mind, but the only ones that made it to the tip of my tongue were the simple variety.  “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “How do you think I feel?” 
 
    She had a good point.  While I could empathize with her, luckily, I had no firsthand experience being behind bars.  I could have spent more time in a state of disbelief, but I wanted to get to the bottom of this.  “What did they arrest you for?” 
 
    “Murder.” 
 
    I went dead quiet.  Murder?  What?  Was she for real?  If her situation wasn’t hard enough to believe before, it had reached absurd heights.  I could not make heads nor tails of this.   
 
    Part of me didn’t want to repeat the word out loud.  The sound of them being uttered out loud was too terrifying.   
 
    A shock reverberated in my voice.  “Murder?  You?” 
 
    Sophie reluctantly nodded. 
 
    None of this made sense to me.  I tried to piece it together one question at a time.  “But, who was the victim?” 
 
    “My boss.” 
 
    That answer made me shudder.  It hit a little close to home for me.  At the same time, despite, Sophie and Paul’s recent spats, could things really have devolved into murder? 
 
    I delved deeper.  “Why would they think that?” 
 
    Sophie was slow to answer.  I couldn’t figure out why until the words came out of her mouth.   
 
    “Because…they found me at the scene.” 
 
    That sent me into a tailspin.  The revelations were coming fast and furiously now, each more shocking than the last.  Until then, my disbelief had been directed at the police’s actions in arresting her.  Now, I had questions specifically for Sophie.     
 
    “What?  What were you doing there?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk some sense into him after he fired me.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  He fired you?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “When did this happen?” I asked.   
 
    “After I returned from the restaurant.” 
 
    “On what grounds did he fire you?” 
 
    “He said it just wasn’t working out and that letting me go was the best move for the company.” 
 
    I could read between the lines.  “So basically he fired you because you broke up with him?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell.  I couldn’t believe it.  I couldn’t get over it.  So, a few hours later I went over to his house to tell him that he couldn’t get away with firing me.  That what he’d done was grounds for a wrongful termination lawsuit.” 
 
    Instinctually, I stepped back.  “You went to his place after he fired you?”   
 
    She looked ashamed as she replied.  “I know it wasn’t the best idea—” 
 
    I interrupted her.  “You’re right.  That was a terrible idea.”   
 
    “I fully admit that it wasn’t the best decision on my part, but I just wanted my job back.  Unfortunately, I didn’t even get to say my piece to him.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because he was dead when I got there.” 
 
    “Did you tell that to the police?” I asked.   
 
    She nodded.  “I did.” 
 
    “Yet you’re behind bars.” 
 
    “That’s because they showed up at his house a few minutes after I did.”   
 
    There was so much information being thrown at me all at once.  I had to take a moment to myself just to process it all.   
 
    While I let all the recent revelations sink in, Sophie’s level of panic ratcheted up.   
 
    “I didn’t do this.  You have to believe me.” 
 
    I was still trying to process all of the information she’d given me when Sophie’s patience grew thin.  Apparently, my response came too slowly for Sophie’s tastes.     
 
    “You do believe me, don’t you?” she asked.   
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    I had spoken the truth.  The problem was, those weren’t the words she wanted to hear.   
 
    Sophie kept peppering me with a new variation of the same question.  “You want to?  So, you’re not convinced of my innocence?” 
 
    I didn’t like how she was coming at me.  She’d had a lot of time to think about all this in her cell.  To me, this was all new information.  Not to mention there was so much of it.  There was so much to process in such a short time.     
 
    With everything that I was trying juggle all at once, my deepest thoughts, the ones I tried to keep at the back of my mind, ended up slipping out of my mouth by mistake.  “I don’t know what to think.  So much has happened.  When we met up for dinner last night, you were much different than I’d ever seen you before.  Then, this morning, I find out that you’ve been arrested for murder.” 
 
    I wished that I’d kept that to myself.  My statement only served to push her further to the brink.   
 
    “Hope, you know me.  We’ve been friends for years.  We’ve seen so much together—we’ve been through so much together.  Do you really think I’d kill someone?” Sophie asked.   
 
    The evidence was stacked against her, but it didn’t speak to one thing—the fact that I had known her for decades.  That we had a history.  True, she had changed, but she was still Sophie Paulson.   
 
    I looked deep into her eyes.  For the first time since I had arrived in Los Angeles, I saw a semblance of the old Sophie staring back at me.  She looked like a scared child needing her mom.  What she didn’t look like, was a killer.   
 
    I answered from the bottom of my heart.  “No.” 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief.   
 
    It didn’t last long.  That proved to only be a temporary respite.  Shortly after, she began pleading about a new topic.   
 
    “Good, because I really need your help here,” Sophie said.   
 
    I had a feeling where she was going with this, but I was going to let her say the words.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.   
 
    “I know you’ve solved a slew of murder cases in the past.  I’m asking you to solve one more.  I really need your help here.” 
 
    Given the fact that she was one of my oldest friends and that I still had so many questions bouncing around in my head, I didn’t see how I couldn’t take this case.  To not investigate this matter further meant letting my friend rot behind bars.  That wasn’t something I was prepared to do.   
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said.   
 
    Relief came to Sophie’s face.  “Good.  You’re my only hope.”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong.  The police had already been clear about what they thought had happened.  They wouldn’t have arrested her otherwise.  With no police to turn to, if I was to find out the truth, there was no other choice but to do it myself.   
 
    “I promise I’ll do everything I can to find out the truth,” I said.   
 
    “Good.  Because I’m being framed here.  I mean, think about it, how else would the police know to show up so quickly after I had arrived at Paul’s place unless the killer had seen me approach and had put a call into 9-1-1 to tip them off?  Kaitlin Doherty could have done this.  Or Jack Sprague.  Henry Mankiewicz even.” 
 
    That was a solid point.  The timing of the police’s arrival at the scene was curious.  And, considering all I had learned in previous cases that I had investigated, it did seem consistent with having been staged by the killer.   
 
    There were still questions that I wanted Sophie to answer, but I suddenly found my attention drawn elsewhere as I saw Detective Wright walk by the cell block.  I quickly excused myself and ran off to flag the detective down.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I caught up with the detective shortly after in the hallway of the precinct.  He did not look happy to see me.  Then again, he didn’t look like he’d smiled in years.  Detective Todd Wright had the look of jaded big city cop who had seen the worst of humanity and had subsequently lost the ability to see the good in people anymore.  While he was dealing with modern crimes, the fifty-two-year-old detective had a very retro look.     
 
    Detective Wright was sporting a fedora, a trench coat, and a thick mustache.  I couldn’t pretend that his tough outer shell was an unfamiliar sight to me.  That seemed to be the default look for law enforcement officers.  I’d seen it plenty of times with my own brother, who was also a police detective back home.   
 
    That gruff exterior was meant to keep the crimes and suspects they dealt with on a daily basis at arm’s length.  Emotional detachment was important in their line of work.   
 
    The difference was, my brother was not nearly as jaded as he led on.  I felt like the same could not be said for this detective.  Ultimately, that was neither here nor there.  Regardless of the detective’s demeanor, there were matters that needed discussing, and I wasn’t going to stop until they were addressed.   
 
    “Detective Wright, I’d like a word with you.” 
 
    The detective had no interest in speaking with me.   
 
    He brushed me aside.  “Ms. Hadley, I don’t have time to argue with you.” 
 
    Detective Wright kept walking at a brisk pace.  Fortunately, he ran out of real estate when he reached his desk.  That’s where I made my move.      
 
    “Who is arguing?” 
 
    I made sure to say that in as calm of a manner as possible.  To him, that was just semantics.   
 
    I clearly wasn’t the first civilian to try to point holes in one of his cases.  Although, he obviously hoped that I’d be the last.   
 
    He stopped me before I could go any further.  “I know what you’re going to say.” 
 
    That was presumptuous.  A lot of detective’s had serious egos about them.  It was a delicate dance, not just navigating those egos, but also making my point without disrespecting an officer of the law.  The feminist in me wanted to chew him out for patronizing me.  I refrained from doing so, mostly because I knew that would only succeed in derailing the conversation and turning it into a tug of war for respect.   
 
    Instead of going down that road, I tried a different approach, indulging his bull-headed opinion.   
 
    “Fine.  What was I going to say?” I replied.   
 
    “That you don’t think your friend is guilty.” 
 
    That was when I usually laid down the hammer, asking how he could possibly jump to such a grim confusion so quickly?  Once again, I found restraint and went with a subdued, yet pointed response.   
 
    “It’s safe to say that I have my doubts.  So should you.”   
 
    The soft glove approach wasn’t working.  He was a stubborn man who was immune to picking up the subtleties in my responses.  His answer made me realize how fruitless my efforts truly were.   
 
    “Well, before you come at me, examine the facts.  Your friend clearly told you she didn’t do it, but facts tell a different story.  I know which one I believe.  Now, I have work to do.”   
 
    He directed his attention to the papers on his desk.  I was only a few feet away from him, but he ignored me like I was invisible.   
 
    Did he really think that would work?  If so, he was a fool.  I wouldn’t be cast aside that easily.  I knew all the tricks.   
 
    I stood my ground.  “Detective, we’re not done here.”    
 
    Detective Wright didn’t look up.  He just continued to scan a paper on his desk.  “I told you I’m really busy here.”   
 
    I held firm.  “Do you really think it’s wise to arrest my friend presumptuously?” 
 
    The detective did not like my tone.  He wanted to put me in my place.   
 
    Detective Wright groaned, looked up, and stared me down.  “Don’t push me.  It’s not presumptuous.  There’s a good reason she’s behind bars.” 
 
    “There are still a number of questions that need to be answered.” 
 
    “Ms. Hadley, I know you’re just being a good friend, but I have a job to do.” 
 
    “Then make sure you’re doing it right.” 
 
    His stare turned into a glare.  “I warned you not to talk to me like that.  You are her friend.  Of course you’d say that.  Look at it from my perspective.  We found her at the scene of the crime.  There was no one else around.  As far as I’m concerned, this is a rock solid case.” 
 
    Those were all good points, most of which I could dispute.  That being said, there was a lingering question in the air.   
 
    “Except, how did you know to come to the scene in the first place?” 
 
    “We got a call about suspicious circumstances at the location.  When we arrived, we found your friend there.” 
 
    He made it seem so open and shut.  What he failed to acknowledge was that his answer led to another question.   
 
    “Who was this call from?” 
 
    “They didn’t give their name.” 
 
    “So, you got an anonymous call?” I asked.   
 
    The detective didn’t directly answer my question.  Instead, he deflected.  “They were right.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to let myself be thrown off.  “That’s not what I asked.  The call was anonymous?” 
 
    “Technically.” 
 
    I waited for him to continue and was surprised when he didn’t.    
 
    I filled in the blanks for him.  “Well, doesn’t that seem curious?” 
 
    “Not everyone wants to attach their name to things.” 
 
    “If the call just came from a neighbor, what do they have to worry about?  If the person calling had nothing to do with the crime, what would they have to worry about?  Unless, the killer was the one to call in order to frame Sophie.”   
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me.  “You’re basing your entire argument on that?” 
 
    “Don’t diminish my point.  Tell me it doesn’t reek of a setup.”   
 
    “Look, I feel for you.  You care for your friend and she’s staring down spending the rest of her life in prison.  You want to defend her.  But there’s one thing you’re forgetting—some things are indefensible.  Admit it, she did this.”   
 
    I groaned.  “You just want this case to be wrapped up.  It’s easier for you if this case is cut and dry, but you have to remember that it’s your duty to investigate all angles.” 
 
    “You seriously want me to reopen this case because the call we got happened to be anonymous?” 
 
    “That’s not all.  I have more questions.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like, did you find fingerprints on the murder weapon?” 
 
    “No, but we didn’t need to in this case.  We already had enough on your friend to arrest her.” 
 
    “So, an anonymous call brought you to the scene, where you found a murder weapon but no fingerprints.  Those are two pretty big points.  Haven’t you even thought about who else might have wanted Paul dead?  Do the names Kaitlin Doherty, Jack Sprague, and Henry Mankiewicz mean anything to you?” I asked.   
 
    He’d heard enough.  If I thought he was gruff before, he lost all semblance of manners right then.  
 
    The detective laid down the law.  “No one wants to believe their friend is capable of murder.  But, given the right circumstances, anyone is capable of it.” 
 
    I had heard that exact statement before coming out of my brother’s mouth.  That must have been one of the lectures they taught at the police academy.  Joe had said that exact phrase to me too often for my liking.  As many times as I had heard it, I didn’t believe it was true.  Mostly, because, no matter what the circumstances were, I couldn’t commit murder.  If that was true for me, it had to be true for others as well.  
 
    I stood firm.  “I don’t believe that.”   
 
    “I don’t care if you believe it or not.  It’s the truth.” 
 
    He tried to go back to looking at his paperwork, but I kept my eye contact with him.  As I stared, I saw something in his eyes.  He waited a moment, saw that I hadn’t left, then stared at me with a deep sadness in his eyes.   
 
    I didn’t know if he was going to try to hide it or if he’d come out with it.   
 
    The detective then opened up to me.  “I had a partner once.  He killed someone.  It was a case of excessive force against a perpetrator.  I was convinced that it was an accident, but it wasn’t.  My partner had killed the perp on purpose.”  He stopped as he got choked up.     
 
    I went to offer my sympathy, but the detective got control of his emotions and finished his point.   
 
    “Here’s the thing—just because I couldn’t admit that my partner was guilty didn’t make it any less true,” Detective Wright said.      
 
    His story pulled at my heart strings.  What a wrenching tale.  It was nice to see the human side of him.  That being said, it didn’t change what was occurring here.   
 
    “I’m very sorry about that.” 
 
    “So am I,” he said.   
 
    “With all due respect, this is different,” I replied.     
 
    “Ms. Hadley, examine the facts.  Your friend’s motive is simple.  She was sleeping with her boss.  When she broke it off with him, he fired her.  In a fit of rage, she killed him.” 
 
    We’d reached a stalemate.  That was all-too-clear now.   
 
    Seeing how I wasn’t getting anywhere with him, continuing the conversation would be akin to smashing my head into a brick wall.  I only had two choices—I could move on, or stay there and grow more frustrated.  To me, the choice was clear.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had solved a number of cases in the past, but none was as murky as this one.  Typically, when detective acted so quickly, they had done sloppy or haphazard detective work.  I would often find that they had been in such a hurry to close the case that I’d be able to find a flaw in logic or poke a hole in their theory.   
 
    This time was different.  Sure, the anonymous call was suspicious, but the rest of Detective Wright’s case work was pretty solid.  Unfortunately for Sophie, she was found near the body with the murder weapon present at the scene.  As much as it pained me to admit, I could see why the police had arrested her.   
 
    Even so, my mind kept going back to that anonymous call.  What if the killer saw Sophie going to approach her boss and put the anonymous call in to frame her for the crime? 
 
    It was a possibility.  If you were the killer, what better way to deflect from yourself than to cast the blame on someone else?   
 
    There was another possibility.  One that was far more difficult to come to grips with.  What if the detective was right?  What if Sophie was a murderer?  I hated to even entertain the thought. 
 
    Detective Wright planted the theory into my brain, and I just couldn’t seem to get it out.  Grr.  Go away already.  I wished that I could dismiss him outright, but he wasn’t irrational nor was he acting the least bit insane.  Still, that didn’t mean that I wanted to believe him.   
 
    I could feel my body tense up.  My breaths shortened.  This case was really getting to me.  I stepped outside to get some air.   
 
    Could Sophie really have done this?  When it came to the old Sophie, the one I had grown up with in Florida, the answer was most certainly no.  This new one that was jaded and full of bitterness, I wasn’t so sure about.   
 
    Unfortunately, the fresh air wasn’t enough to soothe me.  Probably because the air wasn’t exactly very fresh.  Los Angeles had practically coined the term “smog.”   
 
    Being alone with my thoughts wasn’t enough.  I needed to hear a familiar voice.   
 
    I called my boyfriend back home and described the whole situation to him.  As expected, he responded with empathy.    
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Daniel Jacobsen said over the phone.   
 
    While I liked the sympathy, that wouldn’t solve this case.    
 
    I groaned.  “This is a real mess.”        
 
    Daniel reached out further.  “If I can do anything to help, you know I will.”   
 
    If only.  Unfortunately, from three time zones away, there was only so much he could do.   
 
    I acknowledged his offer anyway.  “Thanks.” 
 
    He must have heard something troubling in my voice because he immediately mentioned it.   
 
    “Hope, you seem more frazzled than usual.  Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    Actually, it was the one thing I didn’t want to speak of.  It was bad enough thinking it, no less saying it out loud.   
 
    “Not really,” I replied.   
 
    It turned out I didn’t have to say the words.  Daniel was already thinking them.  He floated the question in the air.   
 
    “Are you worried that Sophie could get convicted, or that she should get convicted?”  
 
    His question just lingered, thickening the air like a dense block of Florida humidity.   
 
    That was the thing about dating Daniel.  Sure, I had good investigative instincts.  But when it came to being able to read my emotions, no one did it better than my boyfriend.  He knew what I had been thinking just by the tone of my voice.  It was almost impossible to hide things from him.   
 
    “That’s the problem.  I’m not sure about this one.  I want to believe Sophie’s innocent, but I just can’t tell.” 
 
    “It’s hard to be objective when confronted with such a subjective situation.” 
 
    He brought up a good point.  When investigating a case, objectivity was crucial.  Solving a case was about analyzing information and discerning the truth impartially.  Emotions had no place in an endeavor like this.  Yet, no matter what I did, I couldn’t help but be emotional when it came to my friend.  
 
    “Don’t remind me how subjective this situation is,” I said.   
 
    “As hard as it is, you have to find a way to detach your emotions.  The truth requires it.” 
 
    “That’s easier said than done.” 
 
    “No one ever said it would be easy.  Why do you think there are so few detectives in the world?” 
 
    “I just wish the detective assigned to this case was willing to follow up on the other leads.”       
 
    “That detective may not be willing to do it, but I know one who will.  Why don’t I call your brother?  I’ll bet he’d be happy to do some research on the suspects.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said.    
 
    “Text me the names and when we get off the phone, I’ll ask him to do some digging.”   
 
    “Daniel, you’re the best.” 
 
    “Hold your praise.  I haven’t done anything.  Besides, your brother is going to be the one to do the work.” 
 
    I corrected him.  “Trust me, you’ve done plenty.  You’ve been there for me, just like you always are.” 
 
    “Of course.  I love you.  That’s why you have to take care of yourself.  I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I’m going to need it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I walked back into the police department, an officer escorted me back to the cell block where Sophie greeted me with wide eyes.   
 
    “Were you able to talk some sense into the detective?” she asked.  
 
    Seeing how excited she was, I hated to be the bearer of bad news.  Unfortunately, there was no good news to share.  The question became, how to break the bad news to her? 
 
    I could have gotten truly bleak, but I decided to spare her the grim details.  She was going through enough already.  Besides, I had other things to tend to.   
 
    “I’m afraid not,” I replied.   
 
    The discouragement on her face was undeniable as she lowered her head.  At that moment, I stayed away from discussing how long the odds were against her.  She was panicked enough to begin with.   
 
    I had to try to mitigate the damage to keep her from losing her marbles.  The small chance she did have of being exonerated hinged on me being able to get some information from her and I couldn’t very well do that if she folded like a tent in the wind.    
 
    I urged her to dig deep and find whatever strength she could muster.  “Sophie, there’s no time to fall apart.  If I’m going to help you, you need to help me first.” 
 
    She was shaking like a leaf now.  I wished that I could hug her, but the best I could do was reach between the bars and take her hand.   
 
    She looked at the resolve on my face and took a deep breath.     
 
    “Okay.  Just tell me what you need.” 
 
    “Tell me more about Kaitlin Doherty, Jack Sprague, and Henry Mankiewicz.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “You said either of them could have put the anonymous call in.  Why them?” 
 
    “Well, with Kaitlin, it’s simple.  She used to date Paul.” 
 
    My eyes opened wide.  “Really?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Oh, yeah.  He pushed her aside when Paul and I began dating.” 
 
    “I’m sure she was angry about that.” 
 
    “Kaitlin was furious.  She still is,” Sophie said.     
 
    “There’s a motive for you,” I replied.   
 
    “As a matter of fact, she hated both Paul and me.” 
 
    I moved on to the next possible suspect.  “How about Jack Sprague?  What’s his deal?” 
 
    “Jack and I used to date before I got together with Paul.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you broke up with him?” 
 
    “I sure did.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he didn’t take it well,” I said.   
 
    “He took it horribly, actually.  To this day, he still calls me, desperate for us to get back together,” Sophie replied.    
 
    “Ah, nothing like a jilted ex.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  Although, I made it clear to him that there’s no way we’re getting back together.” 
 
    “Maybe he figured if he can’t have you, no one can.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Or, that if you were going to break his heart, he’d break your heart by killing the man he thought you were dating.” 
 
    Sophie’s mind was racing.  I could see the gears spinning in her head.   
 
    “I wouldn’t rule that out.” 
 
    Finally, I moved on to the third possible suspect.  “You said one other name, Henry Mankiewicz.  What’s his story?” 
 
    “He felt burned by the fact that Paul picked me for a promotion instead of him.  He claimed I’d gotten promoted because of favoritism and not because of merit.”  She hesitated.  “He was wrong, by the way.  I worked my tail off at that job.” 
 
    “You don’t have to convince me.  It just matters that Henry thought the promotion was undeserved.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  He figured that because he had worked there longer, he was a shoe-in for the promotion.  In reality, Paul chose me because I had better ideas for the company.” 
 
    “A bitter employee is a fertile ground for a motive,” I said.     
 
    I let it all sink in.  There were ample motives to go around.  This case was suddenly not nearly as cut and dry as the detective had made it out to be.   
 
    “Is that it?” I asked.  
 
    She laughed.  “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “When it comes to proving your innocence, I can’t ever have enough information.”   
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  Unfortunately, that’s all I have.” 
 
    “I’ll have to make do with that.” 
 
    “Thanks again for doing this.”   
 
    “Of course.  That’s what friends do.  Now, it’s time to get to work.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Sophie said.   
 
    I held up my crossed fingers.  “I’m going to need it.”   
 
    There was no doubt that I had my work cut out for me, and there was no time for delay.  Given that, I got right down to sleuthing.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My first stop was the scene of the crime, Paul’s house.  I was hoping that maybe the police had overlooked a key piece of evidence.  It was a long shot, but it was worth taking, mostly because I could use any break I could get.     
 
    As I arrived at Paul’s house, I saw that I wasn’t alone.  Unexpectedly, Kaitlin Doherty was laying down flowers at the end of Paul’s driveway like she was creating a makeshift memorial.   
 
    There was a solemn look in her brown eyes.  She curled a stray lock of her wavy black hair behind her ear almost like a nervous habit as she breathed a deep sigh.  Kaitlin wore a pair of jeans and a red, cardigan sweater, the sleeve of which she used to wipe a tear from her eye.  Her athletic body was as tense as could be.   
 
    If she wasn’t a suspect, it would have seemed like a heartfelt gesture.  Since she was Paul’s ex-girlfriend, thus giving her a motive for murder, her turning up at the scene was very peculiar.  It was possible that she was truly remorseful over Paul’s death.  At the same time, it was just as likely that she could have killed him and that she’d come back here because she was paranoid that she’d left a key piece of evidence behind.    
 
    Also, there was the issue of the flowers in her hand.  To a casual onlooker, it looked like she was just mourning.  To me, they looked like a good prop to use to cover her true intentions of returning to the scene while covering her tracks.   
 
    I made a concerted effort to sneak up on her.  Suspects became guarded when they knew they were under the microscope, but if I could use the element of surprise to my advantage, perhaps I could squeeze some information out of her before she realized what was going on.   
 
    Despite my best efforts, Kaitlin caught sight of me out the corner of her eye.  So much for that idea.  I had to regroup in a hurry.  As she turned my way, I was glad I was wearing flats.  In prior confrontations with suspects in other cases, I would occasionally come across a runner.  Catching up with a suspect while wearing heels was nearly impossible.  Flats, on the other hand, made things much easier.   
 
    I was all ready for Kaitlin to take off when she surprised me.  Defying all of my expectations, she stayed exactly where she was.  By the looks of it, she wasn’t going anywhere.  While that was refreshing, especially since I was in no mood to run, it was also perplexing.   
 
    Why didn’t she run?  Was it because she had nothing to hide, or because she had nerves of steel?  There was only one way to find out.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “I was just paying my respects,” Kaitlin replied.   
 
    “Were you two close?” 
 
    I already knew the answer to that but wanted to hear how she’d reply.  Would she admit that they used to date, or would she pretend that they were just friends?   
 
    Kaitlin was right up against the yellow police tape but was unfazed by both my question and the fact that she was lingering in front of a crime scene.  She didn’t even take one step back.   
 
    If anything, she stepped towards me as she squinted her eyes in my direction.  My first question hadn’t troubled her in the least.  It was my follow up that drew her scrutiny.     
 
    “Who are you?” she asked.   
 
    I had a number of different ways to go with this.  I could pretend that I was a friend of Paul’s and told her that I was here to pay my respects as well.  That idea seemed dicey.  Kaitlin used to date the man.  If she saw right through my lie, it would sabotage any future efforts to get information from her.   
 
    My other option was to take the path of heavy resistance.  That involved getting creative and flexible with the truth.  I didn’t make a regular habit of lying, but in this case, if I was going to get anywhere, that seemed necessary.   
 
    I pulled out a police badge from my purse.  Don’t worry.  If she read the badge closely, she’d see that it said “Honorary Deputy.”  That’s why I flashed it quickly so she wouldn’t give it a deep inspection. 
 
    Back home in Florida, having realized that my sleuthing career was going to continue whether he wanted it to or not, my brother Joe realized it was better to deputize me rather than to have me go rogue and chase down suspects by myself.  I always kept the badge on me in case it came in handy.  It turned out to be quite fortuitous that I did.      
 
    There was something about the power of the badge.  It made much quicker headway than whatever long drawn out explanation I tried to come up with to explain my freelance sleuthing.  That was true this time as well.  The minute Kaitlin saw the badge, I had her full attention.   
 
    “My name is Hope Hadley.  I’m investigating Paul’s murder.” 
 
    Much to my relief, she bought my story.  Although, it didn’t quite have the effect that I had intended it to.     
 
    Kaitlin wasn’t tense in the least.  That was practically unheard of.  For a murder suspect to be so unmoved meant that she either had a killer poker face or had ice water running through her veins.  Not only was she not bothered by the badge, but she almost looked relieved to see it.   
 
    “Good.  I hope you find out who did this.  They deserve to pay for their actions,” Kaitlin said.   
 
    Those were strong words from a murder suspect.  Did she not realize she was a suspect?  I was perplexed.  It was time to clear some things up.   
 
    “I’m planning on making them pay,” I said.   
 
    Once again, she didn’t flinch at my statement.  “Good.”  She turned to the police tape.  “It’s crazy, what happened to Paul.  You never think something like this could happen to someone you know.  Someone that…” 
 
    Kaitlin trailed off as her tongue became tied.  
 
    I waited to see if she was going to finish her sentence.    
 
    Finally, she got her nerves back and continued.  “I just can’t believe this happened.  It’s so terrible.” 
 
    I played along.  “It really is.  Do you have any idea who might have done this?” 
 
    One name immediately came to her mind.   
 
    “Sophie Paulson,” Kaitlin said.   
 
    My stomach sunk. 
 
    I was taken aback.  “What?” 
 
    “Sophie Paulson,” she repeated.     
 
    “Why her?” 
 
    “She’s a bad woman.” 
 
    Kaitlin didn’t know that Sophie and I were friends.  I had to keep that a secret in order to find out why Kaitlin disliked her so much.  
 
    “Maybe you’re just saying that because Sophie was dating Paul when you wished that he was still in love with you,” I said.     
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “First of all, because they weren’t dating anymore.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Paul told me.  He couldn’t believe how ungrateful she was.  Neither can I.  After all he did for her, for her to turn around and break his heart like that, it’s unfathomable,” Kaitlin said. 
 
    Kaitlin had it all wrong.  She was giving me a completely different story than Sophie had.  According to Sophie, Paul was the scumbag.  It seemed like, with Kaitlin at least, he had tried to paint himself as a victim.  Kaitlin clearly hadn’t heard that Paul had been sleeping around like crazy.   
 
    I wasn’t about to tell her.  Right then, there was a more pressing question on my mind.  One that seemed especially relevant.     
 
    “When was the last time you talked to Paul?” I asked.   
 
    “Last night,” Kaitlin replied.   
 
    That set off all kinds of red flags in my mind.   
 
    I peppered her with a follow-up.  “You talked to him last night?” 
 
    For the first time in our conversation, she tensed up.  “Yes.  At about seven.” 
 
    How curious?  I hadn’t even asked her what time.  In addition, she had been very quick to emphasize the word seven.  That aroused my suspicion.   
 
    “Are you sure it wasn’t a little later?  Perhaps at around nine?” 
 
    She corrected me.  “No.  It was seven.” 
 
    “Where were you last night between and nine and nine-thirty?” 
 
    “I was at home,” Kaitlin said.   
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Yes.”   
 
    Her answers were getting shorter and shorter.   
 
    “So, you have no one to verify your alibi then?” I asked.   
 
    Kaitlin scoffed.  “Alibi?  What are you talking about?” 
 
    I made myself perfectly clear.  “You and Paul used to date.” 
 
    She continued to act like that had no bearing on anything.  “So?” 
 
    “So, you two broke up.  Do you know how often crimes like this are committed by bitter exes?” 
 
    Kaitlin thought she had an answer to shut me up.  “Only, I broke up with him.” 
 
    That wasn’t enough to stop me.  “Yes, after you found out he was interested in Sophie Paulson.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes.  “I don’t like where you’re going with this.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you like it.”  
 
    “All that stuff you’re talking about is in the past.  I’m completely over Paul.”   
 
    It took all the energy I had not to laugh at the ridiculousness of that statement.  “You don’t look like it.  As a matter of fact, you seem pretty broken up.” 
 
    I zeroed in on the flowers she was holding.     
 
    Kaitlin had an excuse for that as well.  “I’m broken up because he was a friend who was murdered.”   
 
    I pressed on.  “You have to admit, it’s pretty curious that you’re lingering at a crime scene.”   
 
    “I told you, I’m here to pay my respects.” 
 
    “That’s your story.  Maybe you’re worried that you left something here…incriminating.”   
 
    Kaitlin was outraged at my accusation.  “You’re crazy.”   
 
    “Am I?” I asked.   
 
    “I live down the street.  When I woke up to take my jog this morning, the police were everywhere.  I wanted to see what had happened, and when I did, it broke my heart.”  
 
    Wait a minute.  She just lived down the street?  That opened up all kinds of possibilities.   
 
    “It’s funny that you mentioned that you live down the street.  Since you said you were at home between nine and nine-thirty, that means you were in close proximity to the scene last night.  Maybe you came over here, killed Paul, went back to your house, and peered through your front window only to see Sophie show up at Paul’s house shortly after.  To cover your tracks, perhaps you put in an anonymous call to the police to frame Sophie for the crime.” 
 
    “You’re just making things up now,” Kaitlin said.     
 
    “Am I?  It’s no secret that you hated Sophie.  Maybe you killed Paul and set Sophie up to take the fall for you.”   
 
    She shook her head vehemently.  “No.  That doesn’t make any sense.  If I truly hated Sophie so much, why wouldn’t I have just killed her?” 
 
    A theory came to my mind.  “I know why you hated Sophie, but perhaps you wanted Paul out of the picture as well.  Maybe you couldn’t stand the fact that he didn’t love you like you loved him and you decided that if you couldn’t have him, no one could.  So, by killing Paul and framing Sophie, you’d get double the revenge.” 
 
    “You’re nuts,” Kaitlin snapped.   
 
    “Prove me wrong,” I said.   
 
    Instead, Kaitlin backtracked.  “I’m out of here.” 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “I have nothing else to say to you.” 
 
    As Kaitlin began walking away, it really put me in a real bind.  If I truly was a detective, I could have detained her.  Since I was just pretending to be one, there was nothing I could do to force her to stay.    
 
    I tried to egg her on.  “What’s the matter?  Did I just hit too close to the bone?” 
 
    She didn’t take my bait.  “We’re done here.” 
 
    Kaitlin kept walking, leaving me to lick my wounds alone.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Kaitlin had walked away, I whirled around to look back at the crime scene.  That’s when I saw something out the corner of my eye that caught my interest.  It turned out Kaitlin and I hadn’t just been talking alone.  There had been an unexpected audience watching us.  One house over from Paul’s, I saw a nosy elderly female neighbor peeking through the blinds in her living room. 
 
    I stared directly at her to make it perfectly clear that her presence hadn’t gone unnoticed.  The moment she saw me looking her way, she snapped the blinds shut.  I don’t know who she thought she was fooling, but it wasn’t me.  She also had the wrong idea about the situation.     
 
    Granted, normally I hated prying eyes.  In this instance, they could actually work to my advantage.  The neighbor had been spying on my conversation, so who was to tell how many other conversations she’d watched through those exact set of blinds?  What had her eyes seen?  Anything that could be of use to me?  I was curious to find out.   
 
    As I walked across the street to pay that nosy neighbor a visit, an interesting theory occurred to me.  I had assumed that the anonymous call notifying the police to come to Paul’s house had been placed by one of the other murder suspects.  Maybe I had been wrong.  Had it been placed by this nosy woman instead?  If so, what had she seen?  And, almost just as importantly, who had she seen coming and going last night?  
 
    I reached the elderly woman’s door and gave it a few knocks, hoping I didn’t have a struggle on my hands in getting her to answer.  It took a few sets of knocks, but she finally did.   
 
    Unfortunately, when she opened up, she squawked at me immediately.   
 
    “What do you want?” Beatrice Turner asked.   
 
    What a rude way to start things off.  Beatrice was short, bespectacled, and didn’t look the least bit intimidating.  What she lacked in size, she made up for in feistiness.  Judging by her response, she was a real live wire. 
 
    “Hi, my name is Hope Hadley,” I said.   
 
    Beatrice remained dismissive of me.  “So?” 
 
    “So, I saw you looking over at my conversation with Kaitlin Doherty.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.” 
 
    Really?  We were going to play that game?  Because she wasn’t going to win that one.   
 
    “Miss, I saw you.” 
 
    She kept up her ruse.  “No.  I was looking at my rose bushes.  I just wanted to see if I have to call my gardener to trim them.” 
 
    This was going nowhere fast.  It was time to pull out the heavy artillery.  I grabbed the honorary deputy badge from my purse and flashed it quickly.   
 
    “I’m investigating Paul’s murder,” I said.  
 
    Beatrice opened her mouth to reply.  I decided to stop her in case she was about to give me any more malarkey.   
 
    “I need you to be truthful with me,” I added.     
 
    Beatrice became resigned to not being able to brush me off.  “What do you want to know?”   
 
    “An anonymous call was placed to 9-1-1 last night telling the police that they’d seen some suspicious activity at Paul’s house.  Did you place that call?” 
 
    Beatrice was quick to answer.  “No.” 
 
    I tried to get her to put her guard down.  “If you did, I assure you, you’re not in any trouble.  I’m just looking for some information about the case.” 
 
    “I told you, I didn’t place the call.”   
 
    “Well, if you happen to know who might have, please tell them it’s vital for them to come forward.  It could be crucial to solving this case.”   
 
    Beatrice was still very leery of me.  “Uh-huh.” 
 
    I had tried things the hard way, with no results.  It was time to take a new approach.  I tried to butter her up.   
 
    “You look like a very smart woman.  Did you happen to see anything last night?  Perhaps Kaitlin Doherty coming and going from Paul’s house?” 
 
    That didn’t warm her up to me in the least.   
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Beatrice replied.  
 
    “Did you hear anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m afraid I turned in early.”   
 
    “And you slept through the night?  No noises woke you up or anything?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Nope.” 
 
    Yikes.  This was like talking to a brick wall.  I tried to salvage this questioning so it wasn’t a complete waste of my time.     
 
    “When was the last time you spoke with Paul?” I asked.   
 
    “A few days ago,” Beatrice replied. 
 
    “Did he seemed troubled or mention anyone giving him grief?” 
 
    “No.  We just talked about cheesecake.” 
 
    What an odd answer.  “Cheesecake?” 
 
    “Yeah.  He’d just picked up some cheesecake from the new bakery in town on Maple Street.  He said it was to die for.”   
 
    Great, food talk.  That’s just what I didn’t need.  Now I was getting hungry.   
 
    As for the case, she was giving me nothing.  Talking with Beatrice was as bad as questioning a suspect.  For a woman who was nosy about getting information, she sure seemed desperate to keep it to herself.  Sheesh.   
 
    I reached into my purse, grabbed a small piece paper, and scribbled down my phone number on it.   
 
    “Well, if you do think of anything, don’t hesitate to give me a call,” I said.   
 
    After finishing up with Beatrice, I headed back to Paul’s place.  Unfortunately, the police had cordoned off most of the property.  I would have been breaking the law if I crossed the yellow police tape.  And, with the detective already not on friendly terms with me, I didn’t want to provoke him any further.  Besides, Detective Wright had told me that everything they’d found at the scene of the crime pointed to Sophie being the killer.   
 
    Considering that, I reluctantly decided to leave the scene to question the next suspect on my list.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack Sprague was the next suspect that was in my sights.  Like so many aspiring actors, the thirty-eight-year-old was tall, muscular and handsome.  The problem was, he knew how handsome he was and had let it get to his head.   
 
    I caught up with him at his workplace, Bistro 310, a hip café on Beverly Boulevard.  I requested to have the hostess seat me in his section, then waited for him to take my order.  For a man who waited tables for a living, he sure walked around like he owned the place.  He approached my table, drenched in arrogance.    
 
    “Welcome to Bistro 310.  My name is Jack, I’ll be your server today.  Can I start you off with a drink?” Jack asked.   
 
    I pulled the honorary deputy badge out of my purse and flashed it at him quickly.  “Actually, I’d like to start by asking you a few questions.” 
 
    Jack scrunched his nose at me.  “About what?” 
 
    “The murder of Paul Franklin.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was murdered,” Jack said.    
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him.  “I find that hard to believe.”   
 
    He was dismissive of me.  “Believe what you want, I didn’t know he was dead.” 
 
    “I will believe what I want.  And I believe you shouldn’t be so dismissive of me.  You had a motive to want Paul dead.” 
 
    Jack tried to shrug me off.  “That’s what you say.” 
 
    I laid out the facts for him.  “Paul was dating your ex-girlfriend—a woman you haven’t exactly gotten over.  Revenge is a very strong motive—”   
 
    He interrupted me.  “You’re really reaching here.” 
 
    “Am I?  I know you hated the fact that she left you for him.  Sophie told me as much.”     
 
    He didn’t deny that.  “Yeah.  But that doesn’t mean I killed him.” 
 
    I pressed on.  “Sophie told me you wanted her back.  With Paul in the picture, that wasn’t going to happen.  But, if Paul was gone, maybe you could win your way back into Sophie’s heart.”   
 
    “Those are your words, not mine.”   
 
    “You’ll excuse me if I don’t want to blindly take the word of a murder suspect.”   
 
    He wasn’t so dismissive of me now.  Instead, he became very defensive.  “For the last time, I’m not a suspect.”  
 
    “Who are you trying to kid?  You had all these reasons to want Paul out of the picture, yet you’re still insisting that you’re not a suspect.” 
 
    “Of course I’m not a suspect.  I have an alibi for the time of the murder.” 
 
    Wait a minute.  Stop the presses.  Where did that come from?   
 
    “An alibi?  But you just told me you didn’t even know Paul had been murdered.  Why would you be so quick to tell me you have an alibi for a crime you supposedly didn’t know had been committed?” 
 
    Jack changed his tune.  “All right.  I did know Paul had been murdered, but I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “What you mean to say is that you’ve been lying to me?” 
 
    “Only about knowing that Paul had been killed.  I really do have an alibi.” 
 
    “After finding out that you’ve already lied to me once, it’s hard to believe that you’re telling the truth now.” 
 
    “Call my friend Brent.  He’ll tell you I was at his place all night rehearsing for this audition I have.”   
 
    “All night?” I asked.   
 
    He nodded.  “I went over there after I got off work at five.  I was there until midnight.  Go ahead, call him.”   
 
    I had never questioned someone who was so eager to throw an alibi at me.  I took Jack up on his offer and called his friend Brent.  Not surprisingly, Brent corroborated Jack’s story.  Normally, that would have put an end to my questioning.  In this case, I couldn’t help but think that Jack knew a detective would be coming to question him at some point and that he had pre-arranged an ironclad alibi to put himself in the clear.   
 
    The problem was, I had no evidence that Brent was just lying to cover for his friend.  Unless I could uncover some hard evidence to poke a hole in Jack’s story, all I had was a nagging suspicion.  Granted, that suspicion was very strong, but that wasn’t going to exonerate Sophie.     
 
     With Jack’s alibi having been confirmed by his friend, he had no interest in answering any more of my questions.  And, since I didn’t have the authority to force him to talk, I reluctantly left the café.      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    With two disappointing suspect interviews behind me, I was hoping that the next one would bring better results.  For this one, I had to make a few changes to my appearance.  As Henry Mankiewicz worked at a production company in the film industry, he would most likely recognize me from my television days.   
 
    I had a taxi bring me to a costume shop where I bought a big floppy hat, a scarf, a rubber Halloween costume witch nose, and a pair of large-framed sunglasses.  Between the four items, I managed to make myself look just different enough that he probably wouldn’t recognize me.   
 
    After finishing at the costume shop, I headed over to Paul Franklin Productions, the production company where Sophie had worked.  Once there, I talked to the receptionist, who led me to Henry Mankiewicz’s office.  The place was lined with movie posters from the various films the company had produced over the year.  When I entered the doorway to his office, Henry was sitting behind his desk reading a screenplay.   
 
    The nebbish, balding fifty-three-year-old had the look of a man who enjoyed pouring over actuarial tables in his spare time.  While that wasn’t true, his thick glasses didn’t do him any favors.  It was almost as if he’d lost his primary pair of glasses and had been forced to wear his backup pair to work today. 
 
    “Mr. Mankiewicz,” I said.   
 
    He was annoyed as he looked up from the screenplay on his desk as if I had interrupted him during a particularly entertaining portion of the script.   
 
    “Yes?” he replied.   
 
    “I was wondering if I could have a few moments of your time.” 
 
    He did not warm up to me in the least.  “That depends.  What is this regarding?” 
 
    “I wanted to ask you some questions about Paul Franklin.” 
 
    Henry’s lips curled into a snarl at the mere mention of Paul’s name.   
 
    “Who are you again?” he asked.   
 
    I pulled my honorary deputy badge out of my purse and held it up briefly.  In addition to my disguise, I didn’t want to give him my real name.  Instead, I made up a new one.     
 
    “My name is Jane Coolidge.” 
 
    So far, so good.  Henry seemed to buy the whole act, and most importantly, the police badge.   
 
    “What questions do you have about Paul?” Henry replied.   
 
    “There are some lingering questions surrounding his death,” I said.   
 
    He looked at me critically.  “Is there?  I heard you have Sophie Paulson in custody.  Shouldn’t she be able to answer all your questions?” 
 
    Henry had far more knowledge about this case than the other suspects had.  He was really going to make me work hard to get any useful information.   
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not the case,” I said.     
 
    He questioned me again.  “How so?” 
 
    “I’ll get to that.  But first, how did you and Paul get along?” 
 
    I already knew the answer to that question, but wanted to hear it from him.  I was glad I did.   
 
    “Just fine.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    Talk about a bald-faced lie.  Sophie had told me that things had really soured between Paul and Henry after he had gotten passed up for a promotion recently.  Henry was trying to distort the truth.  The question was, why?   
 
    I called him out.  “That’s not what I heard.  I have it on good authority that you and Paul were not on the best of terms and that you believed Sophie’s promotion was because of favoritism, not merit.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me I heard that wrong.” 
 
    He deflected.  “What does this have to do with anything?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe he was going to make me spell it out.  “You were angry at Paul for not promoting you.  Even more, you felt that Sophie hadn’t earned the promotion that she’d gotten.   Perhaps your resentment turned deadly.” 
 
    Henry glared at me.  “Are you accusing me of murder?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, this case may not be as cut and dry as it first appeared.”   
 
    “But Sophie was at the scene of the crime.  What do you think happened, that I killed Paul, then called the police to frame Sophie?” 
 
    A slew of questions entered my head.  I went through them one by one.   
 
    “Wait a minute.  How did you know that Sophie was at the scene?” 
 
    “They mentioned it on the news.” 
 
    I hadn’t watched the news at all so I couldn’t confirm that.  One thing that was undeniable was how strong of a suspicion I had when I looked at Henry.  His confrontational attitude rubbed me the wrong way.   
 
    The time for speculation was over.  I wanted to get down to the most important question of all.   
 
    “Where were you last night between nine and nine-thirty?” I asked.   
 
    “The same place I always am,” Henry said.   
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The Backlot Bar.” 
 
    The Backlot Bar was a local haunt for all the entertainment employees in the area.  It was located two buildings over from where I was currently standing.  That made it a perfect nightcap location for the entertainment employees of this building who wanted to take an edge off after work.   
 
    “Is there anyone who can verify your story?” I asked.   
 
    “Of course.  The bar was packed last night.” 
 
    “I meant, anyone who can personally verify your story?” 
 
    “Talk to Chase, the bartender.  He was the one who served me.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I stared Henry down, wondering if he’d waver on his story.  He didn’t.  The man was completely calm.  I couldn’t tell if it was because he was telling the truth, or because he just was a good liar.   
 
    There was one way to know for sure.  I headed over to the bar and talked to Chase.  Just as Henry had told me, Chase verified that Henry was at the bar last night.  I couldn’t believe it.  For a man who acted as suspicious as Henry did, he had a rock solid alibi.   
 
    If I wasn’t frustrated enough already, that really set me off.  There were so few suspects to begin with, and now, I had to cross Henry off of my list.  Even more, having questioned all the other suspects, I had now run out of fresh leads.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a full day of investigating, stretching the suspect list to the limit, I not only felt completely exhausted, but I had nothing to show for it.  It was so frustrating.  On top of that, two of the suspects seemed to have solid alibis.  The one who didn’t hadn’t exactly given me much to work with.  With this case, at every turn, I had come up short.     
 
    To me, that was the most deflating part of this all.  I had no problem running around town if it produced results.  But to return to my hotel empty-handed was just soul crushing.  I had started the investigation staring down a big question mark.  That’s just where I found myself again.  Even worse, I was running out of ideas.   
 
    The problem was, I didn’t know what else I could do.  My body seemed to have an answer.  Suddenly, a wave of exhaustion came over me.  I had run myself ragged and was in serious need of some rest.  Perhaps, that would be good for my mind as well.  Sometimes answers came to me after I had gotten some sleep.  I was hoping that would be the case this time as well.   
 
    The next day, morning came quicker than I wanted it to.  The previous day had left me more emotionally drained than I had initially thought.  So, when I woke up, I hoped to grab a few extra hours of sleep.  With the sound of a police siren coming from the street outside my window, that was an impossibility.   
 
    That was the one thing about being back in Los Angeles.  There always seemed to be a siren going off somewhere in town.  Now that I was awake, it proved too difficult to fall back to sleep.  Reluctantly, I pulled myself out of bed and went to the window of the hotel room.  As I opened the blinds, an unexpected sight greeted me.   
 
    It was an overcast day.  Storm clouds loomed in the air.  The threat of rain was strong.  For a place like L.A., where it was sunny more days than not, that made for an odd sight.  It was almost as if Mother Nature had taken cues from my mood.   
 
    At the same time, the weather conditions outside just acted a backdrop.  I cared more about the conditions inside my head.  Unfortunately, my thoughts were as murky as ever.   
 
    I had been wrong.  The rest had left my thoughts just as jumbled as ever.  What a time for my mind to fail me.  I ordered some room service, in hopes that maybe having a full stomach would spark inspiration.   
 
    It did not.  Two hours had passed, and I was no wiser.  I was in a serious rut, completely blocked as to where to go from here and what to do next.  Yesterday, when I needed emotional support, I had called my boyfriend.   
 
    Since this mental block pertained to investigating the case, I decided to give my brother a try.   I gave Joe a call.  Unfortunately, he did not give me his typical warm greeting.  I wondered if he was working on a case back home.   
 
    “Hi Joe,” I said.   
 
    “Hi,” he replied seemingly looking to conserve his words.   
 
    There was a beat down tone to his voice.  
 
    I had a feeling I’d caught him at an inopportune moment.  “Bad time?” 
 
    I was right.   
 
    “I wouldn’t say it’s the best time,” he replied.   
 
    That was exactly what I didn’t want to hear.  Just when I needed the comfort of his words the most, I wouldn’t be able to get them.  But, I understood the cycles of life just as he did.  I would have to find a way to tough it out.   
 
    “Do you want to call me back later when things are better?” I asked.   
 
    Apparently, there had been a bit of confusion.  Joe tried to clear it up.  “I meant, it’s not an issue of bad timing.  It’s more that I’ve had a tough morning.” 
 
    We seemed to be experiencing the same thing.  “I know the feeling.”  
 
    The concern in my voice got to him.  He addressed it.  “I’d ask how things are going for you, but it seems pretty obvious.”   
 
    Unlike me, Joe seemed determined not to talk about his problems.  While I wanted to get to my difficulties, I wasn’t just going to gloss over his.   
 
    “It’s not the best of times for me either,” I said.  “But enough about me.  What about you?  Tell me.  What’s the matter?” 
 
    Joe played down his troubles.  “You already have enough on your mind.  You don’t need to hear my problems on top of that.” 
 
    We were doing a dance that was bordering on the ridiculous.  Instead of just deferring to each other, one of us had to step up.  I wanted to hear about his dilemma first. 
 
    “Joe, you’re my brother.  You can talk to me.  Now, let’s hear it.”     
 
    Joe exhaled loudly.  “All right.  Suit yourself.” 
 
    “So, what’s the deal?” I asked.   
 
    “It looks like I’m going to have to stage an intervention.” 
 
    “With Hank?” 
 
    Hank was one of Joe’s oldest friends.  They had known each other since childhood.  Through good times and bad, they were there for each other.  This was a particularly bad time for Hank.  His wife had recently filed for divorce.  Apparently, she’d fallen for another guy.   
 
    Hank was heartbroken.  Through adulthood, Hank hadn’t been a stranger to alcohol, but ever since Doris left him, he had really been hitting the bottle hard.  His behavior had not gone unnoticed by my brother.     
 
    Joe replied with disappointment in his voice.  “Yeah.  I’ve been putting up with his excuses for too long.  He keeps pretending his drinking problem isn’t as big as it is.  But, he was fall over drunk at the bar again last night.  So much that he ended up throwing up all over himself.  The man just seems like he lives to drink these days.  Like the idea of spending a moment sober is too much for him.” 
 
    “That’s awful.”   
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty horrible.  But, in another way, last night was kind of a good thing.” 
 
    I was confused.   
 
    “How do you figure?” I asked.   
 
    “The smaller the warning signs were, the easier they were to ignore.  After a guy throws up all over himself, there’s no way for him to ignore how out of control things have gotten.  He became the drunk eight hundred pound gorilla in the bar.  Even Hank won’t be able to deny that he needs help now.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry it’s come to this, but if he can sober up and clean up his act, this intervention will be worth it,” I said.   
 
    “That is a big if,” Joe replied.  
 
    “Good luck.  You know I’ll help you in any way I can.”   
 
    “It sounds like you already have your hands full.”   
 
    “I do.  But hopefully this will be resolved soon,” I said.     
 
    “Same here.  I just hope it’s not too late,” Joe replied.     
 
    “Don’t give up hope.  It’s the only thing we have sometimes.” 
 
    “Intellectually, I know that, but part of me is kicking myself for not getting involved sooner.”   
 
    I tried to keep my brother from getting too down on himself.  “You didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s a nice thing to say.  Unfortunately, it’s not the truth.  The fact is, the signs have all been right in front of me all along.  The truth has been staring me in the face.  I just didn’t want to admit it,” Joe said.   
 
    That last point really resonated with me.  My brother had been talking about his friend’s drinking problem, but the sentiment related to my situation as well.  The more I thought about it, the more I began to question myself.  Had I fallen into the same trap as Joe had?  Had I been deluding myself all this time?  Had the truth been staring me in the face all along?  
 
    I fell silent.  In fact, I went quiet so long that Joe wondered if our phone connection had been lost.   
 
    “Are you still there?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.  Repeat that last thing you said to me again,” I replied.   
 
    “Are you still there?” Joe said.   
 
    “No.  The one before that.” 
 
    “Oh.  Just that sometimes the truth is right in front of you, but you don’t want to admit it.” 
 
    Once again, I was left breathless.  My brother’s statement sent shockwaves through my mind.  All of a sudden, the answer I had been looking for finally came to me.  Finally, the jumble in my mind disappeared and was replaced by a sense of clarity.     
 
    “You’re a genius,” I said.   
 
    This time, it was Joe who was confused.     
 
    “Really?  That was just a story about what a knucklehead I’ve been,” Joe replied.   
 
    I corrected him.  “You need to give yourself more credit.”   
 
    “Care to explain?” he asked.   
 
    I hated to leave him in the dark, but for the sake of time, I elected to do so.  I would fill in the blanks soon enough.   
 
    “I’ll explain later.  In the meantime, there’s something I need to do,” I said.   
 
    I left Joe somewhat mystified, but he’d be okay.   
 
    In the meantime, I finally knew the answer.  The time for delay was over.  Right then, the only thing on my mind was confronting the killer.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just because I knew who the killer was didn’t make this next conversation any easier.  In fact, I found myself staring down the hardest discussion of my entire life.  I was not looking forward to it.   
 
    There was an old saying about how much the truth hurt.  That was definitely the case here.  Perhaps that was why I had been so blind to it for so long.  The answer had been in front of me for so long, but I had just refused to admit it.  Mostly because it represented the most bitter pill I had ever had to swallow.   
 
    My brother used to say that given the right circumstances, anyone was capable of murder.  I had never believed that.  I had also refused to admit that this case was as cut and dry as Detective Wright had painted it as.  Perhaps, I should have.  It would have saved me a lot of time and energy.  It was too late to go back now.  I could only look forward, even if it meant having to admit the ugly truth.    
 
    That’s how found myself visiting Sophie in jail again.  She looked anxious to see me.   
 
    Sophie jumped up from the bed in her cell with her eyes wide.  I could tell she had questions that she was eager to pepper me with.   
 
    “Hope, I didn’t expect to see you so soon,” Sophie said.   
 
    “Neither did I, but something has come up.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a good thing, right?  Does that mean you found out who did this?” 
 
    The excitement in her voice only made this more difficult for me.   
 
    I had trouble getting out my single word response.  “Yes.” 
 
    Sophie looked confused that I took so long to elaborate.  She was hanging on my next word.   
 
    Finally, she couldn’t wait.  “And?” 
 
    She may have been chomping at the bit, but I was more hesitant than ever.  It was crazy.  I knew what had to be said.  I even had the phrasing all worked out.  But, like a singer with stage fright, I completely tensed up with the spotlight on me.  I just couldn’t seem to figure out how to get the words off the tip of my tongue.   
 
    Finally, Sophie’s lack of patience forced the issue.  “The suspense is killing me.” 
 
    That triggered a visceral reaction in me.  Suddenly, the words spilled out of my mouth.  “Why did you lie to me?” 
 
    I had meant to approach the subject with more tact, but it was too late now.  After my accusatory statement, the conversation naturally devolved from there.   
 
    Sophie’s mood immediately changed.  She went from excited to guarded.   
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked.   
 
    Evasion wasn’t going to get her anywhere.  I wasn’t about to let her play dumb.   
 
    “Sophie, don’t make this any harder than it already is.”  
 
    My friend’s mood soured even more.   
 
    I meant to continue, but my tongue became tied again.  It turned out that I didn’t even need to verbalize my thought.  I could tell that she knew what I was about to say.     
 
    “No.  Wait a minute.  You don’t actually think…?” 
 
    Sophie couldn’t seem to finish her sentence.  At least I wasn’t the only one having trouble expressing myself.  
 
    With all the incomplete sentences floating in the air, I knew it was time for some finality.  Whether I was ready for it or not, we had reached the moment of truth.   
 
    Unfortunately, Sophie still seemed to be trying to deflect the blame off of herself.   
 
    I threw the hammer down.  “Sophie, I know you did this.”   
 
    Sophie gave me a baffled look.  “They got you believing their lies too?” 
 
    Sophie was trying to play my emotions, but I had finally reached my limit.  This was hard enough for me to do already.  The situation was inherently fraught with emotions, yet she was trying to pile more on.  I couldn’t take it anymore.   
 
    It was time to put an end to this charade.  I felt like my heart was being ripped in half as I said the words, but they needed to be said.  So, I mustered the last of my courage and continued.  “No.  I’m just finally willing to admit the truth that’s been right in front of me.” 
 
    Sophie’s facial expression went from bewilderment to profound sadness.  She looked like she was about to cry.   
 
    “I can’t believe you’re turning on me,” she said.   
 
    I knew what she was trying to do, and it was low.  Sophie knew I was fiercely loyal to my friends.  So loyal that I had conducted a wild goose chase on her behalf.  But that wasn’t enough.  Now she seemed to be resorting to emotional blackmail.   
 
    I held firm.  “Don’t make this about me.  It’s about you, and what you did.”     
 
    Realizing that her pleading didn’t work, she lost her temper and snapped at me.  “For the last time, I didn’t—” 
 
    Disrespect was the one thing I wouldn’t stand for.  Suddenly, resolve came to my face.  I’d reached the end of my rope.   
 
    I cut her off.  “If you lie to me, I’ll get up and walk out of here and never come back.  We’ve been friends for years, but that doesn’t mean you can use that to manipulate me.  As your friend, I should be entitled to the truth.  Instead, you had me running around town accusing other people of murder when you were the one who was guilty.  What kind of a friend does that?” 
 
    Suddenly, she got deadly quiet.  Sophie lowered her head.  Before she did, I saw the embarrassment on her face.  I worried that she would retreat into her shell when the proper response would have been to say she was sorry for the way she had treated me. 
 
    No apology came.  Instead, she had no answer of any kind.  She averted eye contact, but as I looked closer at her, she looked ashamed of herself.   
 
    Each second that passed seemed to tick by in slow motion.  It was excruciating waiting for a response.  I began to wonder if one would even come.  When she didn’t make a move, I realized I’d have to.       
 
    “Come clean,” I pleaded.   
 
    Sophie finally looked up, her face in agony.  The anger was gone now, having been replaced with desperation.   
 
    “It’s not what you think,” she said. 
 
    I expected her sentence to continue.  It did not.   
 
    I eased her along.  “How is it not what I think?” 
 
    She was still choked up.  Every response I got from her was like pulling teeth.     
 
    I offered my own take on the situation.  “I’ll tell you what I think happened.  You couldn’t make sense Paul firing you, so you went to his house to confront him.  But the conversation didn’t turn out the way expected.  I’ll bet things went south in a hurry, and in the heat of the moment, you grabbed the dagger of justice that he cherished so much and killed him with it.”   
 
    She blasted my theory but did not provide an explanation of her own.  “You have it all wrong.”       
 
    I pushed her again.  “Then tell me.”   
 
    When she took a deep breath, I had a feeling she’d finally come forward with the truth.  
 
    After a lot of hemming and hawing, she finally broke down.  “Okay.  I didn’t mean for this to happen.  Originally, I just went over to his house to confront him over firing me.  I told him that what he was doing was wrong and that I could sue him for wrongful termination.  After that, I gave him one more chance to give me my job back.  Instead, he refused and just started going off on me.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “That he was going to ruin my career.  That I’d never eat lunch in this town again.  That he wouldn’t rest until my name was dirt.” 
 
    I offered my sympathy.  “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “So am I.  He was so brazen with his language.  Hearing him talk that way, it triggered a rage inside me that I didn’t even know I had.  I got angrier than I’d ever been in my entire life.  Before I knew it, I picked up the dagger of justice that he displayed on his mantle and stabbed him with it.”   
 
    I winced at the image her story had put in my head.   
 
    “It was crazy how quickly it happened.  One minute I was arguing with him and the next he was on the ground, dead.  He’d put me in such a rage that I almost felt like I was having an out of body experience.  As if I was watching someone else kill him.  But in reality, it was me.  When I snapped out of my rage, I couldn’t believe what I’d done, how I’d let my anger get the best of me.  I immediately wished that I could take it back, but it was too late.  He was dead, and I’d killed him.  In one moment of anger, I’d done something to change the course of my entire life.” 
 
    Sophie looked up at me with tears in her eyes and continued.   
 
    “I’m going to regret what I did for the rest of my life, but, no matter what I do, I can’t take it back.” 
 
    For the first time since this case began, I believed everything she said.  And, despite the recent disturbing changes in her personality, I knew she regretted what she had done.  Sophie wasn’t a psychopath.  She wasn’t a woman who acted with inherently malicious intent.  As she had said, she’d just gotten wrapped up in the heat of the moment.  Unfortunately, by allowing her anger get the better of her, she’d made a fatal mistake.   
 
    I could hear the regret in her voice.  In my heart, I knew that was genuine.  The problem was, no one cared what I thought.  Ultimately, it would be up to the jury to decide her fate.  Most likely, that meant a life sentence.  After all, she could try to rationalize her actions all that she wanted, but it wouldn’t change the fact that she’d done it.  Reluctant or not, she was a killer, and nothing would change that. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said.  “For dragging you into this.  For sending you on a wild goose chase.  I panicked.  I know I haven’t been a good friend to you.  I can’t apologize enough.  I’m just so sorry.” 
 
    I could have belabored the point and told her what a big mistake she had made, but she already knew that.  As I looked into her eyes, I saw how much she was beating herself up for her actions.  And, while it wasn’t easy an easy decision to make, I decided to accept her apology.   
 
    “No, you haven’t been a good friend,” I replied.  “But I forgive you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No matter how much I wanted them to, some Hollywood stories just didn’t have happy endings.  Sophie ended up being convicted of murder and was given a life sentence.  To this day, I still can’t think about that day without breaking into tears.   
 
    Which is why, when I did think about Sophie these days, I pictured the old friend that I used to know.  The one that was full of hope and optimism.  The woman who always found a way to be positive, against all odds.   
 
    In reality, I knew the Sophie I was picturing was long gone.  But that was the thing about Hollywood—it was a land of dreamers.  Of make believe.  And when it came to my friend, I wanted to believe that the Sophie I used to know still existed, even if she was long gone.   
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Killer Holiday Office Party 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing like a man who knows how to cook,” I said. 
 
    My boyfriend, Daniel Jacobsen, smiled at me as he stood in front of the stove in his kitchen.  He was a tall, handsome, athletic man in his early forties with short, sandy-brown hair, hazel eyes, and soft, kissable lips.   
 
    It turned out that Daniel knew how to do more than just cook—he was so good at it that he owned a highly popular restaurant in town.  People happily parted with their hard-earned money so they could get a meal from his place.  I was lucky enough to eat his food for free.  As an added bonus, Daniel even baked for me at home sometimes.  That was one of my favorite treats about our relationship.   
 
    “You are only buttering me up because I’m making Christmas cookies,” Daniel replied. 
 
    There were few words in the English language sweeter than “Christmas” and “cookies.”  When combined, they were a delight to my taste buds.  Daniel’s frosted sugar cookies were delicious, soft-baked, and impossible to resist.   
 
    It was hard enough to go wrong with cookies to begin with, but Daniel had a way of making his cookies taste especially sweet.  Part of it was because he didn’t skimp on ingredients.  It was hard to overstate what a difference using real butter made instead of using cheap substitutes.  Thankfully, he never baked with margarine.   
 
    There was also something to be said about a dessert that was cooked with love—that was homemade and not just mass-produced for the public.   
 
    My mouth was watering just thinking about taking a bite of his cookies.  “You can’t go wrong with sweets.”  
 
    “Tell that to my diet.”  Daniel looked down at his belly.  “According to my calorie count—you can’t go right with sweets.”    
 
    “It’s the holidays.  If there has ever been a time to live a little, it is now.” 
 
    “And, there went the last of my willpower,” he cracked.   
 
    “Don’t worry.  Our diets will be waiting for us in the new year.” 
 
    “I’ll bet they will.” 
 
    The holidays used to be a bittersweet time for me.  I loved the season and all the Christmas parties that came with it but hated stressing out about eating too much or trying to restrain my appetite.  Denying myself sweets just took the fun out of going to the parties in the first place, as I spent most of the time fixating on the food other people were devouring that I had to find a way to resist.  In the end, I always ended up giving in to my cravings for sweets, only to feel bad about it later.     
 
    Recently, I had come to a realization.  The holidays were going to be a diet disaster.  That was just a fact.  It was almost impossible to survive the Christmas season without having five extra pounds to show for it.  This newfound paunch was like the Christmas present I never asked for but somehow always seemed to get anyway—very much like that pack of tube socks that my aunt always sent me.   
 
    Knowing that it was futile to try to resist temptation during the holidays, I decided to stop the constant wrestling with my willpower.  I accepted that there was no way to avoid gaining those five dreaded holiday pounds.  My new plan was to lose enough weight before the holidays began as a buffer to be able to properly enjoy cookies and other sweets when the season arrived.   
 
    I had just finished a crash diet and now had five pounds to spare, just in time to go cookie wild.   
 
    I gazed into my boyfriend’s eyes.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “Do you know what I love about you?” Daniel replied.   
 
    I shrugged my shoulders.  “No, but I’m curious to hear your answer.” 
 
    “That you don’t lose hope.” 
 
    “Except when I have to wait too long for cookies,” I teased. 
 
    He leaned in and gave me a kiss.  “They are coming right up.” 
 
    My daydreams about cookies were suddenly interrupted by the sound of Daniel’s doorbell ringing. 
 
    Daniel looked puzzled as his head turned toward his front door.   
 
    “Are you expecting someone?” I asked.   
 
    He shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip, just as befuddled as he was.  “Who could it be?” 
 
    Daniel was dismissive.  “It’s probably someone trying to sell me something.  Just ignore it.” 
 
    Whoever was at the door wasn’t about to give up.  They gave up ringing the bell and began knocking.   
 
    “Are you sure you want to ignore them?” I asked.   
 
    Daniel sighed.  “All right.  I’ll tell them I’m not interested in whatever they are selling.” 
 
    Just as Daniel began approaching the front door, I heard another set of knocks, which was followed by a deep voice.     
 
    “Hope,” the male voice said.   
 
    Daniel stopped in his tracks and raised his eyebrows.  “Apparently, they want to see you.” 
 
    The male voice called out again.  “Hope, are you there?” 
 
    My boyfriend urged me along.  “You should probably get the door.” 
 
    Even though the voice was muffled by the door, I recognized who it was.  For some unknown reason, my brother, Detective Joe Hadley of the Hollywood Police Department, was at my boyfriend’s front door asking for me.   
 
    I reached the door and opened it, sure enough revealing my brother—a clean-shaven, crew-cut, blue-eyed man in his late thirties with no neck to speak of.  Joe had a grim look on his face.   
 
    Uh-oh.   
 
    This situation had bad news written all over it.  I held out hope that I was wrong.  After all, it was the holidays, a time of peace and revelry.  After I had been unexpectedly called into service to investigate a murder last Christmas, I was especially hoping for a tranquil holiday season this year.  All of that could have been thrown in jeopardy depending on what my brother had to tell me.   
 
    “Joe, what are you doing here?” I asked.   
 
    “There’s something I need to tell you,” Joe replied.   
 
    “That’s what a phone is for.  Why did you come all the way over here?” I said.   
 
    “I went to your place first.  When you weren’t there, I figured I could find you here.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked.  Why didn’t you just call me?” 
 
    Once again, my brother didn’t answer my question.  “Can I please come in?” 
 
    I called him out.  “Why are you avoiding my question?” 
 
    “I’ll explain everything.  Can I just come in first?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Sure.”   
 
    I let my brother in then closed the door behind him.   
 
    “Now, what do you have to tell me?” I asked.   
 
    Before Joe had a chance to answer, Daniel peeked his head out from the kitchen.   
 
    “Want some cookies, Joe?” Daniel asked.   
 
    My brother shook his head.  “Thank you, but not right now.” 
 
    “All right.  Your loss,” Daniel replied.   
 
    Daniel then returned to his cookie preparations.   
 
    By that point, my patience was shot.  I needed an answer.  “Will you please tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    Joe sat me down on the couch, which was the latest indication that trouble was to come.   
 
    “Nick Newton is dead.” 
 
    My jaw dropped.  I was in complete disbelief—to the point where I convinced myself that I had heard that wrong.  “What?” 
 
    “It looks like the result of a burglary gone wrong,” Joe revealed.   
 
    I wasn’t just imagining this.  It was really happening.  This was devastating news.  Worse than I ever could have expected.  No wonder my brother hadn’t wanted to deliver the news on the phone.     
 
    Nick was an old friend of mine.  We had known each other for years—dating all the way back to elementary school.  For a brief time in high school, we were even a couple.  It didn’t take us long to realize that our personalities were too different to ever make a romantic relationship work, but we had a surprisingly amicable breakup and had remained friends in the decades since then.   
 
    Back in the present, for him to be dead, just like that, was almost impossible for me to fathom.  That realization was even more difficult to come to grips with considering I was talking about Christmas cookies with Daniel just three minutes before I had heard this news.   
 
    At the same time, there was something about my brother’s theory of Nick’s death being from a burglary gone wrong that didn’t sit right with me.   
 
    I addressed that with my brother.  “You think a burglar killed him?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said.   
 
    Joe tried to comfort me.  “I know it’s hard to believe.” 
 
    No amount of sympathy was going to make this sit right in my head, especially since my gut instinct was going wild on me.   
 
    I corrected my brother.  “You’re wrong.  It’s impossible to believe.” 
 
    “It’s not impossible.  As horrible as it is, it happened.  I saw his body with my own eyes.  I just left his house, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    Joe wasn’t following my logic.   
 
    I clarified my point.  “I think there’s some confusion.  I don’t doubt what you saw.  What I have a hard time believing is that a burglar killed him.” 
 
    Instincts were an odd thing.  I had nothing to back up my opinion, but my gut was telling me the burglar theory rang false deep inside me.  My instincts had rarely betrayed me in the past, so I had no reason to do anything but believe them now.   
 
    Joe came at this from a different vantage point.  “Hope, I saw the scene.  His place was trashed.  It’s not hard for me to believe a burglar did this.  The crime scene had all the markings of it.” 
 
    Hearing my friend’s house being referred to as a crime scene sent a shiver down my spine.  I still had plenty of shock that I was trying to work through.  As hard as it was to do, I had to find a way to get over it.  There were more pressing matters at hand. 
 
    The problem with my instincts was that they were a little vague for their own good sometimes.  They told me something was wrong in a general sense, but gave me no specifics.  I had to go digging for those.   
 
    That’s just what I did.  “Joe, let me ask you this—was anything major stolen from his place?” 
 
    “My team is still going through the place, but it doesn’t look like it.” 
 
    “How about his Golden Ad statuette?  That was his most prized possession.” 
 
    Nick owned a local advertising agency.  They produced a number of television, radio, and print ads.  If it was up to Nick, his agency would be known for its public service announcements and serious ads dealing with a wide number of topics ranging from suicide prevention to combating poverty to wounded veterans services.  Nick had actually won his Golden Ad statuette for producing a thirty-second television ad warning of the dangers of text messaging while driving.   
 
    While Nick cherished the acclaim he received for producing those serious ads, the general public knew him as the producer of schlocky television ads for Morton’s Mattress Warehouse and Renegade Reggie’s RV Rodeo.  Ironically, the serious ads brought the agency plenty of prestige, but very little money.  Meanwhile, even though the schlocky ads dragged down the agency’s reputation, they lined Nick’s pockets with plenty of cold, hard cash.   
 
    Nick had once told me that when he came home from filming a schlocky mattress ad, it gave him comfort to see his Golden Ad statuette on his mantel because it reminded him that every once in a while, he produced something of value.   
 
    Joe shook his head at me.  “That Golden Ad statuette was still on his mantel.” 
 
    That only led to more skepticism on my part.  “How do you explain that?” 
 
    “The burglar might have planned to take it, but panicked when they spotted Nick catching them in the act of robbery.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “That could be.” 
 
    “I have seen it plenty of times.  When a burglar realizes that they aren’t alone in a house, their original plans tend to go right out the window.  After killing Nick, the burglar probably left in a hurry, so they didn’t get caught,” Joe replied.   
 
    In most cases, that would be a plausible theory.  Not this time.   
 
    “That doesn’t take into account one thing,” I said.   
 
    My brother scrunched his nose.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “There were some huge blow-up fights at Nick’s holiday office party last night.” 
 
    That was all news to my brother.  “There was?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Oh yeah.  A fight to the death kind of deal.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t get very far through my story before my brother stopped me with questions.   
 
    “Anthony Rogers had it out with Nick right there at the office party?” Joe asked.   
 
    I nodded.  “He sure did.  Clearly, Anthony didn’t take his firing in stride.” 
 
    Anthony had been canned by Nick the day before the party.  Being fired was never easy, but it was an especially hard thing to deal with during the holidays.  Of course, Anthony handled being pink-slipped worse than most.   
 
    At the same time, Anthony’s firing was completely warranted.  He had been in client relations.  His job was to keep the agency’s clients happy.  Unfortunately, the relations he was having were of the sexual variety—with Morton Horton’s wife.   
 
    Around town, Morton was known as the Mattress Maestro.  He also happened to be the agency’s biggest client.  So when Morton found out Anthony was sleeping with his wife, he dropped his account with the agency and took his sizable advertising budget elsewhere.  
 
    Having been the catalyst for the agency losing their biggest client, Anthony’s job became a casualty.  I knew Nick would have preferred not to get rid of Anthony during the holidays, but he was just so angry at him that he didn’t want to keep Anthony around another minute.   
 
    While I was caught up in the backstory leading to Anthony’s newfound unemployment, my brother was focused on another wrinkle in the situation.   
 
    “Obviously, being fired at the holidays is awful, but for Anthony to just show up at the office party and cause a scene in front of everyone, is just unbelievable,” Joe said.     
 
    I nodded.  “That’s why it’s called blind rage.  When you’re that angry, you can’t think straight.”  
 
    “So much for holiday spirit,” Joe deadpanned.   
 
    “The problem was, Anthony had drunk a little too much before crashing the holiday party, if you know what I mean,” I said.   
 
    “It sure sounds like it.”  My brother pulled out a pad of paper and started scribbling on it.  “It looks like I’m going to be paying Anthony Rogers a visit.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he has calmed down.”  
 
    My brother turned his attention to another subject.  “By the way, how did you know this stuff about the holiday party?” 
 
    “Daniel’s restaurant catered the event,” I replied.   
 
    “Sounds like your boyfriend got more than he bargained for,” Joe cracked.  
 
    I sighed.  “More than you know.”  
 
    The look in my eyes troubled Joe.   
 
    My brother followed his hunch.  “Did anything else out of the ordinary happen at this party?” 
 
    I reluctantly nodded.  “The scene Anthony caused was just the tip of the iceberg.”   
 
    Concern was all over Joe’s face.  “What else happened?” 
 
    “Tyler Wilkinson and Lisa Dalton blew up at each other,” I revealed.   
 
    “About what?” Joe asked.   
 
    “About the fact that Lisa was cheating on Tyler with Nick.” 
 
    Talk about a bombshell.  I had almost fallen out of my chair when my boyfriend had shared that news with me earlier.  The entire time I had known Nick, he had been careful not to mix business with pleasure.  What a crazy time to have broken one of his own rules.   
 
    To complicate the matter, Lisa wasn’t just one of his employees.  Nick had recently promoted her to art director.  Imagine Tyler Wilkinson’s surprise when he found out his girlfriend was cheating on him with his boss.  No wonder Tyler hadn’t minced words at the office party.  He was still reeling from hearing the news.   
 
    That being said, for Tyler and Lisa to have fought in front of everyone at the party was surprising.  Most couples tried to keep a lid on their animosity and put on a good face in public, no matter how angry they were behind closed doors.  So when a couple was at each other’s throats in front of bystanders, it was a tell-tale sign that a relationship was on its last legs.     
 
    My brother scribbled Tyler and Lisa’s names down on his pad of paper.  “There are two more potential suspects to pay visits to.” 
 
    Unfortunately, that wasn’t the last bit of bad news I had to share with my brother.  “I wish I could tell you that was all.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.  What else have you got for me?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Nick and his younger brother, Gary, weren’t always on the best of terms, especially when Nick recently promoted Lisa to art director instead of his brother,” I said.   
 
    Gary Newton was a man who had a very high opinion of himself, although his skill level had a hard time matching his ego.  I had always believed that the only reason Gary even had a job at the agency was because he happened to be the owner’s brother.  Gary liked to believe he had landed the job on pure merit alone.  Naturally, it was a huge blow to his ego to find out his brother had passed him up for a promotion.  Gary had not taken the news well.   
 
    “Sibling rivalry.  That’s always ripe territory for a motive,” Joe replied. 
 
    “I second that.  It’s a good thing we’re not rivals, huh?” I said.   
 
    “Except when it comes to competitive turkey eating,” Joe cracked.   
 
    Thankfully, the days of my sibling rivalry with my brother were long over.  Joe and I were on better terms than we had ever been before.  That was just the way I wanted to keep it.  At the same time, all bets were off when the Christmas turkey was served at the Hadley house.  When turkey was in sight, the word “sharing” was no longer in our vocabularies.  Our taste buds were very selfish like that.  Even so, in the grand scheme of life, there were far worse things for Joe and me to argue about.     
 
    “So true,” I replied.  “All told, a little competitive turkey eating is minor compared to what other siblings go through,” I said.     
 
    “Yeah.  Just look at Nick and Gary Newton,” Joe replied.  My brother reluctantly asked me one more question.  “Is there anyone else you can think of who had a reason to want Nick dead?” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” I asked.   
 
    “That’s plenty, but I just want to make sure I haven’t overlooked anyone.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “As far as I know, that’s all of them.”   
 
    Joe took a deep breath.  “All right.”   
 
    My brother’s response was followed by a short pause that threatened to turn into an awkward silence if one of us didn’t speak up soon.  This was usually the point in the conversation when he told me to stay out of his investigation.  Whether he would do that this time remained to be seen.  Given our argumentative history on this topic, I decided to let him make the first move.   
 
    Much to my delight, the generosity of the holiday spirit must have filled my brother’s heart at that moment, because his next response was the last one I ever expected.     
 
    “I know that you are still in shock over hearing about Nick’s murder, but if you’re not too emotionally distraught, I could use your help with this case.” 
 
    Joe’s offer came as a welcome relief.  Part of it was because an argument hadn’t broken out.  Also, because it was one of the rare times he had actually asked for my help with an investigation.  With the other cases we had worked on together, I was usually the one who insisted on tagging along, much to his chagrin. 
 
    “Really?  Are you sure you want my help?” I asked.   
 
    He nodded.  “You know a lot more about Nick than I do.  Not to mention his enemies.  That knowledge could be invaluable in solving this case.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.” 
 
    “So, are you up to it?” Joe replied.   
 
    I had to think about my answer.  While it was nice to be asked, I had to find a way to honestly assess if I could get into the right mental state that was required to solve a murder case.  After all, I was still wrestling with the shock of the news that my friend had been murdered in the first place.  Taking some time to grieve would be highly beneficial.  
 
    Unfortunately, by the time I was done mourning, the killer could be long gone.  The first forty-eight hours after a murder had occurred gave investigators the best chance to solve the case.  After that, leads often went cold, and killers sometimes got away without ever being caught.  As it was, the murderer already had a head start on us.    
 
     I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if the guilty party got away.  Ultimately, I had the rest of my life to mourn the loss of my friend, but I only had one chance to find the person who murdered him.   
 
    When I framed the situation that way, the answer became clear to me.  I had to bring justice to Nick.  Whatever it took, I needed to find his killer.        
 
    I turned to my brother with resolve all over my face.  “Let’s do this.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With four new suspects to consider, my brother was eager to start questioning them.  While I respected Joe’s work ethic, he was moving too quickly for me.  Before bolting off anywhere with him, I needed some information first.  In his haste, Joe forgot that he had a significant head start on me.   
 
    I had just found out about Nick’s murder.  Joe had been at the crime scene for hours before coming over to break the bad news to me.  That left me with an information gap when it came to a number of different matters pertaining to this case.  It was time for my brother to get me up to speed.    
 
    “Joe, put on the brakes for a second,” I said.   
 
    My brother grimaced.  “What’s the matter?  Are you reconsidering investigating this case?”  
 
    “No.  It’s just that if I’m going to be of any help in catching this killer, I’m going to need to know how things went down,” I said.   
 
    “I already told you.  The crime scene was consistent with a burglary gone wrong.  But, given this new list of suspects you just gave me, perhaps it truly was a preplanned murder staged to look like a burglary.” 
 
    “No.  What I meant was that I want to take a look at the crime scene.” 
 
    Joe winced.  “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.  Hearing about your friend’s death already has you distraught enough.  Seeing where he was killed might send you into a tailspin.” 
 
    “It’s not like I want to see where Nick was murdered.  It’s more that there are some details about the case that I just don’t know, and going to the scene might bring them into focus.”   
 
    “Hope, trust me, I’ve spent plenty of time at the scene of the crime.  I can give you all the details you want.”   
 
    I took a deep breath.  “All right.  How was Nick killed?” 
 
    “He was stabbed in the back,” Joe revealed.   
 
    Ouch.  What an awful way to go.  The pain he must have felt was excruciating to think about.  At the same time, I couldn’t help but linger on the significance that Nick had been stabbed in the back.  Had the killer chosen that method because it was quick and easy, or because they felt like they had been metaphorically stabbed in the back themselves and were out to get a symbolic revenge?   
 
    “What was he stabbed with?” I asked.   
 
    “A bowie knife,” Joe replied.   
 
    That was an interesting choice.  No wonder red flags hadn’t gone off in my brother’s head when he saw it.  It wasn’t inconceivable for a burglar to carry around a bowie knife.  If the murder weapon had been a common kitchen knife, that would have stood out.  At the same time, bowie knives were so widely available that the killer could have easily bought one shortly before the murder.  Or they could have already owned one.   
 
    That being said, I couldn’t help but wonder why the killer hadn’t used a gun to kill Nick.  That would have been the more logical choice to make an effective killer.  On the other hand, ballistics testing was getting more precise every day.   
 
    Perhaps the use of a knife as the murder weapon gave credence to my theory about symbolic revenge.  Only time would tell.  
 
    In the meantime, I had more questions.  “Was the forensics team able to pull any fingerprints from the murder weapon or the crime scene?” 
 
    My brother shook his head.  “No.  The killer must have wiped the knife clean or worn gloves.” 
 
    I groaned.  “Of course.”  I still held out hope for some good news.  “Did your team find any useful evidence at the scene?” 
 
    Joe had more bad news for me.  “Nope.”   
 
    “So really the only thing you have to work with are the suspects’ backstories?” I asked.   
 
    Joe nodded.  “Why do you think I wanted your help on this case so much?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, gearing up for a long investigation.  “All right.  Let’s see what I can do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As we drove across town to Anthony Rogers’s apartment, I couldn’t help but be struck by a sense of how surreal it was to be investigating a murder case during the holiday season.  Downtown Hollywood, Florida, was all decked out with decorations.  My hometown was in a highly festive mood.  When it came to the majority of residents in town, their ignorance that a murder had just occurred really was bliss to them.  They could carry on with their shopping and reveling without having their thoughts troubled by the news that a killer was on the loose.   
 
    I gazed at the white Christmas lights that were wrapped around each light pole on the main drag.  In addition, all the storefronts had seasonal displays in the front windows.  Festive music played over a loudspeaker.  To top it all off, a twenty-foot-tall, densely decorated tree stood in the town square.   
 
    The street itself was buzzing with shoppers, all looking to grab the last few items to complete their Christmas gift list.  It was a joyous scene.  One that was full of merriment.  It also provided a stark contrast to the circumstances my brother and I were faced with.  That dichotomy was a jarring thing for me to try to reconcile.   
 
    I knew that lunacy didn’t take holiday vacations.  If someone was angry enough to commit murder, the fact that Christmas was right around the corner wasn’t going to stop them from killing.  In my head, that was quite clear.  In my heart, a heinous act like this was infinitely harder to stomach given the season.    
 
    To keep my mood from souring to a dangerous low, I tried to distract myself.  I had always been interested in seeing how differently people decorated for the holidays.  Or didn’t decorate, in the case of Anthony Rogers. 
 
    As Joe pulled into Anthony’s driveway, there was no indication from looking at his rental townhome that it was even the holiday season.  The two-story brick townhome had no decorations to speak of—not even a few strands of Christmas lights.   
 
    The lack of festive cheer was even more striking given that both his neighbor to the left and to the right had gone all-out.  Not only were the units beside him strung up with lights, but they each had wreaths on their front doors.  They also had decorated Christmas trees in their front windows.   
 
    Joe and I approached Anthony’s undecorated wooden front door and gave it a few knocks.  Half a minute later, Anthony opened up.  Anthony was a pear-shaped man in his late thirties with long tufts of black hair, wide-set blue eyes, and a full beard.   
 
    After Joe showed him his police badge, Anthony reluctantly let us in.  At first, I thought he had been slow to comply because he didn’t want to answer our questions.  When we entered his cluttered living room, I wondered if maybe he was just embarrassed about the disarray that his home was in.   
 
    The place was a mess.  There was a beat-up thrift store couch up against the wall.  In front of that was a wooden coffee table that was chipping apart.  In addition, the tan-colored carpet on his floor looked like it hadn’t been vacuumed in years.  Not everything was a complete décor disaster, however.   
 
    Despite the sad state of his furniture and carpet, Anthony had a new fifty-inch flat-screen television.  That made it clear where what his priorities were.  Oddly enough, despite the pristine new television in his living room, it was resting on a thrift store TV stand.   
 
    If his decorative choices didn’t give me enough of a pause, I couldn’t help but notice a distinct lack of a Christmas tree anywhere in sight.  It was clear that he lived alone.  No woman would want to spend more than five minutes in this place without getting the urge to tidy up.  Considering Anthony was living here by himself, I could see why he wouldn’t want to get a large tree, but to not have any tree at all was sad to me.   
 
    While my mind drifted off, my brother’s was as focused as could be.   
 
    “Mr. Rogers, we have to ask you some questions about Nick Newton,” Joe said.  
 
    “What about him?” Anthony asked.   
 
    “When was the last time you talked to him?” Joe replied.   
 
    Anthony tensed up.   
 
    “What’s the matter?” Joe wondered.   
 
    Anthony untied his tongue and answered my brother’s question.  “When he fired me.” 
 
    I had wondered if Anthony would be willing to admit that he had been pink-slipped.  That wasn’t the kind of detail that suspects tended to freely tell investigators like us.  Refreshingly, he had volunteered the information.  That was much easier than my brother and I having to pry it out of him.  At the same time, even though Anthony had come clean about being canned from his job, he had not been so honest when it came to another matter.    
 
    My brother pressed him further.  “Are you sure that’s the last time you saw Nick?”  
 
    That was a trick question, mostly because both my brother and I already knew the answer to it.  We just wanted to see if Anthony would tell us the truth.   
 
    “Yes.  That’s the last time,” Anthony said.  
 
    We had given him two chances to reply truthfully.  He had refused to do so either time.  It was time to call him out.     
 
    “Why are you lying to us?” I asked.   
 
    A look of puzzlement came over Anthony’s face.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We know that you went to the ad agency’s holiday party last night and blew up at Nick,” I said.   
 
    Anthony hemmed and hawed, then finally copped to it.  “All right.  Yes.  I went to the party.” 
 
    Joe scratched his chin.  “That’s very interesting.” 
 
    “Not quite as interesting as why you felt the need to lie to us in the first place,” I said.  “Why did you lie to us exactly?”   
 
    Anthony became increasingly uncomfortable.  His mouth opened, but no words came out.  The silence lingered until I finally spoke up.     
 
    “Is it because you were worried that your answer would make you look guilty?” I asked.   
 
    Anthony shrugged.  “Guilty of what?” 
 
    “Murder,” I said.   
 
    The look of bafflement returned to Anthony’s face.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Nick was murdered shortly after the office party ended,” I said.     
 
    Anthony’s eyes widened.  His voice cracked as he replied, “Wait a minute.  I didn’t know Nick was murdered.” 
 
    Joe stared him down.  “Really?” 
 
    “I’m serious.  I didn’t know he had been killed,” Anthony replied.   
 
    “Mr. Rogers, you already lied to us once.  Why should we believe you now?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Because I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I believe it.”  
 
    Anthony kept trying to convince my brother.  “But I’m telling you—” 
 
    Joe cut him off.  “I don’t care what you’re telling me.  I just care about the truth, and I’m not stopping until I get it.”   
 
    “What do you want from me?” Anthony asked.   
 
    “It’s simple.  I need to know the answer to one question.  Where were you between eleven and midnight?” Joe replied.   
 
    “I was here,” Anthony said.   
 
    Joe followed up.  “Alone?” 
 
    Anthony squinted.  “Why does that matter?” 
 
    Joe narrowed his eyes.  “Just answer the question.”   
 
    “Yes, alone.  What does that have to do with anything?” Anthony asked.   
 
    “That’s easy.  If you were here alone, it means you don’t have anyone to verify your alibi,” Joe said.   
 
    “I just told you the truth.  I was here,” Anthony replied.  
 
    “I heard you.  What you fail to realize is that your story is only as believable as my ability to verify it,” Joe said.   
 
    I saw panic in Anthony’s eyes.   
 
    “I didn’t do this,” he said.   
 
    “I want to believe you.  The problem is, in addition to having an uncorroborated alibi, you had also just been fired from your job.  That gives you a motive,” Joe replied.   
 
    Anthony shook his head.  “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    Joe stared him down.  “Are you really going to try to play me for a fool?  I know losing your job was a huge deal to you.  Otherwise, why would you have stormed into the holiday office party and told Nick off last night?”  
 
    “The minute I left that office party, I picked up a six-pack of beer at the grocery store, then went home and drank off my anger.”  Anthony pointed to a slew of empty beer cans that were on his coffee table.  “See, there’s the proof.” 
 
    “That’s only proof that you drank a bunch of beer.  What if all that alcohol made you even more belligerent and propelled you to drive over to Nick’s house in a drunken rage, hell-bent on getting revenge?” Joe speculated.     
 
    Anthony didn’t waver.  “For the last time, I didn’t have anything to do with Nick’s murder.” 
 
    My brother stared him down, wondering if he would crack.  He didn’t.   
 
    We questioned Anthony some more but didn’t get a lick of extra useful information out of him.  Once my brother and I felt that we had reached the point of diminishing returns with Anthony, Joe warned Anthony not to leave town.  My brother and I then headed out to question the next suspect on our list.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As my brother drove through a section of Orange Coast Drive that was filled with retail shops, I heard Christmas music playing over the loudspeakers of one of the stores.  It was a jarring experience to have such festive music blasting in my ears while I was in the thick of a murder investigation.  After all, there was no revelry going on inside me, and no amount of holiday music was going to change that.  My only hope of ringing in the season with cheer was to crack this case—and soon. 
 
    Tyler Wilkinson rented a ground-floor apartment in a small two-story, brown-stucco complex on Mentone Avenue.  As Joe parked in front of the place, the charmless look of the complex only briefly held my interest.  My focus quickly shifted to the argument that Tyler Wilkinson and Lisa were having on the front lawn.   
 
    Much to my surprise, they were really ripping into each other.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  Not because they didn’t have a reason to fight.  After his girlfriend had cheated on him with his boss, Tyler no doubt had a sizable bone to pick with Lisa.  Even so, to air their grievances in such a public setting where anyone who was passing by could hear them was just reckless, especially given the fact that they were both murder suspects.     
 
    Not that I was complaining.  Stupidity on their part was an opportunity on my part.  I was determined to take advantage of the opening they gave me.  I knew my brother felt the same way.  So much that Joe and I deviated from our normal operating procedure.   
 
    Amazingly enough, this was not the first time we had encountered two suspects arguing with each other.  During those previous investigations, Joe and I had always hung back, waiting for the fight to end.  We then tailed one of the suspects before finally confronting them.   
 
    This time, Joe and I decided to jump right into the fire.  By catching them in the heat of the moment, we hoped that we could throw them for a loop.  After all, they were already on their heels.  Could we knock them both over? 
 
    Joe and I approached the couple with resolve in our eyes.    
 
    Tyler was a thirty-three-year-old man with a goatee, black-rimmed glasses, well-coiffed short black hair, and skinny jeans that clung tightly to his thin frame.  He wore an ugly Christmas sweater with a dancing Christmas tree on it.    
 
    Lisa meanwhile was a curvy thirty-two-year-old woman who wore a tight green dress that hugged her voluptuous figure.  There was a green bow tying back her long, curly red hair.  With her hair pulled back, her hazel eyes and red freckles stood out even more on her round face. 
 
    Tyler yelled at Lisa without any regard for who could hear him.  “I want you to leave!” 
 
    Joe and I reached the couple right as their argument seemed to hit a fever pitch.   
 
    My brother wasted no time coming between them.  “Not so fast.” 
 
    Tyler and Lisa both spun their heads around, completely confused.  While Lisa clammed up, Tyler appeared ready to lash out at my brother.  
 
    Before Tyler had the chance to, Joe held up his police badge.  “Did we come at a bad time?”      
 
    Joe thought that would calm them down.  He was dead wrong.  Instead, Tyler blew his top.   
 
    He spun around and yelled back at his apartment complex.  While he didn’t address anyone specifically, he clearly wanted his fellow neighbors to hear him.   
 
    “You called the police?  So what, it’s okay to let your stupid dogs bark at all hours, but if I have one argument, you call the cops?” Tyler barked.    
 
    Joe had news for him.  “Mr. Wilkinson, your neighbors didn’t call the police.” 
 
    Tyler didn’t calm down in the least.  “Then who did?” 
 
    “We’re actually here about another matter,” Joe replied.  
 
    “What matter?” Tyler snapped.   
 
    “The murder of Nick Newton,” Joe revealed.   
 
    Tyler went dead silent.  He wasn’t alone.  Lisa hadn’t opened her mouth since Joe and I arrived.   
 
    “What’s the matter, Mr. Wilkinson?  Did you swallow your tongue?” I asked.   
 
    Tyler managed to untie his tongue long enough to answer.  “I didn’t know Nick was dead.” 
 
    “Spare us the act.  We have a number of questions to ask you both, and we expect you to answer honestly,” Joe said. 
 
    While Tyler and Lisa wanted to protest having to answer our questions, Joe kept his focus on the matter at hand.  He separated the couple so they couldn’t unite against us.  From there, he detained Tyler in the back of his squad car so that he could question Lisa in peace.   
 
    My brother had a very specific reason for questioning Lisa first.  To start, Lisa had been very quiet the moment she spotted us.  Next, by detaining Tyler in the back of his squad car, my brother hoped that it might calm Tyler down a little.  It was a very intimidating experience being in the back of a police car.  Perhaps sitting back there would put a scare into Tyler.   
 
    In the meantime, Joe and I went to work on Lisa.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think this is a mistake,” Lisa said.   
 
    That was one of the oldest tricks in the book.  Did Lisa really believe she could steer us away that quickly?  Nice try, but it wasn’t going to work.   
 
    Joe held firm.  “I know you want it to be a mistake, but it isn’t.  Now, we need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Why me?  I don’t know anything about Nick’s death,” Lisa argued.   
 
    Joe corrected her.  “Murder, you mean.  And I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    I shared an observation that had been nagging at the back of my mind.  “I couldn’t help but notice how quiet you were back there the moment my brother pulled out his police badge.” 
 
    Lisa had a quick reply to my statement.  “I didn’t know what was going on.” 
 
    “I wish I could believe you,” I said.     
 
    There was a look of confusion on Lisa’s face, but I couldn’t tell if it was just an act, or if she was genuinely having a difficult time grasping what was occurring.   
 
    Either way, Lisa stuck with her story.  “I still don’t know what you want with me.”  
 
    “We need answers,” Joe said. 
 
    “What kind of answers?  I don’t even know what the question is,” Lisa replied.   
 
    “My first question is, what were you and Tyler just arguing about?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lisa became offended.  “That’s a private matter.” 
 
    I scoffed.  “Really?  You were just arguing right out here in public.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my choice.  I wanted to go inside.  It was Tyler who insisted on talking outside,” Lisa replied.   
 
    I took offense to how egregiously she was understating things.  “That’s what you call talking?  Because it sounded a lot more like yelling to me.”  
 
    While I harped on the minuscule details, Joe was thinking bigger picture.  “Ms. Dalton, you still haven’t answered my question.  What were you and Tyler arguing about?” 
 
    Lisa remained evasive.  “What relevance does that have to anything?” 
 
    Joe grew impatient.  “Ms. Dalton, stop trying to squirm out of this.  We’re not leaving until we get answers.  Now, you and Tyler were arguing about the fact that you were cheating on him with Nick Newton, weren’t you?” 
 
    Lisa’s eyes widened.  “How did you know about Nick and I having a fling?” 
 
    “I’m a detective.  It’s my job to know things like that,” Joe replied.   
 
    I followed up with a question of my own.  “You came over here hoping Tyler would take you back, didn’t you?” 
 
    Lisa folded her arms.  “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    I pressed on.  “Judging by that argument you were having, I’m guessing things didn’t go according to your plan.” 
 
    “That’s really personal information.  Not to mention, it’s none of your business,” Lisa said.   
 
    Joe stopped her right there.  “That’s not true.  A man you were sleeping with has been murdered.  This is very much our business.” 
 
    Lisa looked deep into Joe’s eyes and realized that he wasn’t about to give in.  No matter how much she tried, there was no wriggling her way out of this.  Faced with that sobering fact, she finally came clean.   
 
    “Yes, I came here hoping to win Tyler back,” Lisa replied.   
 
    The volume of her voice was becoming quieter as she began staring at the ground.   
 
    Just as she was hitting a low point, I ramped up my questions.   
 
    “Does that mean Nick had broken things off with you?” I asked.   
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  I had actually broken things off with him.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked.   
 
    “It just wasn’t working out for us,” Lisa replied.   
 
    Her answer was annoyingly vague.  Although, I should have gotten used to it by then.  She had been reluctant to divulge any information to us, no matter how innocuous the question.  Even so, she took her evasiveness to new levels.   
 
    I dug deeper.  “Why wasn’t it working?  You got a nice promotion.  Isn’t that what you wanted, to sleep your way to the top?” 
 
    Lisa glared at me.  “I didn’t sleep with Nick to get a promotion.”   
 
    “Why did you sleep with him, then?” I asked.   
 
    “We had some real chemistry.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  She had managed to contradict herself in the span of a few sentences.  I tried my best to connect the dots.  “If you two had such great chemistry, then why wasn’t it working out for you?” 
 
    I saw the frustration on Lisa’s face as she realized she had talked herself into a corner.   
 
    My brother gave Lisa a warning before she opened her mouth to answer.   
 
    “Don’t lie to us,” Joe said.   
 
    Lisa took a deep breath.  “Nick wanted our relationship to stay in the closet.  His entire demeanor changed when people found out about us.  Like he was ashamed of people finding out we were together.  On top of that, he kept worrying that people would think I only got the promotion because I was sleeping with him—” 
 
    “That’s a fair assumption,” I said.   
 
    Lisa shot me another glare.  “I’ll have you know, I’m very good at my job.” 
 
    “We’ll have to take your word for that,” I said. 
 
    “When things went south with Nick, it made me appreciate what Tyler and I had even more.  Tyler was never ashamed to be with me.  He was the opposite of Nick in that way,” Lisa explained.   
 
    Joe cut her off right there.  “Thanks for spelling out your motive for us.”  
 
    Lisa was outraged.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You said it yourself, Nick acted ashamed to be with you.  Meanwhile, you had put your whole heart on the line for him.  When a woman is in that deep only to be jilted by a man, crazy things are known to happen,” I said.    
 
    Lisa went into full denial mode.  “No.  It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “Don’t try to go back on your own statement.  You were the one who told us Nick was ashamed to be with you,” I said.     
 
    “I didn’t do this.  I didn’t kill Nick,” Lisa replied.   
 
    “Can you prove that?” Joe asked.    
 
    “How am I supposed to prove it?” Lisa asked.   
 
    “There’s one simple way,” Joe replied.  “Where were you between eleven and midnight last night?” 
 
    “I was asleep,” Lisa said.   
 
    “Where?  Here?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lisa hesitated, not wanting to answer.  “Again, that’s really personal.”   
 
    My brother pressed her for one.  “Lisa, answer the question.”   
 
    Lisa winced, then replied, “At my house.”   
 
    “Were you sleeping with anyone?” Joe asked.   
 
    Briefly, she looked over at Tyler detained in the back of the patrol car.   
 
    “Lisa,” Joe snapped.   
 
    “For the last time, you’re talking to the wrong person.  I didn’t do anything,” she pleaded.   
 
    “That wasn’t the question.  Were you sleeping with anyone?” Joe asked.   
 
    My brother’s piercing stare was too much for her.   
 
    Lisa lowered her head.  “No.  I was sleeping alone.”   
 
    “So you have no one to confirm your story, then?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I didn’t kill Nick.  I was asleep at the time of the murder,” Lisa said.   
 
    “You keep saying that—” Joe replied.   
 
    Lisa cut him off.  “Because it’s the truth.” 
 
    “The problem is, without proof, those are just a bunch of empty words,” Joe said.   
 
    “I have answered all your questions,” Lisa replied.  “I don’t have anything else to say to you.” 
 
    She wasn’t kidding.  Although my brother and I continued asking her questions, she didn’t answer any of them.  Even more, as we didn’t have any hard evidence against Lisa, we couldn’t force her to talk.  Faced with that reality, Joe warned Lisa not to leave town.  We then moved on to questioning Tyler.   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A twinge of anxiety came to me as Joe and I approached Tyler to interview him.  He had been detained in the back of the squad car for the better part of a half-hour.  Being cooped up like that could have done one of two things to his mood.  If my brother and I had any luck at all, Tyler’s confinement would have mellowed him out—or at least subdued his anger slightly.  There was also the distinct possibility that being stuck in such tight quarters only served to make him even more upset.   
 
    There was only one way to find out.  As Joe and I reached the squad car, Tyler looked just as livid as ever.   
 
    Sigh.   
 
    So much for catching a break.  Joe and I would have to do things the hard way. 
 
    “Let me out of here,” Tyler demanded.   
 
    It was a bold request for Tyler to make, considering he had no leverage whatsoever.   
 
    Joe made no bones about what he expected from Tyler.  “Answer our questions and we will.”   
 
    Tyler groaned.  “Fine.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Where were you between eleven and midnight last night?” 
 
    “I was at home.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “What does that matter?” 
 
    “It matters a great deal,” Joe said.   
 
    “But I already told you, I was here drinking a few beers, watching sports highlights,” Tyler replied.   
 
    Joe went right after him again, not deviating in the least.  “I’m going to ask you one more time, were you here alone?”  
 
    Tyler gritted his teeth.  “Yes.” 
 
    “That means you have no one to corroborate your story,” Joe said.   
 
    “It’s not a story.  It’s the truth,” Tyler snapped. 
 
    “According to you,” Joe said.   
 
    I said my piece.  “You told us you were at home, drinking and watching sports highlights, but that was the night of the holiday office party.  Why were you home so early?” 
 
    “It was a lame party,” Tyler replied.   
 
    “Or maybe you left early because you had a huge fight with Lisa,” I suggested.   
 
    “No—” 
 
    I cut him off right there.  “Tyler, I know you and Lisa got into a fight at the party.  Just as I know you and Lisa were in the middle of a fight as we arrived here today.  Lying won’t do you any favors.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie.  It was a lame party even before we got into a fight,” Tyler said.   
 
    “Yet another story that you can’t confirm,” I replied.   
 
    “You want the truth?  I just told you.  I had nothing to do with Nick’s death,” Tyler said.   
 
    Joe folded his arms.  “I’d really like to believe that.” 
 
    “You say that, yet you keep hammering me with these questions,” Tyler replied.   
 
    “I’m just doing my job.  Besides, these fights you’ve been having aren’t helping your case any,” Joe said.   
 
    “Haven’t you been listening to me?  I didn’t do anything,” Tyler snapped.   
 
    “Then you should have no problem answering our questions.  For example, what have you and Lisa been fighting about?” Joe asked.   
 
    It was a sly move on my brother’s part.  He already knew the answer to that, but he wanted to hear how Tyler would reply.  More specifically, if the suspect would lie to him.   
 
    Tyler’s reaction did not inspire confidence.  He remained quiet and seemed to be in no hurry to answer.  As the silence turned awkward, my brother’s patience wore thin.   
 
    “Tongue-tied?” Joe wondered.   
 
    Tyler shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “Then answer me.” 
 
    “The arguments I have been having with Lisa have had nothing to do with Nick’s death.” 
 
    “If that’s true, then there’s no reason for you not to answer my question.” 
 
    “So what, my right to privacy isn’t a good enough reason for you?” Tyler snapped.   
 
    For a man who supposedly had nothing to hide, Tyler was sure evasive.   
 
    I tried to nail down an answer from him.  “Knock it off.  We know Lisa was cheating on you with Nick.  The fact that they were sleeping with each other couldn’t be more relevant considering that Nick was just murdered.” 
 
    “Only I didn’t do anything,” Tyler replied.   
 
    Joe fired right back at him.  “You keep saying that, but you have no way to prove it.  One thing that’s easy to prove is the fact that you had a serious motive for wanting Nick dead.” 
 
    Tyler refuted my brother’s point.  “That’s not true.” 
 
    Joe scoffed.  “Really?  You honestly expect me to believe that?”   
 
    Tyler nodded.  “Lisa wanted me back.  Why would I have gone to the trouble of killing Nick when Lisa ultimately ended up choosing me over him?” 
 
    “Because the damage had already been done.  By the time Lisa came crawling back to you, your heart had been broken,” I argued.   
 
    Tyler vehemently shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “You say that, but Lisa just got done telling us that you decided not to take her back.  The only reason you would have turned her away was if you were holding a grudge—one that all stemmed back to Nick’s actions,” I said.    
 
    Tyler remained argumentative.  “I’m not a killer.  I was at home watching sports highlights at the time of the murder.  That’s the truth.”      
 
    Joe stepped in again.  “Like I said, I’d love to believe you, but you haven’t given me any reason to.”  
 
    Tyler didn’t budge an inch.  “You wanted me to answer your questions.  I did.  I have told you everything I know.” 
 
    We had reached a stalemate.  One that wouldn’t be broken that afternoon.  My brother tried strong-arming Tyler a little more in hopes that the suspect would break down, but Tyler remained firm.   
 
    That left Joe with little choice.  He didn’t have enough to charge Tyler with.  So, after much hesitation, my brother let Tyler go with a warning.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last suspect on our list was Gary Newton, Nick’s younger brother.  Gary was a muscular man in his mid-thirties with messy brown hair, brown eyes, a square jaw, and a thick mustache.  Unlike his brother, who owned a nice, two-story, Spanish-style house, Gary lived in a bachelor-style apartment.   
 
    After a few knocks on the front door, Gary invited us into his spare living room furnished with only a TV, a couch, and not a whole lot else—not even a Christmas tree.  I felt depressed just standing there.  I couldn’t believe that Gary lived here day in and day out.   
 
    With such a distinct lack of furnishing in the room, one thing that did stick out was the sheer number of empty beer cans that were strewn around the apartment.  By the looks of it, Gary had been busy fighting off sobriety.  Apparently, he had done a good job of it.  Judging by how red his face was, he had a good beer buzz going.  
 
    There were two ways to take that.  Either Gary was mourning the death of his brother, or he was trying to chase away the guilt of killing him.  The truth remained to be seen.   
 
    Joe was determined to get to the bottom of it.  I could tell he had a slew of hard-hitting questions.  I didn’t think that was the most effective approach this time.  Instead, I insisted on taking the lead, trying to gently work my way up to the pressing matters at hand.    
 
    “Gary, I’m so sorry about what happened to your brother,” I said.   
 
    Gary grimaced.  “Not as sorry as I am.”    
 
    He then reached for the last remaining beer from the six-pack that was on his coffee table.   
 
    “It looks like you’ve been knocking back a fair amount of beer,” I said. 
 
    Gary stared me down.  “Don’t judge me.  You’d do the same if your only brother were murdered.” 
 
    What an odd position to be put in, considering that I was standing alongside my brother as Gary said that.  Awkwardness aside, I didn’t agree with Gary’s statement.  While I prayed that I never lost my brother to such grim circumstances, I would never turn to beer for comfort as Gary had.  Gary’s apartment was practically screaming for an intervention.  That being said, Joe and I were here about bigger issues, and I wasn’t about to dispute Gary’s point for fear of inciting him.   
 
    I gave Gary a sympathetic look.  “I’m not judging you.” 
 
    Gary sighed.  “Good.  With Nick gone, I have no family left.”  
 
    “Again, I’m really sorry about what happened.  I want you to know that we’re going to do everything in our power to bring his killer to justice,” I said.   
 
    Gary’s eyes lit up with rage.  “I hope they rot in jail.” 
 
    “So do I,” I replied.  “That being said, do you have any idea who might have done this?” 
 
    A name immediately came to Gary’s mind.  “You should talk to Lisa Dalton.” 
 
    “Why her?” I asked.   
 
    “She’s a bad woman.  Lisa used my brother to get a promotion.  She made him believe that she really loved him.  Then, once she got the promotion, she broke his heart,” Gary explained.   
 
    My eyes widened.  That was certainly a different version of the events than Lisa had told me.  Then again, Lisa had been trying to convince me of her innocence.  At the same time, I had to remember the source of this alternate version of the story.   
 
    Gary wasn’t exactly unbiased, either.  He was up for the same promotion as Lisa and felt burned by the fact that his brother had chosen her over him.  Just how much that skewed Gary’s viewpoint was yet to be determined.     
 
    “That’s a pretty incendiary story,” I said.   
 
    “It’s also the truth,” Gary replied. 
 
    “According to you,” I said.   
 
    “Go talk to her.  You’ll see,” Gary insisted.  
 
    “We did talk to her,” I replied.   
 
    “Then you know exactly what I’m talking about,” Gary said.   
 
    “Lisa’s version of the events is a little different,” I replied.   
 
    “Of course it is.  She’s trying to protect her own hide.  See, I told you she was a bad seed.  You need to go over to her place and arrest her,” Gary said. 
 
    “Not so fast.  We’re not done here,” I replied.   
 
    “It’s nice of you to come over here to check up on me and all, but I really want to be left alone,” Gary said.   
 
    I corrected him.  “We didn’t just come over here to check up on you.” 
 
    Confusion came to Gary’s face.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    My brother had stood by quietly, waiting to see if my approach worked.  Joe grew tired of being patient.  He spoke up.  “Gary, we have some questions for you.” 
 
    It was always such a difficult tightrope to walk, making the switch from sympathy to suspicion.  At the same time, regardless of how awkward it was, it was also very necessary. 
 
    As expected, Gary reacted with shock.  “Why would you have a question for me?” 
 
    “Gary, calm down,” Joe said.   
 
    Gary didn’t heed my brother’s advice.  “Wait a minute.  You don’t think I could have done this, do you?” 
 
    “We have to consider all possibilities,” Joe replied.    
 
    Gary was already in an emotionally unstable state to begin with.  This new wrinkle in the conversation threatened to bowl him over.   
 
    “That’s crazy,” Gary snapped.   
 
    Joe tried to reassure him.  “Look.  If you’re innocent, you have nothing to worry about.”  
 
    Gary folded his arms.  “I am innocent, and this is ridiculous.” 
 
    “You can say that all you want, but we’re not leaving until we get our questions answered.  Now, where were you between eleven and midnight last night?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I was here,” he said. 
 
    “So you weren’t at the office party, then?” Joe wondered.   
 
    Gary shook his head.  “No.  It was over by then.” 
 
    “Was there anyone here with you, or were you alone?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Gary said.  “This is my brother we’re talking about here.” 
 
    Joe tried again.  “I understand that, but you didn’t answer my question.  Were you here alone?”  
 
    “You can’t honestly think I might have killed my brother, can you?” Gary asked.   
 
    Joe kept hammering away.  “Will you just answer the question?” 
 
    “Yes, I was alone.  But I’d never hurt my brother.  I’m offended that you’d even suggest such a thing,” Gary replied.   
 
    “Gary, don’t make this any harder than it has to be,” I said.  “I know you and Nick didn’t always get along.  Take the promotion that Lisa got.  Take that promotion you thought you deserved—” 
 
    Gary interrupted me.  “I did deserve it.” 
 
    “Exactly.  So it must have really burned you when Lisa got that promotion instead of you,” I said.   
 
    Gary tensed up.  “I wasn’t angry with Nick about that.” 
 
    I scoffed.  “You really expect me to believe that?” 
 
    Gary nodded.  “I was upset with Lisa.  She’s the bad seed.  She twisted his mind and his heart.” 
 
    “You keep pointing the finger of suspicion at Lisa, but there are plenty of things to be suspicious of you about,” Joe argued.   
 
    Gary shrugged his shoulders.  “How do you figure?” 
 
    “The promotion, to start,” Joe said.  “But it’s more than that.  Nick wasn’t married.  He didn’t have any kids.  With your parents both dead, you were his family—” 
 
    “All the more reason not to want him dead,” Gary argued.   
 
    “Except, now that Nick is dead, you’ll get a lot more than a promotion.  You stand to inherit his house and his agency.  That’s the kind of thing people have been known to kill for,” Joe said.   
 
    Gary shook his head.  “No.  I didn’t do this.” 
 
    “You want us to believe you, but you haven’t given us a good reason to,” Joe replied.   
 
    “I answered your question.  I told you the truth.  Now I want you to leave,” Gary snapped.   
 
    That was exactly what I was worried about.  The conversation had gotten out of hand in a hurry, and there was no way to reel it back in.  Even more, with Gary flying off of the handle, Joe knew he wouldn’t be able to get any more information out of him.  Like that, the interview was abruptly over.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With no other suspects left to question, Joe and I decided that a break was in order.  It was easy to get bogged down, to become so hyper-focused that I gave myself a headache.  I needed my mind to be sharp.  That’s why a little time away could really help.   
 
    It was never a bad idea to get some fresh air.  I decided to take my sixteen-year-old Labrador retriever, Buster, for a walk.  As we strolled down a section of town dotted with retail shops, Buster’s focus was on sniffing fire hydrants.  My thoughts, meanwhile, turned to Christmas.  Holiday music was playing over loudspeakers, every window display we walked by had a seasonal theme, and there was a man dressed up like Santa Clause ringing a bell asking for donations for a charitable organization.   
 
    All of these things typically filled me with cheer.  Not this time.  My frustrations with this murder investigation had put me in such a dour mood that I couldn’t get into the holiday spirit.   
 
    Since even something as inherently joyful as Christmas carols couldn’t distract me from thinking about the case, I decided to stop fighting my own natural urges.  If my mind was determined to linger on this case, so be it.   
 
    I decided to give it more fodder.  After walking back to my car, I drove over to Nick’s house to poke around.  I knew that my brother and his forensics team had already gone over the place.  That being said, I wanted to look at it myself.  In addition, I had Buster with me, not to mention his keen sense of smell.   
 
    It was a very slight possibility, but perhaps I would stumble upon something that Joe didn’t notice before.  After spending nearly a half hour walking around the front of the house, the backyard, and the sidewalk in front of Nick’s place, I was ready to give up.   
 
    Just as I was ready to pack it in and head home, something caught my eye.  It was a garbage can that was resting beside Nick’s garage.  I never thought I would dig through someone else’s trash, but murder investigations made people do desperate things.   
 
    Much to my surprise, as I lifted the lid of the garbage can and began rooting around, I spotted something inside that had the potential to blow this case wide open.   
 
    Suddenly, I had stumbled upon a new lead, and I was determined to follow up on it.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After deeper investigation had reaffirmed my hunch, Joe and I took a trip to Nick’s advertising agency on Greenly Lane.  It was very surprising to see that the place had reopened so quickly after Nick’s murder.  If I were in charge, I would have given all the employees the proper time to mourn.  That was not the case as we arrived.  The place was back to business as usual.  That troubled me, but not nearly as much as the surprise that was waiting for Joe and me as we entered Nick’s former office. 
 
    The corner office with an ocean view was not vacant, as I had expected.  Instead, Gary Newton had already moved his stuff in and was sitting behind Nick’s old mahogany desk.  Gary stared out at the ocean, lost in thought.   
 
    I pulled his head out of the clouds.  “Don’t get too comfortable back there.”    
 
    Gary spun his chair around and narrowed his eyes at me.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.  I didn’t expect the agency to be open again so quickly.  Nor did I think you would have already moved your stuff into your brother’s old office,” I said.   
 
    As Nick’s only surviving family member, the ad agency was now Gary’s.  He seemed to be relishing his new role.   
 
    “The business world stops for no one,” Gary replied.   
 
    “Speaking of, we’re here because of some unfinished business,” I said.       
 
    “I already answered your questions.  I have nothing else to say to you.  Now, please leave.  I have a business to run,” Gary demanded.   
 
    Joe stopped him right there.  “Not so fast.  You may have nothing to say to us, but we have plenty to say to you.”   
 
    “To start, I know you killed your brother,” I said.  
 
    Gary scoffed.  “That’s ridiculous.”   
 
    I didn’t waver.  “No.  Unfortunately, it’s the truth.” 
 
    Gary tried to shrug me off.  “I’m not going to listen to this.”     
 
    “You don’t have a choice in the matter,” Joe said.   
 
    “It turned out it was the beer that did you in,” I added.   
 
    Gary gave me a blank stare.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I pulled an evidence bag out of my purse.  Inside the bag was an empty beer can.   
 
    Gary remained dismissive.  “So what?  It’s a beer can.” 
 
    I corrected him.  “It’s not just any beer can.  This was found in the garbage can beside your brother’s garage.” 
 
    Gary didn’t budge an inch.  “And?  My brother drank beer.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not this brand.  I know for a fact that your brother was a Tiller Light kind of guy.  This is a can of Pibst—the brand you drink.  There were a whole bunch of Pibst beer cans strewn all over your apartment when we questioned you yesterday.” 
 
    Gary held firm with his denial.  “That still doesn’t mean anything.  Pibst is a very popular brand.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  Only this particular beer can happens to have your fingerprint on it.  The crime lab has already confirmed it,” I said.   
 
    Gary’s voice started cracking.  “That doesn’t prove I killed Nick.  I visited my brother all the time.  That could have been an old can that you found in the trash.” 
 
    I shook my head once more.  “Wrong again.  The garbage man had just come to pick up Nick’s trash in the morning on the day he was murdered.  Your beer can was the only piece of trash in the garbage can.  It was a fresh can of beer that you had just brought over yourself and finished before going inside Nick’s house.  You obviously thought the police wouldn’t think twice about seeing an empty beer can in Nick’s garbage, especially after all the effort you made to trash your brother’s place to make it look like his death had been due to a burglary gone wrong.  Your assumption was incorrect, though, because it stood out to me immediately.” 
 
    Gary went into full denial mode.  “No.  You have it all wrong.” 
 
    I didn’t listen to him.  “My guess was that on the drive over to Nick’s house, your nerves got to you.  Why wouldn’t they when you were about to kill your own brother?  So, in order to give yourself the courage to go through with your plan, you had a beer to take the edge off.  Once you finished up the beer, you tossed it in the garbage can, then went inside your brother’s house to kill him.” 
 
    “No.  I didn’t kill Nick,” Gary replied.   
 
    I stared Gary down and soldiered on.  “Are you really going to pretend that you didn’t kill your brother?  You had the motive, means, and opportunity.  On top of that, we have your fingerprint on a beer can found at your brother’s house.  You can argue with us all you want, but you’re going down.  You did this.  Just admit it, Gary.  You killed your brother, didn’t you?” 
 
    Gary shut down on me.  He averted his eyes, desperate not to make eye contact.   
 
    I went after him again.  “Didn’t you?” 
 
    Gary took a deep breath then muttered his reply, “Yes.” 
 
    I shot him a glare.  “You disgust me.” 
 
    A mixture of anguish and rage came to Gary’s face as he tried to explain himself.  “Every betrayal in life hurts, but the wounds caused by your family cut the deepest.  When Nick and I lost both of our parents in that car accident a decade and a half ago, Nick promised to take care of me, to always be there for me.  Yet, there he was, living in his nice house with his posh life, while I was slumming it in some lousy apartment, toiling away at a low-level job.  Even so, I remained loyal to him, continuing to work for his agency even though I could have gotten paid more if I had taken a job at another agency.  And how did Nick repay me for my loyalty?  By giving the promotion I had been working so hard for to Lisa Dalton—the woman he was having a fling with.  Nick passing me up for that promotion was a stab in the back.  All I did was return the favor.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Gary wasn’t ashamed in the least.  He didn’t realize it yet, but he would be.  Gary would have plenty of time to regret what he did when he spent the rest of his life behind bars.  What a waste of a life.  
 
    As I tried to get over the shock of how this case had ended, my brother handcuffed Gary, read him his rights, then dragged him off to his patrol car.  I spent the next half an hour in a fog of disbelief before I realized that it wouldn’t do me any good to keep fixating on something I couldn’t change. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was always a relief to put a case behind me.  With this investigation, that was especially true.  Not only had we gotten justice for Nick, but we were also able to put his killer behind bars before this case stretched too deep into the holiday season.  That part made me especially happy, mostly because it would have been impossible to ring in the season with joyous cheer if the killer was still at large.   
 
    With Gary Newton behind bars, I could cut loose and indulge in some real holiday cheer.  Christmas had always been one of my favorite holidays, but this year, it would be even more special.   
 
    Getting my holiday spirit back would also allow me to get rid of all this tension that I had been holding onto.  Throughout the case, anxiety and stress had quickly been eating me up inside.  I wanted it all to fade away as quickly as possible.  
 
    My brother wasn’t as quick to switch into a festive mood.  He always made a slow transition back to normalcy after closing the book on a case.  One thing he did in a hurry was poke his hand into a box of donuts.  After he had taken a bite of a chocolate-frosted one, he let out a big sigh.   
 
    “What a way to ring in the holidays,” Joe said.   
 
    I shook my head.  “This isn’t how I’m ringing in my holidays.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?  Big plans?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  With this case closed, I’m planning on taking part in as many holiday festivities as I can.” 
 
    “Ah, Hope.  You always find a way to look on the bright side, don’t you?” 
 
    “During the holidays, absolutely.  If there’s ever a time to look on the bright side, it’s now.” 
 
    Thankfully, he didn’t argue with me.  Instead, he gave my statement a lot of thought. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” he replied.   
 
    I corrected him.  “I’m definitely right.  After all, the season is about celebrating the birth of Christ, a man renowned for looking on the bright side.” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “True.” 
 
    Joe then got lost deep in thought.   
 
    I decided to pick his brain.  “What are you thinking?”   
 
    “Just how glad I am to have this case behind us.” 
 
    I knew there was a lot more going on in his mind than that, but if he wasn’t ready to share it all with me yet, I wasn’t going to force the issue.  I had already done plenty of mental prodding with the murder suspects. 
 
    Instead, I commiserated with my brother.  “I second that.  I have never been happier to put a case to bed in my entire life.” 
 
    Joe held up what was left of his donut and looked like he was about to propose a toast. “Here’s to the Hadley family ingenuity paying dividends yet again.”   
 
    “Absolutely.”  My focus then shifted to the future.  “So, what’s on tap for you next?” 
 
    My brother polished off his first donut then grabbed a second one from the box.  “You know my donuts come first, and everything else comes second.”  
 
    “Right.  You want to savor that flavor as long as you can.  You have the rest of your life to make plans.”  
 
    Joe smiled wide.  “You know me so well.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “That’s because you are predictable beyond belief.” 
 
    “I prefer to call it consistent.” 
 
    “Call it whatever you want.  There’s no denying that you are a creature of comfort.”   
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “No.  I’m just saying that there’s nothing wrong with mixing things up every once in a while.” 
 
    “You do things your way, and I’ll do them mine.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Joe, it is Christmas time.  Is it too much to ask to get in the spirit of the season?” 
 
    “You’re right.  It’s better to give than receive and all that.”  He held out the box for me.  “Donut?”    
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant.  I was just saying, I get that you don’t want to go too far out of your comfort zone, but surely the bakery makes holiday-themed donuts.”   
 
    “They do, but I’ve been getting the same flavor from them for eight years.  I have never gotten a bad chocolate-frosted donut from them, so why should I mess with such a good thing?” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed again.  “You’re hopeless.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re not going to have a donut?” 
 
    I turned him down.  “No donut for me today, I’m afraid.” 
 
    He seemed surprised.  “Really?”  Joe shrugged his shoulders.  “That leaves more for me.” 
 
    “I’m saving my appetite for something better,” I said.   
 
    Joe looked baffled.  “What could be better than a donut?” 
 
    “Daniel’s Christmas cookies,” I said.     
 
    I could see my brother’s thoughts drift off into the land of sweets.  “They don’t sound half bad.”   
 
    “They taste even better than you can imagine.” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I can imagine a lot.” 
 
    “Trust me, they are the best cookies you have ever tasted,” I insisted.   
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for that,” Joe replied.   
 
    “No, you don’t.  Come over to Daniel’s with me.  I’m sure he has some extra cookies to spare.” 
 
    Joe declined.  “Nah.  I don’t want to intrude on you lovebirds.”   
 
    “Joe, don’t be ridiculous.  The holidays are meant for family to get together.”   
 
    He was still reticent.  “All right.  As long as you’re sure I’m not intruding.” 
 
    “You’re not,” I assured him. 
 
    I then moved to get into the passenger seat of his car.   
 
    Joe stopped me before I did.  “Hope.” 
 
    I turned to him.  “Yes?” 
 
    “Thanks for being such a good sister.” 
 
    “Of course.”   
 
    “No, really.  I’m a lucky guy to have a sister like you.” 
 
    “Right back at you.  Other than how irrationally stubborn you are about your donuts, I can’t imagine having a better brother.” 
 
    We gave each other a hug before my appetite once again took center stage.   
 
    “By the way, I’m sure Daniel has some eggnog to go along with his delicious cookies.” 
 
    “That sounds good.”  He had one caveat.  “As long as it’s not spiked.  Alcohol has caused enough trouble this holiday season.” 
 
    I laughed.  “That’s so true.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Murder Hits Close To Home 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look what Joe got me,” Summer Gilbert said.  
 
    I stared at the diamond necklace that Summer proudly wore.  My brother’s girlfriend was completely beaming.  Then again, why wouldn’t she be?  After all, what woman didn’t love diamonds? 
 
    While Summer continued to revel, I turned my focus to my clean-shaven, blue-eyed brother, Joe, who sipped his beer quietly.   
 
    “You romantic,” I said.    
 
    Joe always put on the face of a tough guy, but he had softer side to him, and it was finally coming out.  Although, he was quite uncomfortable with it being on display.   
 
    Joe sat across the table from me at Benjamin’s Bistro, a popular casual restaurant that was located on Ocean Drive.   
 
    My brother’s face was red as he replied, “I didn’t think Summer was going to show that to you.” 
 
    Summer threw out her arms.  “What’s the point of getting a gift like this if you’re not going to share it with the world?” 
 
    “She’s right, you know?” I said. 
 
    My fiancé, Daniel Jacobsen, sat beside me at the table and spoke up for the first time since the unveiling of Summer’s new necklace.   
 
    “Way to really set the bar sky high, Joe,” Daniel joked.   
 
    Joe was visibly uncomfortable, not just with Daniel’s wisecrack, but the entire direction of this conversation.  “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    “Why is your face so red?  You shouldn’t be embarrassed.  You did something fantastic,” Summer said.   
 
    “Exactly.  Besides, I didn’t know you had a romantic gesture like that in you,” I said.   
 
    “Neither did I,” Daniel said.    
 
    “Did you not hear when I said I’d like to talk about something else?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Oh, we heard you.  But I’m not done with this topic,” I said.   
 
    “I’m sure everyone else is—” Joe started to say.   
 
    “Don’t speak too soon.  I want to hear what’s on Hope’s mind,” Summer said.  
 
    Joe folded his arms and stared at me.  “Fine.  Will you just get to the point?” 
 
    It had been an interesting past six months in Hollywood, Florida, that’s for sure.  The crime rate was down.  My brother was finally in a long term relationship.  I would be getting married in a few months.  Life was good.     
 
    “What I was going to say was that ever since you met Summer, a whole new side of you has come out,” I replied.  “Which naturally makes me wonder if there are any other sides of you that you’re still hiding.”   
 
     “That’s none of your business,” Joe said.   
 
    Summer leaned across the table and whispered to me, “I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said.   
 
    Joe’s face was as red as ever.  “Another topic please.” 
 
    I gave my brother a break.  “Sure,” I said.  “We can talk about something else.”  I turned to my fiancé.  “In case you were wondering, I wouldn’t mind getting a necklace like that of my own.  Hint, hint.” 
 
    Daniel drenched his answer in sarcasm.  “Way to be subtle.” 
 
    “Subtlety is overrated,” I said.  
 
    Daniel looked at my ring finger.  “To be fair, you do have a diamond of your own.” 
 
    “True,” I said.  “But if there’s one thing a woman can never have too many of, it is diamonds.” 
 
    Summer held her glass up.  “I second that.” 
 
    Joe stared across the table at Daniel.  “I don’t know about you, but I feel like the bar keeps getting raised higher and higher the longer this conversation goes on.”   
 
    “I know what you mean,” Daniel said. 
 
    “All right.  We get it.  Enough diamond talk,” I said.   
 
    “For now,” Summer said.   
 
    I nodded.  “Exactly.  I promise not to mention diamonds again.  At least, for the rest of this conversation.”  
 
    “How generous,” Joe joked.   
 
    “Fine.  You want some real generosity?”  I reached into my purse.  “The next round of drinks is on me.” 
 
    Suddenly, everyone at the table was happy.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    A few hours later 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we were all leaving the restaurant, Summer pulled me aside to speak with me in private.     
 
    “Hope, can I talk to you a minute?” Summer asked.   
 
    “Of course,” I said.   
 
    She bit the corner of her lip.  “I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “All right.  What is it?” I said.   
 
    “It’s just that your brother’s birthday is coming up and I’m having a hard time figuring out what to get him.  Do you have any ideas?” 
 
    “He hasn’t mentioned anything to you?” 
 
    Summer shook her head.  “Not a single thing.” 
 
    My nose crinkled.  “I’d like to say that surprises me.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not in the least.  He likes to keep things close to the vest.” 
 
    Frustration was all over Summer’s face.  “Tell me about it.  I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love your brother, but he’s not exactly the most expressive person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Necklace aside, of course,” I said.   
 
    “That’s the thing.  I thought that by him giving me this necklace, maybe it would be a sign that he would start opening up to me more.  Instead, I feel like he believes that giving me the necklace can replace opening up to me.” 
 
    “I know that Joe can be frustrating to read sometimes, but it’s clear to me that he loves you.” 
 
    “And I love him.  That’s why I want to get him something special for his birthday.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll like anything you get him.” 
 
    “I’d prefer not to make such a sweeping assumption.  After all, what if I’m wrong?” 
 
    “You’ll think of something.” 
 
    “Wait.  So does that mean that nothing comes to your mind?” Summer asked.   
 
    “Like you said, my brother isn’t the most expressive person.” 
 
    Discouragement came to Summer’s face.  “I was afraid you were going to say that.” 
 
    “I already told you, he’ll like whatever you give him.  The fact is that Joe loves you.  I’ve never seen him this happy.  You’re the best thing to ever happen to him.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for saying that, but I’m not sure that I can live up to that level of praise.” 
 
    “Trust me, you do,” I said.     
 
    Summer smiled.  “You know, Joe is lucky to have a sister like you.” 
 
    “Have you told him that?” I asked.   
 
    “No, but I will.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s going to love hearing that from you,” I joked.   
 
    Summer laughed.  A beeping sound was then heard.  She immediately reached into her purse and grabbed her phone.  “I have to check my messages.  This could be important.” 
 
    As she read the new text message on her phone, the entire complexion of her face changed.   
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.   
 
    “It’s my sister.  She’s been having all kinds of problems lately,” Summer said.   
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “I need to call her.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said.   
 
    Summer walked off and called her sister. 
 
    Meanwhile, Joe approached me.  “What’s up?” 
 
    “Apparently, her sister really needs to talk to her,” I said.   
 
    Joe grimaced.  “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “What kind of problems has her sister been having?” I asked.   
 
    “Trust me.  You don’t want to know,” Joe said.   
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day, I woke up with a bad feeling in my gut.  At first, I thought that maybe I just had an upset stomach.  After taking my dog for a walk, I walked into my kitchen to whip up a home remedy to soothe my ailing tummy.   
 
    Unfortunately, my remedy did not work.  Even after having a small breakfast of yogurt and a banana, my stomach still felt like it was tied in knots.  My instincts were telling me that something big was going on.   
 
    I decided to call my brother.  Maybe he would have some sort of insight for me.  When he didn’t pick up his phone, I became even more unsettled.  I left him a voice mail message, then texted him, hoping I would get a response from him that way.   
 
    A few minutes passed without word from Joe.  With each second that ticked by, my anxiety grew.  I then got an idea to call Summer.  Perhaps Joe was at her house.   
 
    Summer didn’t answer her phone either.  I left a voice mail with her as well before hanging up my phone.  By then, my thoughts were racing.  Why weren’t either of them answering?  I hated being in the dark, especially considering that the nauseating feeling in my gut was now as strong as ever.   
 
    I dialed Joe’s number again.  Thankfully, this time, he answered his phone.   
 
    Much to my chagrin, a solemn tone was in his voice as he took my call.   
 
    “Hope, can I call you back in a few minutes?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Why, what’s going on?” I replied.   
 
    “This isn’t a good time.” 
 
    Uh-oh.  That was the last thing I wanted to hear right then.  “Joe, you have to give me more than that.  What’s the matter?” 
 
    Joe exhaled.  “All right.  Are you sitting down?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  Why?” 
 
    “Trust me.  You’re going to want to take a seat.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Why?” 
 
    “Because Summer’s sister is dead.” 
 
    “Oh my.  That’s terrible.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Summer is a complete wreck.” 
 
    As the awful feeling in my gut persisted, a question popped into my mind.  “I hate to ask this, but what was the cause of death?” 
 
    “That’s the thing.  All signs are pointing to murder,” Joe said.   
 
    My jaw dropped.  I tried to formulate a response, but words failed me.   
 
    When a few seconds of silence went by without a reply from me, Joe spoke up.     
 
    “Hope—” 
 
    I managed to untie my tongue.  “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “No, you don’t have to—” Joe started to say.   
 
    I wouldn’t let him finish the sentence.  My mind was already made up.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I grabbed my keys, went online, looked up the address of April Gilbert’s house, hopped in my car, and drove over to Simms Street.   
 
    When I pulled up in front of April’s light-brown Spanish-style house, there was half a dozen police squad cars already there, in addition to the medical examiner’s van.  Yellow tape cordoned off the area.   
 
    I parked a little bit down the street and walked toward April’s place.  Luckily, I knew the deputy who was in charge of crowd control.  He let me go right past the yellow tape and into the house.  As I entered the foyer, all the police activity seemed to be centered on the adjacent living room.   
 
    Out the corner of my eye, I saw April Gilbert’s lifeless body on the ground with a stab wound in her chest.  What I didn’t see was a murder weapon.   
 
    The murder scene was a grisly sight.  So much so that I had to look away.   
 
    At the back of the room, I spotted my brother speaking with the medical examiner.  I was going to approach him.   
 
    Then I saw Summer Gilbert rush toward the front door of the house, wiping tears from her eyes.  As she made her way outside, I followed her to the front yard.        
 
    After giving her a big hug, I expressed my condolences.  “I’m so sorry about what happened.”  
 
    Summer didn’t say a word.  It was clear that she was in a state of shock.  She stared out into the distance, as if the idea of making eye contact with me was too overwhelming of a proposition for her.   
 
    “I just can’t believe she’s gone,” Summer said.   
 
    “Neither can I,” I said.  “It’s just awful.”   
 
    Summer threw out her arms.  “Who would do something like this?” 
 
    “I wish I had an answer for you.” 
 
    “April had a kind heart.  She was a loving sister.  She was nice to everyone she met.  Why did something like this have to happen to her?” 
 
    “I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t, because this doesn’t make any sense.  She was only forty-six.  She was still so young, she…”  Summer trailed off, unable to finish her sentence.   
 
    “Again, I’m just so sorry for your loss,” I said.   
 
    “I’m not just sorry.  I’m really angry too.  Some monster killed my sister.  Even worse, they’re still out there somewhere, getting to live out their life, while April is…”  Summer got choked up again.   
 
    “I know this is an insanely difficult time for you, but I assure you, that maniac won’t be out there for long,” I said.   
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because my brother and I are going to find out who did this to your sister.  I promise,” I said.   
 
    “I hope you do,” Summer said.   
 
    “This is about more than just hope.  We’re not going to stop until whoever is responsible for this is behind bars.” 
 
    Summer gazed deep into my eyes.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  It’s the least we can do.” 
 
    Summer took a deep breath.  “You know what I want to do?  Just crawl into a hole and pretend like today never happened.”  
 
    “I certainly understand that sentiment.  But here’s the thing, for me to be able to find out who killed April, there’s something I need from you.” 
 
     “What is it?” Summer asked.   
 
    “Tell me everything about these recent problems that your sister was having,” I said.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I finished speaking with Summer, my emotions were still raw.  As Joe approached me, I tried to pull myself together as best as I could, but that proved very difficult to do.   
 
    “Can you believe it?” I asked.   
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Of course not.  This is crazy.” 
 
    “Just when life was really going well, too.” 
 
    “Isn’t that always the way things work out?” 
 
    “That sure seems to be the case.  At least in Hollywood.”   
 
    A pained expression was on Joe’s face as he replied, “What a tragedy.”  
 
    I nodded.  “Especially for Summer.  My heart goes out to her.” 
 
    “I know.  So does mine,” Joe said.  “I just wish…” 
 
    He couldn’t finish his sentence, but I had a pretty good feeling about what he was trying to say.   
 
    “I wish we could have done something to stop this too, but we’re not psychic.  We didn’t know this was going to happen,” I said.   
 
    Joe took a deep breath.  “It’s just incredibly difficult, seeing Summer so broken up, and feeling so helpless.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.  You want to do everything you can for her, but you can’t give her what she really wants.  The fact is, there’s nothing that any of us can do to bring her sister back.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Isn’t that the brutal truth?” 
 
    “But there is something we can do.”  
 
    Resolve came to his face.  “I hear you.  As much as I hate to leave Summer alone right now, there’s work to do.” 
 
    “There sure is.  I mean, it’s bad enough that there’s a killer on the loose.  It would be infinitely worse if they got away with murder.”  
 
    Steely determination was in Joe’s eyes.  “That’s not going to happen.  I’m going to make sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    “On that note, where do you want to start?” 
 
    “In my experience, an ex-husband is always a good bet,” Joe said.   
 
    “I can’t disagree with that,” I replied.  “Let’s see what Matthew Wheaton has to say for himself.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matthew Wheaton ran one of the most successful solar panel company’s in town.  All I had to do was take one look at all the paperwork on his desk to see that he was a busy man.  But the slick, trim, angular-faced forty-nine-year-old looked especially eager to show Joe and me the door.   
 
    What Matthew failed to realize was that my brother and I weren’t going anywhere until we got some answers.  
 
    An exasperated tone was in Matthew’s voice as he spoke with us.  “I don’t understand why you’re even here.”  
 
    “Mr. Wheaton, please don’t play dumb with us,” Joe said.   
 
    “I’m being serious,” Matthew said.   
 
    “We told you.  April Gilbert is dead,” Joe said.  
 
    “I’m sorry about that.  But I don’t get why you’re talking to me,” Matthew said.  
 
    “I have a hard time believing either of those statements,” Joe said.   
 
    Matthew’s nose wrinkled.  “Why?” 
 
    “Are you really sorry about April’s death?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Of course I am.  It’s terrible that she’s gone,” Matthew said.   
 
    Joe stared Matthew down.  A moment of silence passed. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” Matthew asked.  
 
    “Mr. Wheaton, I want you to know that we’re going to do everything in our power to bring April’s killer to justice,” I said.   
 
    “Are you trying to intimidate me?  Because don’t bother,” Matthew said.   
 
    With Joe and Matthew in the middle of a stare down, I tried to diffuse the tension between them.   
 
    “This doesn’t have to be so confrontational,” I said.   
 
    “Tell him that,” Matthew said. 
 
    “Look.  We just have a few questions for you,” I said.    
 
    “Isn’t there someone else you should be talking to right now?” Matthew asked.   
 
    I folded my arms.  “Matthew, are you in a hurry to get rid of us?”  
 
    Matthew shook his head.    
 
    I squinted at him.  “Really?  Because it sure seems like you are.” 
 
    “I was just trying to urge you not to waste your time,” Matthew said.   
 
    “Trust me.  We wouldn’t be here if we thought it was a waste of time,” I said.   
 
    “Well, it is.  I had nothing to do with April’s death,” Matthew said.   
 
    “The jury is still out on that one,” I said.   
 
    Matthew gritted his teeth.  
 
    “Fine.  If you’re so convinced that we should be talking to someone else right now, does anyone in particular stand out to you?” Joe asked.   
 
    “It’s your job to know that stuff, not mine,” Matthew said.   
 
    “All right.  Since you weren’t able to provide us with any names, we’ll just get back to you,” Joe said.   
 
    Matthew shrugged.  “How many times do I have to tell you that I didn’t kill April?” 
 
    “Telling us is one thing.  Being able to prove it is another,” Joe said.  
 
    Matthew groaned.  “This is crazy.” 
 
    “Look.  I’d like to believe you,” Joe said. 
 
    “Then do it,” Matthew said.   
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Joe said. 
 
    “Sure it is,” Matthew said.   
 
    “The thing is, you certainly had reason to want her dead,” Joe said.   
 
    Matthew threw his arms out.  “What are you talking about?”  
 
    Joe stared Matthew down.  “What do you think we are, stupid?  We know you two had a bitter divorce.” 
 
    “That was eight years ago,” Matthew said.   
 
    “True, but you’re still paying her alimony,” Joe said.   
 
    “I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Matthew said.   
 
    “I have a hard time believing that,” Joe said.  “Over the course of eight years, all those payments add up to a lot of money out of your pocket.”  
 
    I piggybacked on Joe’s comment.  “If that’s not bad enough, April was about to file for an increase in alimony payments from you.”  
 
    “Do you really think I’d kill her over something like that?” Matthew asked.   
 
    “I don’t know what you’re capable of.  That’s what we’re here to find out,” Joe said.   
 
    “I’ll make it really easy for you.  I’m not a killer,” Matthew said.  
 
    “Mr. Wheaton, we’re going to need more than that,” Joe said.   
 
    “What else do you want from me?” Matthew asked.   
 
    “An alibi would be nice,” Joe said.   
 
    “This is ridiculous.  You think I might have killed my ex-wife over alimony payments?” Matthew said.   
 
    “I’ve seen people killed over less,” Joe said.   
 
    “Detective, I run a wildly successful business.  I’ve been in a committed relationship for the last five years.  I wouldn’t risk all that to murder my ex-wife,” Matthew said.  
 
    “Fine.  Then prove it.  Do you have an alibi for last night?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I’m afraid my answer is going to be quite boring.  I worked late, then went home, watched some sports highlights on TV, and crashed out,” Matthew said.   
 
    “What time did you leave here?” Joe asked.   
 
    “A little after nine o’clock,” Matthew said.   
 
    “And you went straight home?” Joe said.   
 
    Matthew nodded.   
 
    “Is there anyone who can verify that story?  Your girlfriend, maybe?” Joe said.   
 
    “I don’t need anyone to verify it.  That’s what happened,” Matthew said.   
 
    “Answer my question.  Is there anyone who can corroborate what you just told me?” Joe asked.   
 
    “No.  But I’m telling you the truth,” Matthew said.  
 
    “That’s what every suspect says,” Joe replied. 
 
    “I don’t care what anyone else says.  I told you where I was last night,” Matthew replied.  “So if you don’t have any proof that I did anything wrong, we’re done here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe hated Matthew’s attitude, but he was in a bind.  As much as Matthew rubbed him in the wrong way, Joe didn’t have a shred of proof that Matthew was guilty of anything other than being a man with a short fuse and a big ego.   
 
    Reluctantly, Joe and I left Matthew’s office and drove over to Monique’s Hair Salon on Sheridan Street.  It turned out that business was booming.  So when Joe approached Debra Jameson with his police badge out, Debra elected to speak with us outside the salon.   
 
    Things got off to a peculiar start when Debra began walking out of the salon with her hair-cutting shears still in her hand.  When I brought that fact to her attention, she immediately put the shears down and pretended like she’d just had an absent-minded moment.  Only I wasn’t as convinced that her mind was as absent as she was leading on.   
 
    From there, the three of us headed outside.  As Joe revealed the news of April’s death to Debra, I watched the forty-nine-year-old’s body language.  Debra had curly hair, a trim body, a square face, and hazel eyes.  Her muscles didn’t tense up, nor did she seem overly remorseful upon hearing that April was deceased.   
 
    My thoughts then turned to the conversation I’d had with Summer earlier when she had given me some background on Debra.  Apparently, Debra and Matthew had been dating for five years, but they were nowhere near getting engaged.  Apparently, Matthew’s bitter divorce from April had made him gun shy about ever getting married again.  I couldn’t help but wonder how that made Debra feel, to be in a long-term committed relationship with a man who was so reluctant to ever walk down the aisle again.   
 
    My head was abruptly pulled out of the clouds by the sound of Debra’s voice interrupting Joe.   
 
    “I think you’ve come to the wrong place,” Debra said.  
 
    “I assure you, we haven’t,” Joe said.   
 
    “You must know something that I don’t then.  I’m very confused as to why you’re here,” Debra said.   
 
    “I told you, April Gilbert was murdered,” Joe said.   
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  That’s awful.  At the same time, I can’t figure out why you want to talk to me.  I’ve never even spoken to April,” Debra said.   
 
    “That may be true, but you’re dating someone who used to be married to her,” Joe said.   
 
    “By that logic, why aren’t you talking to Matthew right now?” Debra asked.   
 
    “We just finished speaking with him.  Now we have some questions for you,” Joe said.   
 
    Debra’s nose scrunched.  “What kind of questions?” 
 
    “Simple stuff, like where were you last night between ten and eleven o’clock?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I was at home,” Debra said.   
 
    “Doing what?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Reading,” Debra said.   
 
    “Were you alone?” Joe said.   
 
    Debra folded her arms.  “You mean, do I have an alibi?” 
 
    “Since you put it that way, do you?” Joe said.   
 
    Debra shook her head.  “No.”   
 
    “That’s a shame,” Joe said.   
 
    “Then again, I didn’t think an innocent woman needed an alibi,” Debra said.   
 
    “If you’re innocent, that’s exactly why you do need one,” Joe said.  “To prove without a doubt that you aren’t guilty.” 
 
    Debra scoffed.  “Do you really think I could have murdered someone I’ve never met?” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’d love to be able to cross you off of my suspect list, but without an alibi, I can’t do that,” Joe said.   
 
    “By the way, why weren’t you with your boyfriend?” I asked.   
 
    “Matthew was working late so I decided to curl up on my couch with a glass of wine and a good book,” Debra said.   
 
    “According to Matthew, he left work around nine.  Why didn’t he stop by your place?” I asked.   
 
    “When he works late, he leaves the office completely exhausted.  He wouldn’t have had much energy left over for me,” Debra said.   
 
    “Is that what he told you?” I said.   
 
    “He didn’t have to.  I know my boyfriend,” Debra said.   
 
    “What did he tell you exactly?” I said.   
 
    “That he was leaving work and heading home to crash out,” Debra said.   
 
    “And you believe him?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course I do.  I have no reason not to,” Debra said.   
 
    “I can think of a reason,” I said.   
 
    “My boyfriend didn’t kill April,” Debra said.   
 
    “Someone did,” I said.   
 
    “It wasn’t him,” Debra said.  “And it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, neither of you have alibis for the time of the murder,” Joe said.   
 
    Debra groaned.  “This is ludicrous.  What reason would I even have for wanting her dead?” 
 
    Joe exhaled.  “Are you really going to make us spell it out for you?” 
 
    “I sure am.  Especially since I believe this accusation of yours is completely baseless,” Debra said.   
 
    “Actually, money is one of the most common motives for committing murder,” Joe said. 
 
    Debra chuckled.  “Now you’re really talking crazy.  I don’t stand to make any money from April’s death.” 
 
    “Not directly.  But Matthew will suddenly have twenty-one-hundred dollars extra in his pocket every month just by not having to pay April alimony,” Joe said.  “With her dead, that’s money that he can start spending on you.”   
 
    “I don’t like where this conversation is going,” Debra said. 
 
    “And I don’t like that there’s a killer on the loose,” Joe said.   
 
    “I’ll bet.  Which is all the more reason for you to stop wasting your time hassling me,” Debra said.   
 
    “Ms. Jameson, trust me.  You’re the only one who thinks I’m wasting my time right now,” Joe said.   
 
    “If you’re so certain that I did something wrong, are you planning on arresting me?” Debra asked.   
 
    Joe stared her down.  “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “In that case, I need to get back to work,” Debra said.   
 
    She took a few steps back toward the entrance to the salon.   
 
    Joe made sure to get the last word in.  “Don’t go leaving town now, you hear?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I headed over to a computer repair shop on Park Road.  Greg Bell, one of the repair techs, was tinkering with a laptop as we entered the store.  For a man who lived in sunny southeastern Florida, Greg sure had pale skin.  The long-haired forty-five-year-old had a mustache, glasses, a scrawny frame, and very little customer service skills. 
 
    Until Joe pulled out his police badge, Greg didn’t even look like he wanted to speak with us at all.  Thankfully, the badge was enough to get his attention.  Joe introduced himself and broke the news about April’s death.  He was very careful with his phrasing, only mentioning that she was deceased, not that she was murdered. 
 
    Greg was visibly distraught when he heard that April was dead.  
 
    “That’s terrible news,” Greg said.   
 
    “You’re really broken up, aren’t you?” Joe said.   
 
    “Of course I am.  Why wouldn’t I be?” Greg asked.   
 
    “Not everyone is,” Joe said.   
 
    “What kind of a heartless monster wouldn’t be bothered by that news?” Greg asked. 
 
    “I can think of a few names,” Joe said.  “Can you?”  
 
    It didn’t take long for Greg to produce an answer.  “Her ex-husband, of course.”  
 
    “Anyone else?” Joe said.   
 
    Greg shook his head. 
 
    “Are you sure no one else comes to mind?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Not at the moment,” Greg said.   
 
    I focused on another subject.  “You cared about April a lot, didn’t you?”  
 
    “She was a good friend,” Greg said.   
 
    “Isn’t it true that you wanted to be a lot more than just friends with her?” I asked.  
 
    Greg’s face tensed up as he stared at me.  
 
    “Why are you asking me that?” Greg said.  “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “April’s death wasn’t just some freak accident.  She was murdered,” I said.  
 
    Greg’s eyes widened.  “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said.   
 
    Greg threw out his arms.  “Who would do something like that?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” I said.   
 
    “Then why are you here?” Greg asked.  As he stared at Joe, a paranoid look came to his face.  “Unless…wait a minute, you don’t think I might have had something to do with this, do you?” 
 
    “We’re not sure,” Joe said.  
 
    “That wasn’t a no,” Greg said.   
 
    “We’re just here to ask you some questions.  If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to worry about,” Joe said.   
 
    “I don’t like the tone you’re taking with me,” Greg said.   
 
    “Will you please calm down?  I’m just doing my job here,” Joe said.   
 
    Greg shook his head.  “No.  If you were doing your job, you’d be tracking down the killer, not badgering me.”  
 
    Joe snickered.  “I have news for you.  This isn’t badgering.” 
 
    “It sure feels like it,” Greg said.    
 
    Joe scoffed.  “I haven’t even gotten to the tough questions yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean, tough questions?” Greg asked.  
 
    “For example, where were you last night between ten and eleven o’clock?” Joe asked.  
 
    “I don’t know why you thought that would be a tough question.  I was at home,” Greg said.    
 
    “Doing what?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Playing video games,” Greg said.  
 
    Joe’s eyebrows rose.  “You still play video games at your age?” 
 
    Greg folded his arms.  “Don’t judge me.” 
 
    “Is it safe to assume that you were alone last night then?” Joe asked.   
 
    “What did I tell you about judging me?” Greg replied.   
 
    “Fine.  I’ll ask you again without any judgment in my voice.  Were you alone last night?” 
 
    Greg meekly responded, “Yes.”  He then became very defensive.  “Why does that even matter?” 
 
    “Because without anyone to verify your story, I can’t confirm that you are telling the truth,” Joe said.   
 
    Greg waggled his pointer finger.  “Wait a minute.  Do you really think I’d make up a story about playing video games all night?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you would or wouldn’t do,” Joe said.  “I try to only concern myself with the facts.  In this case, the one that stands out is how you don’t have anyone to corroborate your alibi.” 
 
    “Alibi?” Greg asked.  “This is nuts.  I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.  But the fact is that someone killed April—” 
 
    Greg cut Joe off.  “Yeah.  Someone else.” 
 
    Joe shot Greg a glare.  “Let me finish.” 
 
    Greg gulped.  “Right.  Sorry.” 
 
    “From what we hear, you had a serious crush on April,” Joe said.   
 
    “I wouldn’t say it was serious,” Greg replied.   
 
    “Do I have to tell you what the consequences are of lying to a police detective?” Joe asked.   
 
    Greg revised his story.  “All right.  I admit it.  I really liked her.  Which is all the more reason not to suspect me.  I would never hurt her.” 
 
    I spoke up.  “You’d be surprised what people do when their feelings aren’t reciprocated.” 
 
    “No, I’m not like that,” Greg said.   
 
    “It would sure be a lot easier to believe you if you had an alibi,” Joe said.  “Since you don’t, we have no choice but to suspect you.”   
 
    “You can suspect me all you want.  But it’s not going to change the fact that I had nothing to do with her death.  Period,” Greg said.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wesley Wilkerson was a goateed forty-three-year-old with a trim body, a handsome face, and an oversized ego.  He worked at Ziggy’s Supermarket on Oakwood Boulevard.  Not only was Ziggy’s the biggest grocery store in Hollywood, it was also April Gilbert’s former workplace.  
 
    Wesley was giving one of the cashiers an earful as Joe and I entered the store.  Normally, we would have gone right over and begun interviewing him.  We decided to take a different approach this time.  Joe and I headed to the back of the store where the general manager’s office was located. After a ten-minute discussion with the manager, we made our way to the front of the store again, pulled Wesley aside, and explained to him why we were there.   
 
    Wesley’s muscles tensed up as Joe relayed the news of April’s murder.  I watched Wesley’s body language closely as he mentioned how shocked he was.  Whether his reaction was genuine or just an act was yet to be determined.  
 
    There were a number of different directions that Joe could have taken the conversation next.  Instead of diving straight into the hard-hitting questions, he surprisingly opted to focus on grocery store-related matters.   
 
    “Your boss told us you just got a big promotion,” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley’s face filled with frustration.  “Wait a minute.  You talked to my boss?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No.  I’m just confused about why you did that,” Wesley said.   
 
    “It’s my job to gather as much information as possible.  For example, the fact that April beat you out for this very promotion last month,” Joe said.   
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, and don’t go reading too far into things.  It’s just a coincidence that she died a month after getting promoted over me,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Maybe you’re right.  But there’s no denying that you have profited from her death,” Joe said.   
 
    “In more ways than one,” I said.  “From what I was told, this new promotion of yours comes with a sizable pay increase.” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you right there,” Wesley said.   
 
    “What’s the matter?  Is this conversation making you uncomfortable?” I asked.  
 
    Wesley shook his head.  “No.  It’s just that you seem to be drawing a whole bunch of misleading conclusions.” 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll just focus on the facts then.  Like your engagement to Vikki Watson,” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley shrugged.  “What does that have to do with this discussion?” 
 
    “You two are probably in the middle of planning your wedding—” Joe started to say. 
 
    Wesley interrupted.  “Why are you bringing that up?”   
 
    “Because everyone knows that weddings aren’t cheap.  I’ll bet the extra money you’re making from your new promotion is going to come in handier than ever now,” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley scoffed.  “You’ve got to be kidding me.  You think I killed April to pay for my wedding?”   
 
    “No,” Joe said.     
 
    “Good.  Because that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Wesley said.   
 
    “This promotion comes with all sorts of benefits.  Of course, the pay raise is great, but joining the ranks of management means you’re also finally getting the respect that you’ve been so desperately craving ever since joining Ziggy’s,” Joe said. 
 
    “You sure have a way of twisting the facts around,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Actually, those were your boss’s words, not mine.  So if you have a problem with what I just said, take it up with him,” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley gritted his teeth.  When he saw Joe staring him down, Wesley tried to look as unbothered as possible.  “That’s okay.  It doesn’t matter what my boss said.” 
 
    “Why not?” Joe asked.     
 
    “Because nothing is going to change the fact that I didn’t have anything to do with April’s death,” Wesley said.   
 
    “That’s a pretty strong denial,” Joe said.     
 
    “It’s more than that.  It’s the truth,” Wesley said.   
 
    “If that’s really the case, there’s one easy way of proving that,” Joe said.   
 
    “How?” Wesley asked.   
 
    “By answering this question,” Joe said.   
 
    “All right.  Fire away,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Were you with your fiancé last night?” Joe asked.   
 
    Wesley’s eyebrows knitted.  “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “Will you please just answer the question?” Joe said.   
 
    “I’d be happy to…when you tell me why you asked it in the first place,” Wesley said.   
 
    “I want to know where you were last night,” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley bit his lip.  “You mean, you’re trying to find out if I have an alibi for the time of April’s murder.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes,” Joe said.  
 
    “So do you?” I asked.  
 
    “I didn’t know I needed one,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Is that a no?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Vikki and I had dinner together,” Wesley said.  “Are you happy now?” 
 
    “That depends.  What time did you leave dinner?” Joe said.   
 
    “Around eleven o’clock,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Really?” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley nodded.   
 
    “And Vikki will be able to confirm that?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Of course,” Wesley said.   
 
    If he was telling the truth, it put him in the clear.  According to the medical examiner, April had died between ten and eleven.  Still, Vikki being able to verify that alibi was a big question mark.   
 
    Joe and I would question Vikki shortly.  In the meantime, we continued with Wesley.  
 
    “What did you do after dinner?” Joe said.   
 
    “I dropped Vikki off at her place then headed home,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Did you happen to swing by April Gilbert’s house on the way?” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley shook his head.  “No.  Now, are we done here?” 
 
    “For the moment,” Joe said.   
 
    “Good,” Wesley said.   
 
    Wesley’s smug smile rubbed me the wrong way.  But with the scales tipped toward him being innocent, I had to shelve my feelings.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I didn’t even have to leave the grocery store to speak with the next suspect on our list.  Vikki Watson was working at one of the registers when we pulled her aside.  We made sure to bring Vikki outside as we didn’t want Wesley to see us with her.  Nor did we want him to be able to interfere with us questioning her. 
 
    Vikki was a red-haired, voluptuous, forty-two-year-old who had freckles on the cheeks of her round face.  But the thing that stood out the most about her was the sparkling diamond ring on her finger.   
 
    So while Joe revealed the news of April’s death to Vikki, I focused on other matters entirely.   
 
    “How many carats is it?” I said.   
 
    Most women would be anxious to flaunt a diamond like that.  Not Vikki.  She looked like she wanted to take the ring off and place it in her purse so it wouldn’t be mentioned again.   
 
    “I don’t see what my ring has to do with this conversation,” Vikki said.   
 
    “Maybe a lot more than you’re letting on,” I said.   
 
    Vikki shot me a glare.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “That’s an impressive diamond,” I said.   
 
    “Can we get back to the point?” Vikki asked.   
 
    “You sure seem to be in a hurry to change the subject,” I said.   
 
    “I just don’t understand what your fascination is with my ring,” Vikki said.   
 
    “I’ve never met a woman before who has no interest in talking about diamonds,” I said. 
 
    “Well, you have now,” Vikki said.   
 
    “Are you planning a big wedding?’ I asked.   
 
    “That’s none of your business,” Vikki said.  “Can we please return to the topic at hand?” 
 
    “You can try to change the subject all you want, but that sparkly ring on her finger sure knows how to command attention,” I said.   
 
    Vikki lost her temper.  “Enough about the ring.” 
 
    I stared her down.  “Testy, testy.  You want to talk about something else?  Fine.  Let’s talk about your relationship with Wesley.” 
 
    Vikki shook her head.  “Let’s not.” 
 
    “You don’t want to talk about your ring.  You don’t want to talk about your relationship.  Is there anything you are comfortable talking about?” I asked.   
 
    Vikki nodded.  “Yes.” 
 
    “What?” I asked.     
 
    “I’m not stupid.  I know why you pulled me aside.  So let’s not waste any more time.  I didn’t kill April.  All right?” Vikki said.   
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Joe said.   
 
    “Sure it is.  You’re the one who is making things more complicated than they have to be,” Vikki said.   
 
    “I’m just doing my job,” Joe said.   
 
    “Nice try, but if you were really doing your job, you’d be talking to someone else right now instead of bothering me,” Vikki said.   
 
    “I get it.  You want us to turn around and walk away.  To never bother you again,” Joe said.   
 
    “I’d love nothing more,” Vikki said.   
 
    “Fine.  Want us out of your hair?  Answer this one question.  Where were you last night?” Joe said.   
 
    “Wesley took me out to dinner.  Now, can I go?” Vikki asked.   
 
    Joe held his hand out.  “Not so fast.” 
 
    “But you just said—” 
 
    Joe interrupted Vikki.  “I want to know where you were the whole night.” 
 
    Vikki groaned.  “All right.  When we finished up at the restaurant, Wesley dropped me off at home.  Then I went to bed.” 
 
    “What time did you arrive back at your house?” Joe asked.   
 
    “It was right around ten,” Vikki said.   
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Joe said.   
 
    Vikki shrugged.  “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “Because if that is the truth then it means that you have no one to verify your whereabouts during the time of April’s murder,” Joe said.   
 
    “On second thought, Wesley might have dropped me off later than I realized.  I’m not really great with time,” Vikki said.   
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Really?  You’re changing your story just like that?  How convenient.” 
 
    “In the end, it doesn’t really matter what time he dropped me off.  Like I told you, I went inside and headed straight to bed,” Vikki said.   
 
    “So you say,” Joe replied.   
 
    “It’s the truth,” Vikki said.  
 
    “According to you,” Joe said.  “I don’t believe what I can’t verify.”   
 
    “For the last time, I didn’t do anything,” Vikki said.    
 
    “You sure had a reason to,” Joe said. 
 
    Vikki put her hands on her hips.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You stood to benefit from your fiancé’s promotion almost as much as he did.  The added money in his wallet is going to help pay for your wedding.  Plus your honeymoon.  And down the road, maybe a down payment on a new house together,” Joe said.   
 
    “This is absurd.  I didn’t kill April,” Vikki said.   
 
    “How about Wesley?” I asked.   
 
    Vikki waggled her pointer finger at me.  “Oh no you don’t.  I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “We’re just trying to uncover the truth,” Joe said.   
 
    “No.  You’re trying to turn Wesley and me against each other,” Vikki said.  “Well it’s not going to work.” 
 
    “Vikki, if you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to worry about,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t have anything to hide,” Vikki said.   
 
    “How about Wesley?” I asked.  
 
    “He didn’t kill April either,” Vikki said.  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” I asked.   
 
    “How dare you accuse my fiancé of something so dastardly,” Vikki said.   
 
    “How well do you really know Wesley?” I said.  
 
    “Well enough to say for certain that he is innocent,” Vikki replied.   
 
    “You’re devoted to him.  That’s very admirable.  But what if he isn’t as loyal to you?” I asked.   
 
    “That would be a shame,” Vikki said.  “But it also wouldn’t change the fact that I had nothing to do with April’s death.” 
 
    “It would sure be a lot easier to believe that if you had an alibi for the time of her murder,” Joe said.   
 
    “Believe whatever you want.  I’m innocent.  End of story,” Vikki said.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had pushed Vikki to the brink, but all we really had to show for it was frustration.  We lobbed a few more questions her way, but she completely shut us down. 
 
    Instead of wasting anymore of our time with Ms. Watson, Joe and I tracked Wesley down again inside the store.  He looked disgusted to see us approaching him.   
 
    “Wesley, we need to have a few more words with you,” Joe said.   
 
    An exasperated look came to Wesley’s face.  “Haven’t you bothered me enough for one day?” 
 
    “This is serious,” Joe said.  “We have a problem.”   
 
    “I don’t care,” Wesley said.  “I answered all your questions already.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s the problem.  One of your answers didn’t check out,” Joe said.     
 
    Wesley’s nose crinkled.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Vikki told us you dropped her off shortly before ten last night.  Which means you had plenty of time to drive over to April’s house and kill her,” Joe said.   
 
    “Let me stop you right there.  My fiancé made a mistake—” Wesley said.   
 
    Joe interrupted him.  “That’s what you’d like us to believe, but Vikki told us differently.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  Vikki is great at a lot of things, but keeping track of time is not one of her strong suits,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Mr. Wilkerson, I know what I heard.  So as much as you’d like to believe that you’re off the hook when it comes to this case, you’re not,” Joe said. 
 
    Wesley lost his temper.  “This is ridiculous.  I didn’t kill April.”   
 
    “It’s a shame you don’t have an alibi to prove that,” Joe said.   
 
    “Yeah?  Well as far as I can tell, you don’t have a shred of proof that I did anything wrong,” Wesley said.  “And unless you can produce some, I have to get back to work.” 
 
    As much as Wesley was getting on Joe’s nerves, my brother had no concrete evidence pointing to Wesley’s guilt.   
 
    So, reluctantly, Joe let Wesley get back to work. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I had been in this position before.  Where answers were in scarce supply, leads were non-existent, and a sense of exasperation took hold of us. 
 
    As Joe drove away from the grocery store, he began to rant.  “You know, I keep thinking that eventually these investigations are going to get easier.”    
 
    “But they never do,” I said.   
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Nope.  If anything, they are becoming increasingly more difficult.” 
 
    “Hey, keep your chin up,” I said.  “Who knows?  Maybe the crime lab will have some good news for us when they get done with their tests.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it.  They didn’t sound too optimistic earlier.” 
 
    “You aren’t exactly a pillar of optimism right now either.” 
 
    “I’m just being honest about my feelings.  This case is a beast.” 
 
    “True.  But you never know when you might catch a big break.” 
 
    “Or if I’ll catch a break.” 
 
    Joe’s pores were oozing with pessimism.  Nothing I said seemed to help.  As I looked at the deflated look on my brother’s face, it was hard not to feel discouraged myself.   
 
    Over the course of my investigative career, I had learned a number of things.  For example, the power of rest and relaxation.  Sometimes, what my brain needed most was to recharge.  I believed that was especially true right then.   
 
    “I think it’s time that we call it a night,” I said. 
 
    “At the moment, I don’t think we have any other choice,” Joe said.  “We’re fresh out of suspects and don’t have a single lead to speak of.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what.  Why don’t you grab some dinner, get some shut eye, and we’ll see if we can make some headway on this case tomorrow?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t anticipate being able to get to bed early tonight.  I have to go check up on Summer.  I’m sure she’s still a complete wreck.” 
 
    I nodded.  “You’re probably right.  Send her my condolences again.” 
 
    “I will.”  Joe groaned.   
 
    “Hang in there.  We’ll figure this out.” 
 
    “I know you’re just trying to make me feel better, but I’m just so…”  He couldn’t finish his sentence.  Instead, he just gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Irritated?” I asked.  
 
    “Among other things,” he said.  “Look.  I’m a realist.  I know it would be too much to ask for us to have found a figurative smoking gun at the crime scene, but after a day of investigating, you’d think we’d be able to at least eliminate at least a few of the suspects.” 
 
    “Or even one.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Yet here we are, which each of the suspects looking guilty in their own way.” 
 
    “Like I said, you need to take a break from this case.  Go take care of Summer.” 
 
    “That’s the thing.  I wish I had better news to share with her.  I mean, I can’t bring her sister back, but I really thought that we’d be a lot closer to finding the killer by now.” 
 
    “I’m sure Summer knows that you’re doing your best.” 
 
    “Except that during times like this, results are what matter the most.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself.  This case is already difficult enough.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “Besides, who knows what tomorrow will bring?” I said.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    A good night’s rest was usually just what I needed to get my head straight.  But when I woke up the next morning, I didn’t end up having a revelation about the case.  Instead, I found myself staring down the same old questions.  
 
    Answers eluded me for another three days.  By that point, I felt inescapably stumped.  To make matters worse, Joe was just as baffled as I was.  Rarely had our collective wisdom added up to so little.  We weren’t the only ones coming up short.  The crime lab was of no help either.     
 
    I found myself stewing in an absurd amount of frustration.  The problem was, I didn’t see any end in sight.  With each hour that ticked by, it became harder to remain optimistic about the case.     
 
    Then, on Thursday afternoon, I received a phone call from Joe that nearly took my breath away.  He had some wildly unexpected news for me.   
 
    When our conversation ended ten minutes later, I needed to take a few moments to compose myself.  
 
    I then jumped in my car and met up with him at Matthew Wheaton’s house.   
 
    When I pulled up in front of the brown Spanish-Style house, a number of squad cars were already there, as was a van.   
 
    Joe greeted me at the bottom of the driveway.  From there, we both walked toward the medical examiner’s van.   
 
    “Can you believe this?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Honestly, I’m still in shock,” I said.   
 
    “I’m right there with you.  But I’ll take a break any way I can get it,” he said.   
 
    “I understand.  Still, it’s hard to believe that a lead like this just fell into your lap.” 
 
    “Whether you believe it or not, it’s hard to ignore a find like this,” Joe said.   
 
    Joe stopped at the van and grabbed an evidence bag.  Inside the bag was a bloodstained knife.   
 
    “The lab still has to test the knife, but it’s a really good bet that this blood belongs to April,” Joe said.   
 
    I looked at the side of Matthew’s house where a garbage can stood next to the garage.   
 
    “And you found this knife in the garbage?” I asked.   
 
    Joe nodded.  “I know.  Crazy, huh?”  
 
    My nose crinkled.  “Not just that.  It doesn’t make sense.”   
 
    “Maybe not to you, but that’s exactly where we found it,” Joe said.   
 
    “I meant, if you were a killer, why would you throw out the murder weapon in a garbage can at your house?” I asked.   
 
    Joe shrugged.  “That part is a head scratcher.” 
 
    “It’s more than that.  I mean, we’re only a few miles from the ocean.  Why not dispose of the weapon there?  Or in a nearby swamp?  Or anywhere but at your house?”   
 
    “I wish I had a better answer for you.  All I can say is that maybe Matthew just got careless.” 
 
    I looked at squad car.  Matthew Wheaton was being detained in the back.   
 
    “Have you talked to Matthew yet?” I said.   
 
    Joe nodded.   
 
    “And?” I asked.   
 
    “He denies any involvement.” 
 
    “No surprise there.” 
 
    “He says he’s being framed.” 
 
    “Of course.”    
 
    “But you can’t argue with evidence like this.” 
 
    “True.”  I scratched my chin.  “Still, something isn’t sitting right with me.” 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” he asked.   
 
    “How did you even know to come over here?  Or to root through Matthew’s garbage can?” 
 
    “9-1-1 got an anonymous call.”  
 
    My eyes widened.  “Anonymous?” 
 
    “I know how you feel about anonymous calls, but this one panned out.  The caller said they saw Matthew throwing the knife out in his garbage can,” Joe said.   
 
    I shook my head in disbelief.  Something about this was just rubbing me the wrong way.  I turned away from the garbage can and did a quick visual scan of the neighborhood.  As I did, my forehead wrinkled.   
 
    “Hope, what are you thinking?” Joe said. 
 
    “Just bear with me, all right?” I said.   
 
    “Okay,” Joe said.  “Now what’s going on?”   
 
    “For someone to have seen Matthew put the knife in the trash, they’d have to have a direct line of sight to this garbage can.  Now, the way I see it, there are only six houses on this block that fit that description.” 
 
    Joe gave the street a quick visual scan of his own.  “That sounds about right.”   
 
    “I say we knock on some doors.  My instincts are telling me there’s a lot more to this story.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Knocking on doors proved to be far more fruitful than I even imagined.  While making our rounds of the neighborhood, Joe and I stumbled upon an eye-opening discovery.  
 
    Upon further investigation, our newfound lead took us across town to Wesley Wilkerson’s house.  At first, Wesley refused to open his door.  Finally, after three sets of knocks, he came outside to speak with us.  
 
    As expected, he was in a foul mood.  
 
    “Go away,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Not a chance,” Joe replied.   
 
    “I don’t have anything to say to you,” Wesley replied.   
 
    “Fine.  We’ll do the talking,” I said.   
 
    “Why don’t you just leave?” Wesley snapped.   
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t do that,” I said.  
 
    “Sure you can,” Wesley said.   
 
    “Not with what we know,” I said.   
 
    Wesley’s eyebrows knitted.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Wesley, I don’t know who you think you’re fooling, but it isn’t us.  We know you killed April,” I said.   
 
    Wesley scoffed.  “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “I know that’s what you’d like us to believe, but we’ve got you,” I said.   
 
    Wesley snickered.  “You’re crazy.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  There’s only one crazy person in this conversation, and it’s you.” 
 
    “How dare you—?” 
 
    Joe interrupted Wesley.  “Give it a rest already.  We know what you did.  Just admit it.  You killed April.” 
 
    Wesley folded his arms.  “If you’re going to make an accusation like that, I hope you have proof.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we do,” Joe said.   
 
    Wesley sneered.  “You’re bluffing.”   
 
    “You wish.  You tried your best to pin the murder on Matthew Wheaton, but in the process, you made a very big mistake,” I said.   
 
    Wesley threw out his arms.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You were the one who planted the murder weapon in Matthew’s garbage can.  A short time later, you placed an anonymous call to 9-1-1.  The one thing you failed to do was keep yourself from being spotted by one of Matthew’s neighbors,” I said.   
 
    Wesley’s face went pale.   
 
    “That promotion meant the world to you.  Not only would you have significantly more money in your pocket, but it was the next step in your goal of one day becoming the store’s general manager.  So you couldn’t believe it when April got promoted instead of you.  But you were more than just outraged.  You were determined to get what you wanted.  You knew that if April was out of the picture, the promotion would be as good as yours.  So you killed her,” I said.   
 
    Wesley didn’t say a word. 
 
    I continued.  “Then we came around asking all kinds of questions.  After our conversation a few days ago, you probably figured that it was only a matter of time before we put the pieces together.  So you decided to frame Matthew for the crime.  As April’s ex-husband, he seemed like the perfect fall guy.  But like I said before, you slipped up.  And now it’s all over for you.  So why don’t you just admit what you did?” 
 
    Wesley took a deep breath and then blurted out the truth.  “Yeah.  I did it, all right?  That was my promotion.  My ticket to a better life.  And I wasn’t about to let April take what was mine.”   
 
    I shook my head in disgust.  “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    Joe handcuffed Wesley then hauled him off to the police station where he was booked for murder.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    A week later 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Happy Birthday,” I said.   
 
    I handed my brother a wrapped present as he stood in the doorway of his Spanish-style home.   
 
    “Thank you,” Joe said.   
 
    Daniel stood beside me on the front doorstep and was quick to point out the brand-new football jersey that Joe was wearing.  “Nice jersey.” 
 
    Joe beamed.  “I know, right?”  He turned to Summer, who was standing beside him in the foyer of his house.  “I have my wonderful girlfriend to thank for that.” 
 
    Joe wrapped his arm over Summer’s shoulder.   
 
    “I’m just glad that you like it,” Summer said.   
 
    “Was there ever any doubt that I would?” Joe asked.   
 
    Clearly, Joe didn’t realize how nervous Summer had been about picking out the right gift.  Summer and I exchanged knowing smiles.   
 
    “I hope you like our gift as well,” I said.   
 
    I was pretty sure he would.  What man didn’t enjoy free football tickets? 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I love—being able to spend my birthday with friends and family instead of running around town like a madman trying to chase after a killer,” Joe said.  
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  Being able to close the book on this case was a gift in itself.” 
 
    “It really was.  Peace of mind is an amazing thing,” I said.   
 
    Daniel held up a brown takeout bag.  “Do you know what else is pretty amazing?  Donuts.” 
 
    Joe’s eyes lit up.  “You brought me donuts?” 
 
    I chuckled.   
 
    Joe scrunched his nose.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “You seem more excited about the donuts than the present I brought you,” I said.  
 
    “I’m sure I’ll love your present too, but I know that I love donuts,” Joe said.   
 
    Joe grabbed a chocolate-glazed donut from the bag and took a bite.   
 
    Summer squinted.  “Honey, are you really going to eat that now?”   
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Because we’re going to be grilling up hamburgers and hot dogs in a few minutes,” Summer said.   
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’ll have room for those too,” Joe said.   
 
    “I have my doubts, but I’ll keep my mouth shut since it’s your birthday,” Summer said.   
 
    Joe held his pointer finger up.  “Never question a man’s appetite.” 
 
    “You’re right.  That was foolish of me,” Summer joked.   
 
    “Speaking of, time to head out back.  Those burgers aren’t going to grill themselves,” Joe said.   
 
    “They sure won’t, and I’m hungry…for something other than donuts,” Summer joked.   
 
    “Good.  You know I don’t like to share baked goods,” Joe said.   
 
    I chuckled.  “You aren’t kidding.  Want to see a different side to my brother?  All you have to do is come between him and his sweets.” 
 
    Daniel and Summer both laughed at my wisecrack.     
 
    I put my hand on my brother’s shoulder.  “It’s a good thing you’re more generous in other areas of your life.”   
 
    “Speaking of, we’d like to invite you and Daniel out to dinner tomorrow,” Joe said. 
 
    “It’s our treat,” Summer added.     
 
    “Free food?” I said.  “How can we say no to that?” 
 
    “Just to be clear, you’re inviting us to dinner at a restaurant, not at the donut shop, right?” Daniel said.  
 
    “Of course,” Joe said.  “I can’t believe you’d even ask me that.” 
 
    “Well, you do love your baked goods,” Daniel said.   
 
    Joe took a big bite of his donut and then playfully said, “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Hurricanes Can Be Murder


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe it,” I said.   
 
    My fiancé, Daniel Jacobsen, was equally slack-jawed.  How could he not be at a time like that?  We were staring down a nightmare scenario.  And it wasn’t just us.  Practically the entire state of Florida was on high alert. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because a hurricane was about to make landfall.  Hurricane Jacoby had already cut a destructive path throughout much of the Caribbean.  It had left behind mass flooding and destruction in its wake.  The true extent of the damage caused by Jacoby wouldn’t be known for weeks to come when things finally settled down and emergency crews could assess what had taken place. 
 
    While my heart certainly went out to the residents of the Caribbean, right then, I was more concerned with Jacoby’s plans for the state of Florida.  And more specifically, my house.  Would it survive this storm?  I honestly didn’t know.   
 
    I would remain in the dark for some time.  After all, I was currently in a shelter with my fiancé.   
 
    We weren’t alone either.  There were over five-hundred residents of Hollywood, Florida, in that high school gymnasium on that particular evening.  In addition, there were nine other local shelters scattered throughout Hollywood. 
 
    Even so, a lot of the locals had not answered the call to evacuate.  That wasn’t just the case in my hometown.  It was true in the entire state of Florida.  Those people were braver than me.  Or more foolish.   
 
    Florida residents were a unique breed of people.  They knew that storms came every year.  That natural disasters were unavoidable.  Yet they stayed in the sunshine state anyway.   
 
    A lot of them were like me.  That had family here.  Friends.  A life.   
 
    I had grown up in Hollywood.  I had lived through many hurricane seasons.  And I had various scars to prove it. 
 
    The same could be said of people who lived throughout the rest of the south.  Or who resided along the Atlantic Coast.  There was a certain resilience that came with experience.  But sometimes that led to foolhardiness.   
 
    For a few months every year, the threat of hurricanes was on the minds of all locals.  In fact, hurricanes had their own season.  It would be one thing if a single hurricane struck each year.  That was never the case.  Truthfully, residents were lucky if only three or four storms swept through town. 
 
    The frequency of the storms, combined with varying levels of strength that each particular hurricane possessed, made each situation unique.  That wasn’t all.  Even though meteorologists did their best to predict what was in store, they didn’t know for sure what would happen until it actually took place.  Sometimes, the forecasters believed that the eye of the storm would pass right over town and it didn’t.  There were times when the wind speed was believed to be over a hundred and forty miles per hour, only for it to be more powerful.  Then there was the storm surge prediction.  There were just so many variables.   
 
    The fear of the unknown was what drove me out of my house every time.  Also, the fact that I would rather be safe than sorry.  Sure, I had storm shutters on my home.  In addition, my windows were made of some of the strongest glass available.  On top of that, I always had sandbags in my shed in case a storm threat arose.  Those bags were now stacked in front of my doors.   
 
    Despite all the precautions I had taken, there was always a chance that the worst could happen.  The intensity of the storm could rip apart my shutters.  Flood waters could make their way into my home.  Then what?  I would be trapped.  With nowhere to go.  And no one to save me.  Not until the storm was over.  If I could survive that long. 
 
    Of course, that was the worst-case scenario.  There had been times in the past when it seemed like a storm would be fierce.  When I thought it would be an absolute beast that took no prisoners.  Only for the hurricane to cause very little damage.  Even when that happened, I was still thankful that I had evacuated.   
 
    I was glad that my fiancé felt the same way.  Some of my neighbors certainly didn’t.  No matter how much I tried to convince them to leave town or to head to a shelter, they refused to do it.  Their reasons were varied.  A few of them were gamblers.  They were willing to roll the dice that they could ride out the storm without too much damage.  Others had storm fatigue.  They were tired of constantly evacuating.  If the worst came to pass, that they would rather be in their home.  
 
    None of my neighbors had elderly family members who were largely immobile.  Although, when I spoke with some of the other residents in town, that was another excuse I heard.  It seemed like at the conclusion of each storm, at least one poor old soul was found dead.  My heart always went out to them. 
 
    I just prayed that it would not happen again this time.  To me, what mattered most, was that everyone survived this hurricane.  Property damage was inevitable.  But no one had to lose their life.   
 
    As I sat on a cot in the gymnasium and stared at the livestream of the national news on my laptop, I thought about my neighbors who were back in their homes.  Who were stocked up with supplies.  Who were surrounded by their possessions and keepsakes.  Who were praying for the best. 
 
    The forecast didn’t look good.  In fact, it was downright bleak.  The hurricane would be making landfall soon.  There was a very real chance that I would lose internet.  Although, I was far more worried about the shelter losing power.  Granted, the high school had generators, but most generators have a very limited life.   
 
    My fiancé turned away from the laptop.   
 
    Meanwhile, I kept staring at the screen.  “If this weather forecast is correct, this hurricane is going to be devastating.” 
 
    “There’s a chance that the meteorologists are wrong,” Daniel said. 
 
    “Just because you want them to be wrong, doesn’t mean that they will be.” 
 
    “I realize that.  But storms are unpredictable.” 
 
    “True.  The forecast model has changed three or four times this week.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    My hands began to shake.  “I’m so nervous right now.” 
 
    Daniel wrapped his arms around me.  “Everything is going to be okay.”   
 
    “I know you’re saying that to try and make me feel better, but you don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” I asked.   
 
    “Because we’re here in a shelter.  There’s no doubt in my mind that we are safe.  This place was built to withstand even the most destructive storm.” 
 
    “Daniel, I’m not worried about the shelter crumbling.” 
 
    “Then you should know that we’re going to be okay.  And not just us, our dogs are here with us.  In addition, your brother is safe and secure at the police station.” 
 
    “You’re correct on all points,” I said.  “I’m not nervous about our safety, though.  I’m worried about what’s going on outside.  And what kind of destruction the storm is going to cause.” 
 
    “I understand that.” 
 
    “And if experience has taught me anything, it is that out there, things are certainly not okay.” 
 
    “Not at the moment, but all storms pass.  No matter what happens in any given day, the sun always rises the next morning.” 
 
    “You’re certainly taking a positive outlook on the situation.” 
 
    “That’s because I have to.  I don’t want to think about everything that could go wrong.  Especially since it’s all out of my control.” 
 
    “That’s where you and I are different.  I can’t help but look at things from all angles.  To consider each and every possibility.  And some of those scenarios are downright terrifying.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me.” 
 
    “It’s hard not to at a time like this.” 
 
    “I would actually argue that some prayer would be far more helpful right now.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.  There’s never a bad time for prayer.” 
 
    “That’s so true.” 
 
    “So, why don’t we pray for the best?” he asked.   
 
    “That sounds like a good plan,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    It was hard not knowing what was going on out there.  As someone who solved mysteries on a regular basis, staring down a big question mark was frustrating.  Granted, I was aware that I would get answers eventually.  It just might take a while.  On the flip side, there was also a pretty good chance that I wouldn’t like hearing the truth. 
 
    I figured that it would be tough falling asleep that night.  I assumed that I would spend the entire evening tossing and turning, worrying about my house.  Then Daniel’s.  Then my brother’s.  I asked myself, would we even have homes to go back to?  I had no clue what the answer to that question was.   
 
    Worry remained at the forefront of my mind all evening.  I was also overtaken by a feeling of complete helplessness.   
 
    Rather than remain in a constant state of misery, I decided to start praying.  There was certainly a lot to pray about.   
 
    There were also a lot of variables at play.  Would the storm surge really hit five feet?  How many lives lost due to the storm?  How much damage would the hurricane cause?  And how much flooding would take place?  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When morning came, I got some answers.  I also found myself staring down a new reality.  Sunlight revealed a vast change to the landscape.  My hometown actually looked so different that I briefly wondered if things would ever be the same again. 
 
    I knew it was a bold statement to make, but that was just how I felt right then.  Of course, I had lived through a number of hurricanes.  And each time, my town had recovered.  Although, every storm was followed by a long and hard recovery process.  Even so, my neighbors had managed to cobble their lives back together again.   
 
    While the brunt of the storm was over, Daniel and I could not leave the shelter.  The hurricane had caused a significant storm surge, which had flooded a great deal of the town.   
 
    Until those flood waters subsided, evacuees weren’t allowed to leave the shelter and return home.  I understood that order was in place for safety reasons.  That said, being in that shelter made me a little stir crazy.   
 
    I ended up spending much of the day staring at my phone.  I kept looking at video clips from the news about the storm.  The aerial footage in a number of those videos was incredible.  And heartbreaking.  There was just so much destruction.  Not to mention, a depressing amount of flooding.  Hurricane Jacoby had certainly left its mark.   
 
    As terrible as this new reality was, I reminded myself that at least my loved ones were alive and safe.  In the end, that was what mattered the most.  After all, not everyone could say that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was nearly a week before the flood waters had receded enough for me to check on my house.  Thankfully, I still had a home to return to.  Not everyone was so lucky.  By a stroke of luck, my neighbors had all survived.  Although, most of their possessions were a complete loss.   
 
    The entire first floor of my place was a complete write off.   
 
    Similar news awaited at Daniel’s house.   
 
    My brother, Detective Joe Hadley, also had a significant amount of flooding in his home.   
 
    Granted, our houses were all still, there, but they weren’t the same as before.  That said, at least they weren’t blown away in the storm.  We all had a roof over our heads.  It was a small victory, but a victory nonetheless.   
 
    In addition, this mess could be cleaned up.  Sure, it would take a while, but it could be done.   
 
    A weird sense of shock and relief took hold of me.  Despite everything that I had lost in the storm, deep down, I knew that things could have been much worse. 
 
    After all, no one had lost their life.  At least, as far as I knew.   
 
    As a Florida resident, I was all-too aware that material possessions could be replaced.  A human life could not.   
 
    Even so, this scene was an absolute mess.  To the point where I questioned why I lived in Florida.  Then again, I had previously lived in California, which was earthquake country.  Truthfully, there were very few places in America that were immune to natural disasters.  Whether it was hurricanes, earthquakes, wildfires, tornados, or blizzards, Mother Nature had a way of making her presence known.   
 
    Of course, that wasn’t much of a comfort when a large portion of my house had been flooded.  There was so much that I needed to do.  Starting with calling a mold-removal specialist.  I also had to file an insurance claim.  And to buy new furniture.  But right then, removing debris was a top priority.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    My fiancé and I spent the entire afternoon doing what we could to remove as much debris as possible.  The following day, we would do more of the same.   
 
    Or, so I thought.   
 
    In the middle of the morning, I received a call from my brother, Detective Joe Hadley.  Frankly, I was a little surprised to hear from him.  I figured he would be swamped.  First responders were never busier than right after a disaster.  The odds were that Joe had taken a steady stream of calls all morning.   
 
    My heart certainly went out to him.  With that much activity, I was sure he was desperate to get a break.  Rest and relaxation were not in the cards for him, however.     
 
    When I answered the call, my brother didn’t waste any time with small talk.  Instead, he got right down to business.   
 
    “I have bad news,” Joe said.   
 
    “There’s a lot of that going around,” I replied.   
 
    “True.  But this is especially horrible news.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked.  “What happened?” 
 
    “A dead body has been discovered.” 
 
    My jaw dropped.  As I processed the news, I fell silent.   
 
    When a few seconds went by without me replying, Joe spoke up.   
 
    “Hope, are you still there?” he asked.   
 
    “Yes, I am,” I replied.  “Wow.  That is so sad.” 
 
    “It truly is.” 
 
    “Is the deceased a friend of yours?” 
 
    “No.  Everyone in my life evacuated before the storm made landfall.” 
 
    “And this person didn’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “I agree.  But that isn’t even the saddest part.” 
 
    “Then what is?”   
 
    “The fact that this poor woman’s body was just found in the middle of the street.” 
 
    “Wow.  That is bleak.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Did she drown?” 
 
    “That’s the working theory.  But given the nature of how her body was discovered, the coroner is going to perform an autopsy just to be certain.” 
 
    “You don’t think she was wandering around outside during the hurricane, do you?” 
 
    “I sure hope not.” 
 
    “What else could have happened?” I asked.   
 
    “A number of windows in her neighborhood are broken.  It’s possible that the storm broke the glass, then water flooded into her house.  When the storm ended, her body might have floated out onto the street,” Joe said.   
 
    “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “It’s definitely one of the stranger cases I have come across.” 
 
    “Did the hurricane break through her storm shutters?” 
 
    “Here’s the thing.  A lot of the houses on this street don’t have shutters.” 
 
    “Wow.  So wait,” I said.  “She didn’t evacuate and she didn’t have storm shutters?”  
 
    “That’s what it looks like,” Joe replied.   
 
    “Talk about rolling the dice.  Didn’t she read the weather forecast?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I wish I had answers for you.”   
 
    “Have you been able to identify the body?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.  The forensics team found her driver’s license in her pocket.” 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    “Amanda Lindstrom.  According to my search database, she has one local family member.  I will be notifying her brother of her passing.” 
 
    “He has my sympathies.” 
 
    “This is the part of my job that I really hate.  It’s always so emotional, speaking with a victim’s family member.” 
 
    “I know.  What a rough day you have in store.” 
 
    “And my work shift just started.” 
 
    “Is Amanda Lindstrom the only fatal casualty of the storm so far?” I asked.   
 
    “Thankfully, yes,” Joe said.  “Let’s hope it stays that way.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    When I got off the phone with my brother, I went back to cleaning up my place.  The debris removal continued for the rest of the morning and afternoon as I tried to assess how many of my belongings were salvageable. 
 
    By the time I called it quits around dinnertime, I took a seat outside and looked back at my house in disbelief.  It was crazy to think that I had been working two days solid, yet I had very little to show for my efforts.  There was so much left to do.  As a matter of fact, it would probably be months before things went back to normal.   
 
    I wish I could tell you that the following day went a little better.  Instead, things got much worse.   
 
    The latest round of trouble began with another phone call from my brother.  Joe told me that he wanted me to come into the police station.  I wasn’t quite sure why he needed to see me in person.  I found out soon enough. 
 
    When I arrived at the station, my brother brought me over to the morgue.  Up until then, I had just gone along with Joe’s wishes.  Right then, I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer.   
 
    “Joe, I think I’ve been patient.  But I need to know.  What’s so important that you didn’t want to tell me over the phone?” I asked.   
 
    “Remember that woman I told you about yesterday?” Joe replied.  “The dead body that was discovered in the middle of the street?” 
 
    “The suspected drowning victim?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “Exactly.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “What about her?” 
 
    “The coroner finished the autopsy.” 
 
    I stared deep into my brother’s eyes.  “And judging by the look on your face, the medical examiner doesn’t believe that this woman drowned.”  
 
    Joe shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “Then what was her cause of death?” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this, but according to the coroner, she was strangled.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Dead serious,” Joe said.   
 
    I grimaced.  “If she was strangled, that means the storm didn’t kill her.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Which means something else did.” 
 
    “Not something else,” Joe said.  “Someone else.” 
 
    I winced.  “Oh no.  Not again.  Not another homicide.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but as of right now, all signs are pointing to Amanda Lindstrom’s death being the result of murder.” 
 
    “So, you called me here because we have another investigation on our hands?” 
 
    “We certainly do,” he said.  “Amanda’s killer is out there somewhere, and we need to find them.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.  Talk about a terrible time to have to conduct a homicide investigation.” 
 
    “Hope, it’s not like there’s ever a good time for a murder to take place.” 
 
    “I know.  But this is especially bad timing.  I mean, our hometown is in shambles right now.” 
 
    “I understand that.  I have a job to do, though, and I’d really like your help.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” I said.  “So, what are the details that you can give me?” 
 
    “To start, there does seem to be one thing in our favor,” he said.   
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I know this for sure.  The killer did not evacuate during the storm.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure of that?” 
 
    “According to the medical examiner, the victim was killed shortly before the hurricane made landfall.  The murderer wouldn’t have had time to kill her and skip town.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “I can also safely say that the murderer wasn’t anyone who was hiding out in one of the local shelters.  They couldn’t have committed murder and made it to a shelter in time.” 
 
    “That isn’t the biggest clue ever, but it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “It narrows the potential suspect pool down a little.” 
 
    “Did the coroner find any foreign fingerprints or DNA on the body?” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “It is.  But it was also exactly what I expected.  Whoever was behind this put some planning into it.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  What kind of a devious mind uses a hurricane as a cover for murder?” 
 
    “The same kind of maniac who would count on Amanda’s death being ruled as a drowning.  On the flip side, that means the killer probably doesn’t realize that a murder investigation has been opened.” 
 
    “If that’s true, it gives us a little bit of an advantage.” 
 
    “A very small one.” 
 
    “Is that all we have going for us?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  I do have a lead on a potential suspect,” Joe said.   
 
    “In that case, why don’t we pay them a visit?” I replied.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe and I drove over to George Lindstrom’s place.  George was Amanda’s older brother.  He had come to the police station the day before to identify his sister’s body.   
 
    On the way to Mr. Lindstrom’s house, I was amazed by what I saw.  Everywhere I looked, I saw damage.  As far as I could tell, the entire town of Hollywood was in shambles.  No one had been spared from heartbreak.  Whether they were rich or poor, they were all affected in some way.   
 
    With this level of devastation, there was so much work to be done before things could ever get back to normal.  In some cases, there would never be a sense of normalcy again. 
 
    Since my brother was the one who drove, I had plenty of time to stare out the window from the passenger seat.  With each street that we passed, I was struck by how much harder some neighborhoods were hit than others.  Although, in some cases, even within a single street, a few houses were in much worse shape than the rest.   
 
    It pulled at my heart strings to see that.  Frankly, I barely even recognized my hometown anymore.  It looked more like a disaster area now.  That said, I knew that Hollywood would recover from this.  This little corner of Florida had been pummeled by hurricanes before.  Each time, it recovered.  This time would be no different.  We were a resilient town.  Even so, until the cleanup effort were complete, it was a bleak landscape to look at.   
 
    As Joe’s car arrived at Denton Road, I could have lingered on the effects of the storm even longer.  In fact, I could just sit there and feel bad for my hometown all day.  But that wasn’t productive.  If I was going to be any help to Joe with this murder investigation, I needed to screw my head on right.  There would be plenty of time to assess the aftermath of the hurricane later.  Right then, my brother needed my help.   
 
    Joe pulled up in front of George’s home.  One thing immediately stuck out to me.  Even though George’s house was equipped with storm shutters, the place didn’t escape the storm unscathed.  All I had to do was look at the front of his house to see that he had experienced some flooding.  In fact, there was a discoloration of the paint job about halfway up the front of his house.  That discoloration marked how deep the flood waters had been before they eventually receded.   
 
    All told, George managed to escape this storm with less damage than most Floridians did.  But he still had some cleaning up to do.  George was actually in the process of doing just that as Joe and I came up his driveway.  George was dragging a waterlogged recliner down the driveway when he spotted us.   
 
    When he saw my brother, George stopped what he was doing and gave Joe a baffled look.    
 
    “Detective, what are you doing here?” George asked.   
 
    “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you,” Joe said.   
 
    George went on a rant.  “Great.  More bad news.  Just what I need.  As if I’m not dealing with enough already.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I wouldn’t be here right now if it wasn’t important,” Joe said. 
 
    George let out a groan and then replied, “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s about your sister.” 
 
    George got a faraway look in his eyes.  “I still can’t believe she’s gone.  I miss her so much.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you do.” 
 
    “What a terrible way to go.” 
 
    Joe put his hand up.  “Actually, that’s what I need to speak with you about.” 
 
    George put his hands on his hips.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not following you.” 
 
    “Mr. Lindstrom, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just come out with it,” Joe replied.  “There are some suspicious circumstances surrounding your sister’s death.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  I never thought she’d become a casualty of a storm like this.  On top of that, I imagine that drowning is just such an agonizing way to die.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, though.  It turns out that your sister didn’t drown.” 
 
    George threw out his arms.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The medical examiner performed an autopsy on your sister’s body.  And according to the coroner, your sister’s cause of death was strangulation.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  Are you telling me that Amanda was strangled?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “I am.” 
 
    A look of disbelief came to George’s eyes.  “No way.” 
 
    “I know it’s difficult to believe, but it looks like someone murdered your sister.” 
 
    “You’re right.  That is hard to believe.” 
 
    “Even so, it’s the truth.” 
 
    George’s eyebrows knitted.  “Who would do something like that?” 
 
    “We were hoping you could help us answer that question.” 
 
    George pointed at himself.  “Me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Joe said.   
 
    “I don’t understand.  Why do you think I would have answers?” 
 
    “You’re her brother.  Her only surviving relative.  If anyone would know information about her life, it would be you.” 
 
    “Oh.  Right.  Of course.” 
 
    “Which leads to my first question.  Can you think of anyone who was having problems with Amanda?” Joe asked.   
 
    It didn’t take George long to come up with an answer.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Robert Branagan.” 
 
    “Why him?” 
 
    “Until recently, Robert and Amanda were dating.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Amanda found out that Robert was cheating on her.” 
 
    “Did your sister break up with him?” 
 
    “She sure did.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  Robert didn’t take the breakup well?” 
 
    “Not at all.  He kept trying to win her back.  He told her that he had just made a small mistake.  That it was one little lapse in judgment.” 
 
    “Did Amanda believe him?” 
 
    “She didn’t care.  When she found out that he had been unfaithful to her, she didn’t want anything to do with him.” 
 
    “Do you think Robert would kill her?” 
 
    George shrugged.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    “We will definitely speak with Robert.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Before we do, though, can you think of anyone else who might have wanted your sister dead?” 
 
    George shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    Joe’s eyes widened.  “Really?” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “Honestly.  I am.  Usually, when I’m working on a case like this, there tends to be half a dozen suspects.” 
 
    “What can I say?  Amanda was a well-liked woman.”  
 
    “Speaking of which, did you get along well with your sister?” 
 
    George nodded.  “Absolutely.” 
 
    “You two didn’t having any problems then?” Joe asked.  
 
    George shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    George changed the subject.  “Anyway, I have a lot of work to do.  I’d really like to get back to it.” 
 
    “I understand.  I just have one more question for you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Where did you ride out the storm?” 
 
    “Here,” George said. 
 
    “Alone?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re a brave man.” 
 
    “I guess I am,” George said.  “Good luck finding the killer.  I hope you make her murderer pay for what they’ve done.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Joe said.  


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    When Joe and I finished speaking with George, we drove over to Robert Branagan’s house.  Mr. Branagan lived on Coolidge Lane.  At one point in time, Coolidge was a beautiful street that was lined with trees.  Now, a lot of those trees had toppled over.   
 
    Robert’s beige-colored house had been spared that fate.  Mostly because he didn’t have any trees in his yard.  He did have a lot of debris on his property, however.   
 
    When we arrived at Mr. Branagan’s place, Joe flashed his police badge and introduced himself.  He then explained that we were there to ask him some questions.  After giving Mr. Branagan a brief rundown, Robert’s face filled with disbelief.   
 
    “Let me get this straight.  Are you telling me that someone murdered Amanda?” Robert asked.   
 
    Joe nodded.  “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s so disturbing.” 
 
    “It is.  Especially since her killer is still at-large.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who might have been behind this?” 
 
    “We were actually hoping that you might be able to help us with that.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “According to our sources, you and Amanda used to date.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Do you think I’m a suspect or something?” 
 
    “What made you jump to that conclusion?” 
 
    “I watch a lot of police shows on TV, so I know how this works.  The significant other is always a suspect.  And that’s doubly true when the victim just broke up with someone.” 
 
    “For the sake of being honest, we do have our suspicions about you.” 
 
    Robert gritted his teeth.  “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “Why not?  Like you just said.  A former significant other of a victim is always a suspect.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill Amanda,” Robert said.  “I didn’t even know she was dead.” 
 
    “I was honest with you earlier.  Now it’s your turn,” Joe said. 
 
    “I am being honest.” 
 
    “In that case, prove it.” 
 
    Robert threw out his arms.  “How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Simple.  Tell us where you rode out the hurricane.” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Were you alone?” 
 
    “You mean, do I have someone who can verify my alibi?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I was here by myself.  But I was here.” 
 
    “I really wish I could believe that.” 
 
    “No one is stopping you.” 
 
    “Mr. Branagan, your story is only as believable as my ability to verify it.” 
 
    Robert groaned.  He then raised his hand.  “Have you talked to George Lindstrom yet?” 
 
    Joe squinted.  “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because if you haven’t spoken with him, you really should.”  
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “I can give you a million reasons, and they all involve money.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Robert nodded.  “Amanda had a life insurance policy.  George was the benefactor listed on that policy.  With her death, he now stands to gain a million dollars.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Because I saw the policy with my own eyes.  Amanda showed it to me once when we were still dating.” 
 
    “Speaking of insurance policies, do you wish that Amanda had named you as a benefactor?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you?  Don’t you want a million dollars?” 
 
    “Detective, I can see what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I’m just asking you questions.” 
 
    “No.  You’re doing far more than that.  And let me tell you.  What I really want is for Amanda to still be alive.”   
 
    “Even if she refused to take you back?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Joe scratched his chin.  “Interesting.”   
 
    “Look.  Even though she broke up with me, I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her.  I’m not some monster.”  
 
    “I never said you were.” 
 
    “You’re sure trying to make me sound like one.” 
 
    “The only thing I care about is discovering the truth.  Now, someone killed her—” 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Robert said.  “Maybe it was George.” 
 
    “Mr. Branagan, I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you out,” Robert said.  “Why don’t you ask George about the insurance policy?” 
 
    “You’re really pushing this insurance policy thing pretty hard.” 
 
    “Because it’s an undeniable motive to commit murder.  A million dollars is a life-changing amount of money.” 
 
    “I can’t deny that.  At the same time, by bringing up the insurance policy, it also takes the attention off of you.” 
 
    “You’re wasting your time with me.  I didn’t kill Amanda.” 
 
    “That is still yet to be determined.  One thing that isn’t up for debate is your motive.” 
 
    “I already told you.  I didn’t want her dead.  George did.  And not just because of the money.” 
 
    “You really don’t like George Lindstrom, do you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why, what’s your problem with him?” 
 
    “He’s not a nice man.  Amanda used to complain about him a lot.” 
 
    Joe’s eyebrows rose.  “Is that so?” 
 
    “You look surprised.” 
 
    “George told us that he got along really well with his sister.” 
 
    Robert shook his head.  “I should have known that he would lie to you.” 
 
    “What’s the truth?” 
 
    “George and Amanda used to clash all the time.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “All sorts of things.  George didn’t like the way that Amanda lived her life.  He thought she made a lot of bad decisions.  He thought she should be more like him.  They were at each other’s throats constantly.” 
 
    “Say you’re right about all of this.  It doesn’t change the suspicions that I have about you,” Joe said.   
 
    “You can be as suspicious of me as you want, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m innocent,” Robert said.  “End of story.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Joe and I asked Robert a few more questions, but he didn’t give us anything to work with.  Since we were clearly getting nowhere with him, we decided to move on.   
 
    After leaving Robert’s place, a return visit to George Lindstrom’s house was in order.  
 
    It was safe to say that George looked surprised to see us.   
 
    “What are you two doing back here?” George asked. 
 
    “We need to ask you some more questions,” Joe said. 
 
    George scrunched his nose.  “About Robert?” 
 
    Joe’s eyebrows rose.  “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “After everything I told you, I’m sure you were curious to find out what he had to say for himself.” 
 
    “We were.” 
 
    “So, are you going to arrest him?” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    George folded his arms.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we have no evidence that he’s guilty.” 
 
    George threw out his arms.  “But if it wasn’t him, then who else could have done it?” 
 
    Joe raised his hand.  “It’s funny that you bring up that topic.” 
 
    George shrugged.  “Why?” 
 
    “Because Robert had some interesting things to say about you.” 
 
    George narrowed his eyes.  “Wait a minute.  Did he badmouth me?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Joe replied.  “Robert just brought up some interesting points.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t believe that guy if I were you.”   
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He’ll say anything to get his way.  He tried to do that with Amanda all the time.  It wouldn’t surprise me if he did the same thing with you.” 
 
    “Mr. Lindstrom, I’d like to stop talking about Robert for a moment.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I came back here to ask you some questions.  And I’m not leaving until you answer them.” 
 
    “What sort of questions?” 
 
    “To start, are you the benefactor on your sister’s life insurance policy?” 
 
    “What a strange thing to ask me.” 
 
    “Mr. Lindstrom, please answer my question.” 
 
    George furrowed his brow for a moment before he replied.  “Yes, I suppose I am.” 
 
    “Which means that you’ll be receiving a million dollar check soon.”   
 
    “I guess I will,” George said.  “I had forgotten about that.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Are you doubting my answer?” 
 
    “I was just going to point out that a million dollars is not something that is easily forgotten.” 
 
    “That’s not true.  I don’t live my life thinking about my sister’s insurance policy.”  George threw out his arms.  “Besides, why did you even bring up that policy?” 
 
    “People do some crazy things for money.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me you think I would kill my sister over money.” 
 
    “According to Robert, you and Amanda used to clash pretty regularly.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he said that.” 
 
    “Why?  Because he’s wrong?  Or because he’s right.” 
 
    George scoffed.  “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Mr. Lindstrom, please answer me.” 
 
    “Like all siblings, we had our disagreements.  But I wouldn’t say that we clashed.  And especially not constantly.” 
 
    “I guess it’s just your word against Robert’s then.” 
 
    “Detective, I already told you.  I had nothing to do with my sister’s death.” 
 
    “You say that, but her insurance policy gave you a million reasons to want her dead.” 
 
    “For the last time, I’m innocent.” 
 
    “It’s a shame that you can’t prove that,” Joe said. 
 
    “True.  But you also can’t prove that I’m guilty.  And unless that changes, I’m done talking to you,” George replied. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    As Joe and I drove away from George’s place, my brother was having difficulty keeping a lid on his emotions.  His frustration began to boil over.   
 
    “I hate cases like this,” Joe said.   
 
    “I hate all murder cases,” I said.   
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  But an investigation like this is particularly maddening.” 
 
    “I agree.  And here I thought that only having two suspects would make things easier.” 
 
    “I figured the same thing.  Yet here I am, absolutely beside myself.” 
 
    “In your defense, both of these suspects have been a real pain to talk to.” 
 
    “They make me want to pull my hair out.” 
 
    “I’d say that I’m right there with you, but I’d really like to keep my hair,” I said. 
 
    Joe remained as serious as ever. 
 
    “That was a joke,” I said.   
 
    My brother didn’t laugh.  Instead, he replied, “Right.  Of course.” 
 
    “I know it wasn’t the funniest joke ever, but you could have at least thrown me a courtesy laugh.  I’m just trying to lighten the mood here.” 
 
    “I understand.  I’m just really tense.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed that.  Trust me, I know what you’re going through.  This investigation hasn’t been easy for me either.” 
 
    “Of course, it hasn’t.  This case is a beast.” 
 
    I stared at my brother.  “I’m not used to seeing you like this.” 
 
    “Trust me.  This is pretty much uncharted territory for me as well.” 
 
    “I blame it on the hurricane.  The storm rattled all of us.  I haven’t felt like myself the last few days.  Maybe you’re experiencing the same thing.” 
 
    “You might be right.  Things have been anything but normal around here.” 
 
    “That’s putting it lightly.” 
 
    “Okay.  They have been an absolute disaster.” 
 
    “That’s more like it.  Even so, there’s a case to solve.  So, we need to find a way to get our emotions in check.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    “Why don’t we step back for a moment?  Then take a deep breath.” 
 
    “All right,” Joe said.  “Where do we go from there?”    
 
    “Let’s discuss something that we know to be true,” I said. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “It’s pretty clear that either George or Robert is guilty.” 
 
    “I agree,” Joe replied.  “The question is, which one?” 
 
    “I wish I knew the answer to that.” 
 
    Joe groaned.  “So do I.” 
 
    “I keep thinking that there has to be a way to get the truth out of them.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is.  I’m just drawing a blank about how to do that.” 
 
    “I’m having a hard time with that one too.  But maybe after taking a little break, an idea will come to me.” 
 
    “While you’re waiting for inspiration to strike, I don’t want the suspects to be able to roam freely around town.  I want there to be some eyes on them.” 
 
    “Are you going to assign some deputies to keep tabs on them?” I asked. 
 
    Joe nodded.  “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Once that is done, we can discuss our next step,” Joe said.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Joe radioed the station and assigned an officer to keep watch over both of the suspects.  That way, we had our bases covered.  If either of the suspects did anything out of the ordinary, they were notifying Joe immediately.   
 
    Of course, that was a big if.  The odds were stacked against us when it came to getting a big break from this sort of surveillance.  Even though it was pretty standard procedure to assign a deputy to keep tabs on a suspect, it was rare for the stakeout to produce insane results.  But most of the time, the deputy was there as sort of a last resort in case the suspect decided to try and skip town.   
 
    Over the years, there had been some small exceptions, but they were few and far between.  Then again, maybe we would get lucky.  That would certainly be nice.  In my mind, some good fortune was long overdue.   
 
    With that surveillance measure in place, my brother and I were free to brainstorm what our next plan of attack was going to be.  When my stomach began to rumble, the choice seemed simple.  Almost on cue, Joe became hungry as well.  It seemed like a break was in order.   
 
    We ended up driving over to a nearby Italian restaurant get some food and regroup.  After sharing a pizza, my brother and I hit the streets again with renewed energy.  The question became, what were we going to do with this newfound energy? 
 
    It didn’t take long for an answer to come to us.  As a matter of fact, just as Joe was about to drive back toward the police station, he got a call on his radio.  It was Deputy Herzog.  That deputy had been assigned to watch George Lindstrom. 
 
    According to the deputy, George had left his house and had driven over to Robert Branagan’s place.  That seemed pretty odd.  It turned out that things only got more peculiar from there.  When George arrived at Robert’s house, he proceeded to pick a fight with Mr. Branagan. 
 
    Before things got too heated, the deputy stepped in.  He wasn’t alone.  Deputy Scott Glade joined in as well.  Glade had been assigned to keep tabs on Robert.   
 
    The two deputies separated the suspects.  Herzog then grabbed his radio and called Joe.     
 
    Robert and George were currently being detained until my brother and I could arrive.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we got to Robert’s house, we were anxious to get an explanation.  That was going to be more difficult than we thought it would be.  Tempers were flaring.  To the point where it looked like George might blow his top.   
 
    “You need to arrest Robert,” George said.   
 
    “Mr. Lindstrom, don’t tell me what to do,” Joe said.   
 
    “I’m just asking you to do your job.  I don’t think that’s too much to expect of you,” George said.   
 
    “If anyone should be taken in right now, it’s George,” Robert said.  “He deserves to be in the nut house.” 
 
    “How dare you talk to me like that,” George snapped.   
 
    “Are you really going to pretend like you aren’t off your rocker after pulling a stunt like this?” Robert asked.   
 
    “I’d watch your words if I were you,” George said. 
 
    “Or what?  You’re going to kill me?” Robert replied.  Robert then turned to Joe.  “Detective, did you hear that?  This maniac just threatened me right in front of you.” 
 
    Joe put his hand up.  “That’s it.  I’ve heard enough arguing out of both of you.  It’s time for both of you to be quiet.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can just silence me?” Robert asked.   
 
    George joined in.  “Or hold me against my will like this?  You need to let me go.” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Not until I get answers.” 
 
    “You can’t just keep me here,” George said.   
 
    “Sure I can.  I have every right to detain you for questioning,” Joe said.  “In fact, after the way that you showed up like this and started to cause trouble, I could haul you back to the police station if I choose to.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.  Haul him back to the station,” Robert said.  “Why don’t you all get out of here and leave me in peace?” 
 
    “Not so fast, Mr. Branagan.  I need answers from you as well,” Joe said.   
 
    “I don’t know why I’m being dragged into this mess.”  Robert pointed at George.  “He’s the maniac.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that,” George said.   
 
    “Why?  Does it make you uncomfortable?” Robert asked.   
 
    Joe stepped in again.  “That’s enough.  If I hear any more lip out of either of you and I’m dragging you both back to the station until this is all sorted out.  Got it?” 
 
    Robert and George both fell silent.   
 
    Joe turned his focus to Robert.  “All right.  Now, tell me what happened here.” 
 
    “I was just going about my business, cleaning up my place when this psycho showed up and started yelling at me,” Robert said.   
 
    Joe looked at George.  “Is that true?” 
 
    George shook his head.  “I’m not a psycho.  He’s the crazy one.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in name calling.  I only care about facts.  Did you start yelling at Mr. Branagan shortly after arriving?” Joe asked.  
 
    “Yes,” George said. 
 
    “Why?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Because I know he’s guilty.  Robert killed my sister,” George said. 
 
    Robert scoffed.  “Please tell me you’re not buying this.” 
 
    “Mr. Branagan, I’ll get back to you in a minute.  Right now, I want to hear what Mr. Lindstrom has to say,” Joe replied.  He glanced at George once more.  “How do you know that Robert killed your sister?” 
 
    “I just feel it in my gut,” George said.  
 
    “Do you have any evidence of his guilt?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Well, no.  Not technically.  But he definitely did this,” George said.   
 
    “Mr. Lindstrom, I’m afraid that I’m going to need more to work with than that.  Do you have even a shred of proof?” Joe asked.   
 
    “That’s your job to dig up evidence.  I’m just telling you what I feel in my heart.  He had to have been behind this,” George said. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Because he’s a scumbag,” George said. 
 
    “Come on.  You can’t honestly just expect me to stand here and say nothing when he talks that much trash about me, can you?” Robert said.   
 
    “Mr. Branagan.  I already told you.  I will get to you.”  Joe then focused on George again.  “So, what was your plan exactly?  You were just going to come over here and start yelling at Robert, hoping that you would get a confession out of him?” 
 
    “Look.  I was angry.  I had some things that I wanted to get off of my chest.  I didn’t think everything through,” George said.   
 
    “You certainly didn’t,” Joe replied.  “Before I move on to Mr. Branagan, is there anything else you’d like to say?” 
 
    “Robert might be a smooth talker, but you shouldn’t buy his act.  He was behind this.  I just know it,” George said.   
 
    “All right.  Thank you for answering my questions,” Joe said.   
 
    “Does that mean I can go now?” George asked.   
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Not quite.” 
 
    George squinted.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because no one is going anywhere until I hear from both of you,” Joe said.   
 
    “But—” 
 
    Joe cut George off.  “Just stand there and remain quiet while I question Mr. Branagan.”   
 
    George let out a groan.   
 
    Joe switched his focus over to Robert.  “What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “Like I told you before, I was just going about my day until this maniac showed up and started yelling at me,” Robert said.   
 
    “What makes you so sure that he’s a maniac?” Joe asked.   
 
    “It’s pretty obvious that he has a screw loose.  No sane person would just go around accusing other people of murder,” Robert said.   
 
    “Detective, I know you told me to be quiet, but how am I supposed to stay silent when he’s spreading lies about me being mentally unstable?” George asked.   
 
    “It’s going to be difficult, but you’ll have to find a way to hold your tongue,” Joe said.   
 
    George grimaced.   
 
    Joe resumed talking with Robert.  “I’m going to ask you the same question that I asked George earlier.  Do you have any proof that Mr. Lindstrom is insane?” 
 
    “I’d say that George showing up at my door like this is pretty conclusive,” Robert replied.  
 
    “Is that all the supposed evidence that you have?” Joe asked.   
 
    “Isn’t this enough?” Robert said.   
 
    “One outburst does not constitute evidence,” Joe said.   
 
    “Let me ask you something, detective.  Say you were the killer.  You were desperate to avoid being caught.  Can you think of a better way to cast suspicions on someone else than by making a scene and accusing them of murder?” Robert asked.   
 
    “Are you saying that George came over and started yelling at you to point the finger of blame away from himself?” Joe asked.   
 
    “I can’t rule out that possibility.  Can you?” Robert replied.   
 
    “There’s one problem with that theory,” Joe said. 
 
    Robert shrugged.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “By causing such a big scene, it also drew a lot of attention to George,” Joe said.  “Typically, a killer will do anything to avoid the spotlight.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, though.  As far as I can tell, there’s nothing typical about this situation,” Robert said. 
 
    “It’s hard to argue with that,” Joe said.   
 
    “So, there you have it,” Robert said.   


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Things weren’t nearly as cut and dry as Robert made them out to be.  If anything, they were as messy as ever.  When Joe first got the radio call about George’s outburst, my brother thought that it might be the break that we had been looking for.  That turned out to be far from the case.   
 
    Even though Joe had questioned both of the suspects, he was no closer to getting the answer he was looking for.  Reluctantly, he let both George and Robert go.  But Deputy Herzog and Deputy Glade would continue to keep tabs on them.   
 
    Meanwhile, Joe and I drove away from Robert’s house perplexed.  As we took off, it was pretty clear that if we were going to solve this case, we weren’t going to get any help from the suspects.  Most likely, we would have to get creative.   
 
    Before any idea generation could take place, we both had strong reactions to the scene that had just gone down.   
 
    “That didn’t go nearly the way I thought it would,” Joe said. 
 
    I laughed.   
 
    Joe squinted at me.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “You certainly have a flair for understatement.” 
 
    “I suppose I am known for that.” 
 
    “You suppose?  Are you kidding?  That’s classic Joe Hadley for you.” 
 
    “All right.  Let’s not make too big of a deal about this.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, though.  It is a big deal.  It’s nice to see you back to your usual self.  That’s far better than the alternative.” 
 
    “True.  Although, I still feel like pulling my hair out.” 
 
    “And I would still like to keep all of my hair.” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “You need to get a better joke.”   
 
    “Cut me a break.  It has been a stressful day.” 
 
    “Who is the one making the understatements now?” Joe asked.  “Let’s be brutally honest.  It has been a train wreck of a day.  And it’s not even over yet.”  
 
    “Speaking of which, I want to go back to your earlier statement.” 
 
    Joe shrugged.  “Why?” 
 
    “You said that things didn’t go nearly the way you thought they would.  Which makes me wonder.  How did you expect that confrontation to end?” I asked.   
 
    “To be fair, I didn’t expect that run-in to happen in the first place, so the fact that George and Robert went out of their way to point fingers at each other probably shouldn’t have surprised me.” 
 
    “Of course, they tried to make one another look guilty.  The real killer isn’t just going to come out and admit to committing the crime.” 
 
    “I’m just used to suspects keeping a lower profile.  Most killers try to stay under the radar.” 
 
    “Yes, unless the situation turns desperate.  Then all bets are off.” 
 
    “Do you really think the murderer has reached the point of desperation?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me.  I mean, whoever was behind this spent the last few days thinking they were going to get away with murder.  Now, thanks to our investigative work, the pressure is on.” 
 
    “On the topic of applying pressure, what do you think we should do next?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” I said. 
 
    “So do I,” Joe replied. 
 
    “You go first.” 
 
    “I think it’s time to make a public call for help.” 
 
    I smiled.  “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Joe had some mixed feelings about the local media.  Sometimes, he wanted nothing to do with them.  Especially when a reporter showed up at a crime scene looking for a scoop.  Or when the press was waiting for him to come out of the police station.  My brother didn’t like having a microphone jammed in front of his face.  It was difficult enough investigating a murder without the added worry of whether important information would leak out to the media.   
 
    As much as he felt like local news crews could overstep their bounds and become far too nosy for their own good, Joe also realized that the press could also be very helpful sometimes.  That was particularly true when Joe was looking to spread the word about something.   
 
    An all-points-bulletin was helpful, but it had its limits.  There were times when my brother was better served by speaking with the press directly.  He had reached that juncture with this case.   
 
    Frankly, right then, Joe needed all of the help that he could get.  So, he scheduled a press conference.  Once the local members of the press had assembled in the media room at the police station, Joe approached a podium and gave reporters a quick briefing.   
 
    As Joe stared at a camera, he gave a fairly detailed update on the case.  There were a few small details that he didn’t want released to the general public, but for the most part, he was really candid.  That was especially true when it came to the end of his statement.  Once he was done chronicling the basic details, he made an emotional plea to everyone who was watching this broadcast. 
 
    “Given the state of this investigation, I would like to reach out to you for help.  If you have any information that might lead to the arrest of Amanda Lindstrom’s killer, I urge you to come forward.  It doesn’t matter how small the tip is.  I assure you, it can make a huge difference,” Joe said.  “If you wish to stay anonymous, you can do so.  We are just interested in obtaining information.  With that in mind, we have set up a dedicated phone line specifically for tips.  Someone out there knows what really happened.  And we really want to hear from them.”     
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Joe had been a part of a number of press conferences in the past.  They had all been emotional.  That one was particularly moving, however.  It wasn’t exactly surprising to me.  In the aftermath of the hurricane, everyone was wrestling with complex feelings.  It was a tough time all around.  But if the right person saw Joe speak, it could make all the difference in this case.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The natural response was to want the phones to light up right away.  Of course, I knew the odds of that happening were very slim.  But I could still hope for the best.  As a matter of fact, at a time like that, hope was more necessary than ever.   
 
    Much to my chagrin, the phones did not light up.  They didn’t even ring at all.  Because of that, the day ended on a sour note.  After staring at the phones for about an hour, I decided to head home.   
 
    If a tip did come in, my brother would notify me.  The more likely scenario was that some patience would be required.  This could take a while.  Not just hours.  But maybe days.  Or even weeks.  While that was a discouraging thought, it could easily turn into reality.   
 
    In the meantime, I could use some rest.  I wouldn’t get any of that back at my place.  Not with all the work that needed to be done.  At a time like that, I hated to even think about the cleaning up that I needed to do.   
 
    Until the mold removal specialist could arrive, I was staying at a local hotel.  That particular evening, my fiancé came to visit me.   
 
    Daniel had spent his afternoon cleaning up debris at his house.  Yet, despite how arduous his day had been, he didn’t complain.  Instead, he was more worried about me than anything. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking a lot about you today,” Daniel said.   
 
    “I’ve missed you too,” I replied.   
 
    “I didn’t actually mean that in a romantic sense.  Although, I do love you like crazy.” 
 
    “I love you too.  But let’s get back to the heart of the matter for a second.  If not romantically, then in what way were you thinking about me?” 
 
    “I was just feeling bad for you.  I mean, you were already under enough stress dealing with the aftermath of the hurricane.  Yet, here you are, investigating a murder as well.  That’s a lot to have on your plate all at once.” 
 
    “When you put it that way, it is pretty overwhelming.” 
 
    “With that in mind, how was your day?” 
 
    “Not great.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Honestly, it was pretty rough.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry about that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “You don’t happen to know who killed Amanda Lindstrom, do you?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head.   
 
    “Then you can’t really help me with the case,” I said. 
 
    “No.  But I might be able to cheer you up in another way.” 
 
    “A shoulder rub would be nice.” 
 
    “I can definitely give you one of those.  There’s something else I want to give you first.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “What’s that?” 
 
    He handed me a small cardboard box.   
 
    “You got me a gift?” I asked.   
 
    “It’s a small thing.  I’m sure you’ll like it, though.” 
 
    “What makes you so confident about that?” 
 
    “Open it and see for yourself.” 
 
    I opened the small cardboard box and saw a lemon bar inside of it.   
 
    My eyes immediately lit up.  In addition, my taste buds started going into overdrive.   
 
    “Does that mean you like it?” he asked.   
 
    “Of course, I do.  I haven’t had a lemon bar in over a week.” 
 
    “Dig in then.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice.”  I grabbed the bar and took a bite. 
 
    “How is it?” he asked.   
 
    “Amazing.” 
 
    “It’s great to hear that,” he said.  “I figured you could use a treat.” 
 
    “You were right.  This is exactly what I needed right now.” 
 
    “Do you still want that shoulder rub too?” 
 
    I nodded.  “If you’re up to giving me one.” 
 
    “Absolutely.  Here we go.” 
 
    Daniel began rubbing my shoulders.   
 
    “I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  This is a huge deal.  After the day I had, this is just what the doctor ordered.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about everything that happened today?” 
 
    “Actually, no.  I’d rather just enjoy the shoulder rub and relax.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said.  “Here’s to relaxation.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    By the time Daniel was done massaging me, I was finally able to calm down.  When I went to bed later that evening, I crashed out pretty quickly.   
 
    Unfortunately, the following day started off on a pretty rough note.  When I met up with my brother at the police station, there were no updates to speak of.  As desperate as I was to get a break in this case, it just didn’t seem like it was going to happen. 
 
    Joe checked in with the deputies that were keeping watch of the suspects.  Despite the fact that George Lindstrom and Robert Branagan both looked like they were on the verge of unraveling yesterday, they had managed to find some restraint.  Neither of the suspects had done anything suspicious overnight.  From an investigative standpoint, that was quite unfortunate.   
 
    My brother and I had reached the point in the case that we always dreaded.  Patience was not something that either of us had an abundance of.  If anything, we were on the other end of the spectrum.  We were raised to be proactive.  To do everything in our power to get results.  But the truth was that sometimes nothing could be done.  As excruciating as waiting was, it was a necessary evil.  We were confident that the truth would come out eventually.  We just didn’t know when.   
 
    Much to my dismay, we spent the majority of the morning unsuccessfully attempting to move this case forward.  The tip line remained so silent that I briefly worried that the phone wasn’t even connected correctly.  However, all the equipment was hooked up just as it should be.   
 
    As lunchtime drew near, I got a brief reprieve from obsessing about this case.  When my stomach began to rumble, my thoughts drifted to the topic of what takeout food I wanted to order.   
 
    Then, just as I was trying to decide between Mexican food and Chinese food, a call came over the tip line.   
 
    Hearing the phone ring gave me such a jolt of excitement that all thought about food immediately faded into the background.  This could be it.  The break we were looking for.   
 
    Before I got too ahead of myself, Joe tried to temper my expectations.  
 
    “Don’t go jumping to any conclusions.  It might be a useful call, or it might end up being nothing,” Joe said.   
 
    “Answer it and find out,” I said. 
 
    Joe picked up the phone.  I then watched my brother’s body language closely as he took the call.  Joe was typically pretty good at keeping his feelings close to the vest.  The opposite was the case right then.  As he listened to the tipster on the other end of the line, he became deflated.   
 
    “Sir, I believe you called the wrong number,” Joe said.  My brother listened to the caller’s reply and then said, “No, this isn’t the technical support line for your computer.  I’m a detective with the police department.” 
 
    A few seconds later, Joe hung up the phone.  
 
    “I can’t believe it.  The first call that tip line has received was a wrong number?” I asked.   
 
    Joe nodded.  “It sure was.” 
 
    “How depressing.” 
 
    “That definitely wasn’t the call we’ve been waiting for.  But it could be worse.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “At least it wasn’t some punk kids making a prank call.” 
 
    “Does that really happen?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Wow.  That is depressing.” 
 
    “Why do you think I warned you not to get too excited?” Joe asked.   
 
    I stared out into the distance and took a deep breath.   
 
    When I remained silent for a few seconds, my brother became concerned.   
 
    “What are you thinking about right now?” Joe said. 
 
    “How hungry I am,” I said. 
 
    Joe’s eyes widened.  “That was not the answer I thought you’d give me.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to become too discouraged.” 
 
    “I understand that.  But how did food enter the equation?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of things that I can do to shelve my feelings.  But there’s very few ways to keep my stomach from rumbling.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” 
 
    “On that note, do you want to get some lunch?” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    “The way I figure it, that’ll give us some time to get some air and regroup,” I said.   
 
    “That works for me,” Joe said.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Joe and I went out and grabbed some Mexican food.  Between chips, salsa, tacos, beans, and rice, we had quite a little feast.  In addition, the protein gave my energy level a real kick start.  By the time we arrived back at the police station, I was ready to tackle the case again.  The question became, would the afternoon be more fruitful than the morning was?  I sure hoped so.  It certainly couldn’t go any worse. 
 
    Ultimately, it didn’t take long to get an answer to my question.  When we entered the police station, the deputy that was sitting at the front desk immediately addressed Joe.   
 
    “Detective, there’s someone here to see you,” Deputy Conroy said.  The deputy then pointed at a mustached man who was sitting in the lobby.   
 
    “Has he been waiting here long?” Joe asked. 
 
    Conroy shook his head.  “No.  Walter just got here a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    “He told me that he might have some useful information regarding the Lindstrom case.” 
 
    Joe’s eyes lit up.   
 
    My brother and I approached the man.  Joe then introduced himself and asked the mustached man what information he had.   
 
    “I still can’t believe that Amanda is dead.  She was such a sweet woman,” Walter said. 
 
    “It’s a terrible time.  Which is why I’m interested to hear what info you might have,” Joe said.   
 
    “I have a video recording to show you,” Walter said. 
 
    “What’s the video of?” 
 
    “You have to see it to believe it.” 
 
    “All right,” Joe said.  “And where did this video come from exactly?” 
 
    “The security camera that hangs above my front door.  Or, that used to hang above my front door.” 
 
    “Did something happen to the camera?” 
 
    Walter nodded.  “It got damaged during the storm.” 
 
    Joe shrugged.  “If that’s the case then how are we going to watch this video?” 
 
    “All of the footage that the camera recorded got saved to a folder online.  I can access that folder from my phone.” 
 
    “Modern technology sure is incredible, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’ll say.  Although, I have to admit that it’s kind of a fluke that I stumbled on this footage.  I was actually going through the folder to see if there was a clip of the hurricane.  Instead, I discovered something even more shocking.” 
 
    “After all that buildup, I’d really like to see this video of yours.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.  Here you go.” 
 
    Walter pulled out his smart phone and loaded the video clip.  When he hit the play button, Joe and I watched the footage with great interest.   
 
    What we saw was absolutely incredible.  The camera itself was mostly focused on Walter’s front yard.  But since Amanda lived across the street, the camera also picked up any activity at her place as well.   
 
    While the video played, I looked at the time stamp in the bottom right corner of the footage.  According to that stamp, this video had been recorded shortly before the hurricane made landfall.  That became more important the longer the video went on.  Especially when the footage showed a pickup truck pulling into Amanda’s driveway.  Once the truck stopped, Robert got out of the vehicle and rushed up to front door.  He proceeded to pound on the door until Amanda answered.   
 
    Once the door was open, Robert forced his way inside.  He then closed the door behind himself.  After that, a few minutes went by without anything remarkable happening.  But the action wasn’t done.  Not even close.  The worst was yet to come.   
 
    Later in the recording, the camera got a shot of Amanda’s living room window being broken from the inside.  When Robert had put a big enough hole in the glass, he walked away from the window.  Robert then came out the front door of the house and darted to his truck.  Robert proceeded to back out of the driveway and speed away from the scene.   
 
    When the video finished playing, my brother and I were speechless.   
 
    Walter wasn’t quite so tongue-tied.  “Pretty incredible stuff, huh?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “I’ll say.  Thank you for coming forward.  This video of yours just blew the entire case wide open.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    After finishing up with Walter, it was pretty clear where Joe and I needed to go next.  We set a course for Robert’s house.  When we arrived, Mr. Branagan was moving around boxes in his garage.  As he spotted us, he became annoyed.  In fact, he didn’t bother trying to hide his displeasure for us in the least.   
 
    “Why don’t you leave me alone?” Robert asked.   
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Joe said.   
 
    “Can’t?  Or won’t?” 
 
    “Can’t.” 
 
    “For the last time, I had nothing to do with Amanda’s death.  Now, why don’t you get back in your car and drive away?” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    Robert threw out his arms.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we know you’re guilty.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “You heard me,” Joe said.  “You killed Amanda Lindstrom.  And it’s a waste of time trying to convince us otherwise.” 
 
    Robert snarled.  “You have a lot of nerve.  Do you know that?” 
 
    “I have more than just nerve.  I also have proof,” Joe said. 
 
    My brother held up his phone and played the security camera video that Walter had provided us with.   
 
    Robert folded his arms.  “That doesn’t prove anything.” 
 
    “Really?  You’re going to continue to deny involvement in Amanda’s murder?  Even after seeing this video?” 
 
    “That footage doesn’t show Amanda’s murder.” 
 
    “No.  But it does show you forcing your way into her house and breaking her living room window shortly before her time of death.  In addition, it also shows you darting out of her place and driving away in a hurry.” 
 
    “Did I talk to her on the night of the hurricane?  Yes.  Did I break that window intentionally?  No.  Did I kill her?  No—” 
 
    Joe put his hand up and interrupted Robert.  “Mr. Branagan, I’m not stupid.  And neither is a jury.  You can keep trying to convince me that you’re innocent, but it’s as clear as day that you’re guilty.  When you are brought to trial, I have no doubt in my mind that you will be convicted.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you listening to me?” 
 
    “Are you even listening to yourself?” Joe asked.  “Because you sound ridiculous.  Now, just come clean and admit what you did.  It’s foolish to keep lying like this.” 
 
    Robert remained stubborn.  “I’ve said my piece.” 
 
    I tried to get a rise out of him.  Maybe if I got him worked up, he would let the truth slip out.  “In that case, you’re a bigger fool than I thought.  Then again, that’s not really surprising.  Only an idiot would think they could get away with murder.” 
 
    A fire came to Robert’s eyes.  “Don’t you dare talk to me like that.” 
 
    “Or what?  You’ll murder me just like you did to your ex-girlfriend?” 
 
    “You’ve got things all wrong.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  We’re dead right about this.  When Amanda broke up with you, it made you crazy.  You became obsessed with getting revenge.  And when you saw on the news that a hurricane was approaching, you devised a plan.  Storms like that are incredibly destructive.  They break windows.  They flood houses.  They cause havoc.  You decided to use the storm as a cover for your murderous actions.  By breaking Amanda’s window, you were confident that her house would flood once the storm passed over the area.  Then, once the flood waters receded, you figured that whoever discovered the body would just assume that she had drowned.  What you didn’t count on was Amanda’s neighbor having security footage from the day of the storm.  That lack of attention to detail is going to cost you.” 
 
    Robert stared me down, but he didn’t reply.  Instead, he remained quiet for a few seconds before looking down at the ground.   
 
    “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?” I asked. 
 
    Robert took a deep breath and then replied, “She shouldn’t have dumped me.” 
 
    “You cheated on her.  What did you expect her to do?” 
 
    “I made one small mistake.” 
 
    “Sounds like a big mistake to me.” 
 
    “I was so sorry about what I had done.  I apologized to her profusely.  But she refused to forgive me.  She didn’t want anything to do with me.  When she cut me out of her life like that, something snapped inside me.  I went crazy.  I became obsessed with getting revenge.  And in the end, I got it.” 
 
    “You certainly did.  And now you’re going to pay for your actions.  I hope you’re ready to spend the rest of your life in jail,” I said.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Talk about an absolute mess.  It was almost hard to believe that in the span of a single week, Hollywood had been slammed by a hurricane and then rocked by a murder investigation.  That would be a lot to wrestle with over the course of an entire month, much less seven days.   
 
    Thankfully, the worst of it was finally over.  Although, things were far from business as usual.  There was still a considerable amount of work to be done.  Those two major events had taken a serious toll on this town.  And the aftermath was not pretty.  In fact, they had both left behind some scars in their wake. 
 
    I was certainly ready for the universe to give me a break.  Whether my prayers would be answered was yet to be determined.  In my mind, the fact that Amanda’s killer was now in jail made for a good start.   
 
    I woke up the following day, hoping to start cobbling my life back together again.  I knew that the road to recovery would be long.  It always was.  At the same time, despite all of the turmoil that I had experienced, I was still standing.  There was a resiliency that came from my past experiences.  As well as a knowledge that really came in handy.   
 
    For example, eventually the debris would be removed from the beaches.  In time, the boardwalk would look pristine again.  Before too long, every local business would open their doors once more.  When that happened, Hollywood would welcome tourists again.   
 
    By the end of the year, vacationers would start flocking here.  As soon as that took place, the entire town would be bustling.  Locals and tourists alike would spend their days strolling on the promenade or dipping their toes in the sand.  The sun would shine bright.  It would be a magical time for everyone involved.  In fact, days like that were what made this town great. 
 
    Even though I couldn’t predict the future, my gut was telling me that those magical days would return.  That things would eventually go back to normal.  And in my eyes, that day couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
    The End. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Murder is a Deadly Brew 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Is it really true?” Debra Hastings asked.  “Is Sebastian here?” 
 
    There was a desperation in Debra’s blue eyes.  The fifty-one-year-old had an unmistakable look on her round face.  She was absolutely beside herself.  And why wouldn’t she be?  A number of months ago, she had lost her beloved dog.  To Debra, Sebastian was more than just a dachshund.  He was a member of her family.  Perhaps today Debra’s search for Sebastian would finally be over.   
 
    “I think Sebastian is here,” Hope Hadley replied.  “Are you ready to find out?” 
 
    Hope ran a local animal shelter in Hollywood, Florida.  The former TV actress had seen a lot of wild things since she opened this shelter.  Heartwarming stories had become quite common in her life.  There was always room for more.  On the flip side, she had also dealt with a lot of heartbreaking stories as well.  By nature, most of the dogs at this shelter had been rescued from a terrible situation.  Since this was a no-kill shelter, the good news was that they would always have a home here if they weren’t adopted by someone else.  That said, Hope’s goal was to find a forever home for each and every one of the animals at this shelter. 
 
    The last few months had been far from business as usual.  When a hurricane made landfall early in the fall and tore through the area, it turned the entire region upside down.  The physical damage to buildings and homes was devastating.  In addition, there had been an influx of new animals at the shelter.  Unlike some of the other dogs, that would be happy to have any home, a number of the new shelter residents already had families.  They had just been separated from them during the storm.   
 
    Reuniting owners with their pets was often a long road.  Maybe this time it would all work out as planned. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Debra said.  “I can’t wait.  I just hope that I didn’t drive all this way for nothing.” 
 
    “You’ll get your answer in a minute,” Hope said. 
 
    “I’m so nervous.  Do you have any idea how long I’ve been looking for him?” 
 
    “Ever since the hurricane?” 
 
    Debra nodded.  “It was such a chaotic time.  I was trying to evacuate.  As I was packing up the car, Sebastian heard a loud noise across the street and freaked out.  In a panic, he took off.” 
 
    “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “I tried to chase after him, but I’m not exactly the fastest person under the best of circumstances.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to keep up with him on foot.  I ended up running back to my car.  I went around the neighborhood a couple of times, but I didn’t see the little guy.  I would have spent the rest of the day looking for him, but the hurricane was quickly approaching.  I had to evacuate before the storm made landfall.” 
 
    “Of course.  Otherwise, you might have died.” 
 
    “As I drove to the hurricane shelter, I said a quick prayer for Sebastian’s health.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine how heartbroken you must have felt.” 
 
    “I was completely torn up inside.  It was an absolute nightmare.  One that has not ended since Sebastian went missing.” 
 
    “Maybe it will finally end today.” 
 
    “That would be amazing.  Do you have any idea what the last few months have been like?” 
 
    “I imagine they have been excruciating.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.  At first, I wanted to stay hopeful.  For example, after the coast was finally clear and it was safe to return home, part of me wanted to believe that I would find Sebastian waiting for me at my door step.  I know that was wishful thinking on my part, but I hoped for the best.” 
 
    “He wasn’t there, though?” 
 
    Debra shook her head.  “There was no sign of him.  Of course, I didn’t give up hope.  I paid a visit to all of the local shelters.  I made flyers and put them up around town.  I kept telling myself that if I kept looking for Sebastian, eventually I would find him.” 
 
    “That was a good attitude to have.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any other choice in the matter.  The only other option was to let negativity get the best of me.  That was a dark path.  I refused to believe that Sebastian was dead.  Or that he was lost forever.  It was too heartbreaking to think about.” 
 
    Hope knew exactly where Debra was coming from.  In the aftermath of a hurricane, there was no shortage of heartbreaking moments.  As a survivor of the storm, Hope wanted to see the recovery efforts make huge progress.  She longed for the day when things finally got back to normal around here.  At least, relatively speaking.  After all, Florida was home to all sorts of oddities.  That would never change.  But there was a big difference between a few local bizarre news stories and a life-altering storm.   
 
    “I’m really glad you broadened your search.  And that you didn’t give up.  The dachshund that we have in the back was only rescued a few days ago.” 
 
    “It would be so wild if it was Sebastian.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Not just because it would mean that I would have him back, but also because he’s really far from home.” 
 
    “Sixty miles is a pretty big distance for a tiny dog to travel.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  Especially since he had never left Elton Beach before, much less come all the way to Hollywood.” 
 
    “If this is your dog, he has experienced quite a journey.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine the stories he has to tell.” 
 
    Hope saw Debra fidget with her hands.   
 
    “I know you’re probably a little nervous, but are you ready to do this?” Hope asked. 
 
    Debra nodded.  “Of course, I am.” 
 
    “All right.  Here we go.” 
 
    Hope led Debra into the back.  They walked down a hallway together until they reached the cage where a brown dachshund was being held. 
 
    The moment of truth had arrived. 
 
    The instant that the dog saw Debra, his eyes widened.  He started jumping up and down.  He also began to wag his tail.  A few barks followed.   
 
    Hope opened up the cage door and the dog scurried over to Debra with the excitement of a child on Christmas morning. 
 
    Debra’s eyes lit up as well.  A huge smile came to her face.  She looked more animated than ever. 
 
    Hope almost felt like she was looking at a completely different person. 
 
    There was no doubt that this dachshund was Sebastian.  What a wonderful moment. 
 
    Debra bent over and began petting the dog.   
 
    “Sebastian, it really is you.  I was worried that I had lost you forever.  It’s so good to see you again,” Debra said. 
 
    “It looks like he missed you just as much as you missed him,” Hope said. 
 
    “He sure did.”  Debra looked into Sebastian’s eyes.  “I’m never going to let you out of my sight again.” 
 
    “What a great reunion.  Seeing this warms my heart,” Hope said. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how happy I am right now,” Debra said. 
 
    “Even if you can’t find the words, it’s written all over your face.” 
 
    “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “You are very welcome.  I’m just so happy to see you get your dog back.” 
 
    “I don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to repay you for this.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.  I owe you the world.  Because of you, I have my dog back.  That’s a huge deal.” 
 
    “If you want to thank anyone, you should thank my staff.  They all do such a great job.” 
 
    “I’m going to do just that.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll be happy to hear it.” 
 
    “No matter what you say, I do owe you, though.  If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.” 
 
    “All right,” Hope said. 
 
    Debra then turned her attention back to her dog.  “Sebastian, I missed you so much.  You’ve been through so much for a little hot dog of a guy, haven’t you?” 
 
    Sebastian barked. 
 
    “How did you get all the way down here?” Debra asked. 
 
    “That will probably remain a mystery,” Hope said. 
 
    “I’ll bet.  Either way, it’s pretty crazy.”   
 
    “To be fair, it has been a chaotic time.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me.  My whole life has been turned upside down.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one.” 
 
    “Maybe now things can finally get back to normal.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “It sure would.” 
 
    “This could be a big step in making that happen,” Hope said. 
 
    “I don’t know what the future holds.  All I know is that Sebastian is alive and well.  That’s the only thing that matters to me right now,” Debra said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    What a great way to start off a work day.  It was also one of the reasons that Hope opened this shelter in the first place.  The smile on Debra’s face didn’t go away.  She remained as happy as can be all the way until she drove off with her canine companion. 
 
    While Debra set a course for Elton Beach, Hope stayed at the shelter and got back to work.  As Hope looked at the other cages that were filled with dogs, she couldn’t help but think about how great it would be if she could find a home for all of the other animals in the shelter.   
 
    That would be so sweet.  Especially since the shelter was nearly at capacity.  Granted, since the shelter opened, it had never truly been empty, but it was a nice goal to strive for.  Things were always stressful when the shelter was almost full.  A sense of desperation began to set in.   
 
    Perhaps this heartwarming reunion was a sign of good things to come.  In Hope’s experience, good news tended to come in bunches.   
 
    Or maybe it was time for Hope to organize a big adoption push.  In the past, they had been a big success.  Hope would put them together more often, but they involved a lot of work.  She only had so much energy at her disposal.   
 
    Ultimately, Hope wasn’t able to brainstorm for very long.    
 
    A few minutes later, her phone rang.  She checked the caller identification screen.  The call was coming from her fiancé, Daniel Jacobsen. 
 
    She couldn’t wait to tell him the good news.  Hope took the call and said, “Good morning.  You won’t believe what just happened.”   
 
    Daniel’s voice cracked as he replied.  He sounded like he was in distress.  “Hope, you need to come here right now.” 
 
    “Why?  What’s going on?  And where are you?” 
 
    “I’m in the parking lot beside my restaurant.” 
 
    Daniel owned a place called Home Sweet Home Cooking on Ocean Breeze Lane.   
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I’m just standing here in disbelief.  None of this makes any sense.  This can’t be happening,” Daniel said. 
 
    It sounded like Daniel was having a panic attack. 
 
    “Honey, calm down,” Hope replied. 
 
    “How am I supposed to remain calm at a time like this?” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense.  Why don’t you take a step back and explain yourself?” 
 
    “Vincent Eckerson is dead.” 
 
    Hope’s jaw dropped.  “What?” 
 
    “It’s crazy, isn’t it?  But it’s true.” 
 
    “That’s so awful.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.  I’m an absolute mess.” 
 
    “How do you know that Vincent is dead?  Did one of your customers tell you?” 
 
    “No.  I know because I’m staring at Vincent’s body right now.  Or, at least I was.  I had to look away.  It was such an awful sight.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Vincent’s body is just on the ground in front of you in the parking lot?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Did you try to revive him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it would be a waste of time.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Trust me.  He’s already dead.” 
 
    “What makes you so certain of that?  Did you check his pulse?” 
 
    “I don’t need to.  His body is completely stiff and surrounded by a pool of blood.” 
 
    Hope gasped.  “Oh no.” 
 
    “What an absolute tragedy.” 
 
    “You aren’t kidding.  But it’s more than that.  I mean, it’s bad enough that Vincent is dead.  Based on everything you just told me, it sure sounds like he was murdered.” 
 
    “That’s a safe assumption.” 
 
    “Did you call 9-1-1?” 
 
    “Yes.  The police are on their way.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I figured you’d want to know as well.” 
 
    “Absolutely.  I’m glad you phoned me,” Hope said.  “Just hold tight.  I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that.  The question becomes, are you driving over here to comfort me or because you’re thinking of investigating Vincent’s murder?” 
 
    “To be completely honest, it’s a little bit of both.” 
 
    “Why does that not surprise me?” 
 
    “I think my investigative skills might come in handy.  You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    “Hope, I was just joking.  We’ve been together for over two years.  If you didn’t have any interest in finding Vincent’s killer, it would be shocking to me.” 
 
    “You know me so well.” 
 
    “I also know that you won’t be able to rest until the killer is in custody.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    So much for it being a great day.  Even though things started off on a fantastic note, Hope’s world was suddenly turned upside down.  Despite the fact that Debra Hastings had left the animal shelter with her dachshund no less than thirty minutes before, that reunion was a distant memory in Hope’s mind. 
 
    The rest of Hope’s day was shaping up to be an absolute nightmare.  On the drive over to her boyfriend’s restaurant, Hope called her brother, Detective Joe Hadley.   
 
    Just like Hope, Joe was on his way to the crime scene.  He wasn’t alone.  The coroner was joining him.  As was a forensics team.  And a number of deputies.  A full investigation would be conducted.  And a thorough sweep of the area would be performed. 
 
    On the phone, Joe didn’t sound like he was in the best of moods.  Then again, why would he be?  Even though it was his job to investigate crimes, he did not crave action.  He was far from an adrenaline junkie.  In fact, he would be perfectly content if another crime never happened within the city limits.   
 
    Of course, the odds of that happening were low.  Extremely low.  Judging by the tone of Joe’s voice, Hope got the feeling that the emergence of a new case wasn’t the only thing that was troubling her brother right then.   
 
    In the past, Joe used to get upset about Hope wanting to act as an amateur sleuth.  His disapproval wasn’t completely without merit.  Hope wasn’t a member of the police department.  She’d also never had any formal training in law enforcement.  However, she did come from a unique background. 
 
    Joe wasn’t the only member of her family that had worked in law enforcement.  Hope’s father had been a detective for decades before retiring to Key West a number of years back.  In addition, when Hope worked as an actress in Hollywood, she played the role of a TV sleuth for a number of years.  Finally, Hope had some great natural investigative instincts. 
 
    Her gut had helped solve a number of cases in the past.  When Joe realized how useful his sister’s instincts truly were, he stopped putting up a fuss about her working with him on cases.  These days, Hope acted as an unofficial consultant on a case by case basis.   
 
    As Hope briefly went over some details that Daniel had shared with her, she still couldn’t figure out why Joe was in a worse mood than usual.  That question wouldn’t be answered during that phone call.  By the time Hope got off the phone, she was wrestling with all sorts of different thoughts. 
 
    It had been a crazy day.  And it was still the morning.  There was no telling what would happen next.  If it was up to Hope, a day like this would be an exception.  Instead, this was just the latest wild occurrence that had happened in town.  The last few months might have been the wackiest on record for Hollywood, Florida.  And that was saying a lot, given everything that had gone down around these parts in recent years.   
 
    Every night, Hope prayed that things would quiet down for good.  Up until that point, her prayer had gone unanswered.  Hope was a determined woman, however.  She wasn’t about to give up hope.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Hope arrived at her boyfriend’s restaurant, Daniel was still really shaken up.  That wasn’t surprising.  It didn’t matter how often he had heard Hope talk about homicide cases in the past.  Hearing and seeing were much different things.  And this crime scene was a horrific sight. 
 
    Even if it wasn’t, Daniel had not been around a lot of dead bodies in his life.  He had been to a few funerals, but the deceased had always died of natural causes.  He had never witnessed anything like this in person.  Normally, that would be a good thing.  Most people went through their lives without ever being a few feet away from a murder victim. 
 
    Since this was Daniel’s first time experiencing this kind of horror, he was having difficulty coping with what he was seeing. 
 
    Meanwhile, Hope had plenty of experience at crime scenes.  Definitely too much for comfort.  Sometimes she wished that she could permanently scrub some memories from her brain.  Unfortunately, the world didn’t work that way. 
 
    Yet, despite all of her experience with homicide cases, she was still squeamish around murder victims.  At this point, it was a pretty safe assumption that she would always wince at the sight of a dead body.  That wasn’t exactly a bad thing.  She would hate to become desensitized to the point where a corpse was just a natural sight to her. 
 
    As Hope looked at the scene right then, she wasn’t in any danger of feeling emotionless.  In fact, a huge swell of feelings came to her in a wave. 
 
    What a terrible place for a person to die.  Granted, there wasn’t a good place to be murdered.  Even so, being stabbed in a parking lot was about as undignified of a way to go as possible. 
 
    The location of Vincent’s death wasn’t the only detail that stuck out.  The fact that Daniel had found Vincent face-down on the ground in a pool of his own blood just added to the trauma.  It was such a horrible sight that Hope had to look away. 
 
    After standing alongside her brother for a moment and taking a quick look at the body, Hope and her brother headed off in different directions.  Joe began to speak with the coroner.  Meanwhile, Hope approached her boyfriend, who stood at the edge of the parking lot and stared into the distance.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wow.  You sure got here in a hurry,” Daniel said.  He looked at the large police presence that was now at the scene.  “Of course, so did they.” 
 
    “I was lucky enough not to get stuck at any lights on the way over here,” Hope replied. 
 
    “It’s crazy to think that just a few minutes ago, this parking lot was basically empty.  Now look at it.  The place is practically a zoo.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of work to be done.  It helps to have a team to help out.” 
 
    “Is there always this much activity at a crime scene?” 
 
    Hope nodded.  “Usually.” 
 
    Daniel grimaced as he looked at the body again.  “Do murder victims always look so tragic?” 
 
    Hope wrapped her arms around Daniel and gave him a hug.   
 
    “I know this is a really rough time for you,” she said. 
 
    “It can’t be an easy time for you either.  No matter how much experience you have with homicide investigations.” 
 
    “You’re right.  It’s still a difficult situation for me.  But I can tell it’s particular bad for you.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve watched a lot of detective TV shows with you.  You’d think I would be able to hold myself together better.  A crime scene is much different in person, though.  It’s far more depressing in real life.  That’s saying a lot, considering how bleak some of those shows can be.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry that you were the one who discovered the body.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that Vincent is dead in the first place.  Frankly, I still can’t believe that he’s gone,” Daniel remarked.  “I know I keep saying that, but this is just so shocking.” 
 
    “It certainly is.” 
 
    Daniel threw out his arms.  “What kind of a monster just kills someone in the middle of a parking lot?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  That’s what my brother and I are going to find out.” 
 
    “I hope you’re prepared for the worst.  This could turn into an insane investigation.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I know this might be hard for you, given the state of mind that you’re in, but when my brother gets done speaking with the coroner, he’s going to need to take a statement from you.”  
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “In the meantime, try to put yourself back together,” Hope said.  “As much as you can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Once Joe had finished speaking with the medical examiner and the head of the forensics team, he approached Hope and Daniel.   
 
    After giving Daniel a quick and somber greeting, Joe got right down to business.  
 
    “I realize this is a difficult time for you, but with a killer on the loose, gathering all of the information that I can is crucial,” Joe said. 
 
    “I understand,” Daniel replied. 
 
    “With that in mind, any and all details that you can provide me would be highly appreciated.” 
 
    “I’ll help you in any way that I can.” 
 
    “Good.  On that note, I need you to tell me about all of the events that led up to you discovering the body,” Joe said. 
 
    “All right.  Well, I pulled into the parking lot this morning about half an hour ago to start work.  As you can see, my restaurant and Vincent’s coffee shop share this parking lot.  When I turned into the lot, I spotted the body almost immediately.  After I spotted the corpse, I parked as quickly as I could and ran over to the body.  From a distance, I couldn’t tell who was on the ground.  As I got closer, I saw that the victim was Vincent.” 
 
    “Just to be clear, the victim was already dead when you arrived, correct?” 
 
    Daniel nodded.  “Yeah.”   
 
    “When you got here, were there any other cars in the parking lot?” Joe asked.   
 
    Daniel shook his head.  “Nope.  Just mine and Vincent’s.” 
 
    “How about other witnesses?  Did you see anyone else around when you got here?” 
 
    “No.”   
 
    “Did anyone happen to be walking by on the sidewalk?”  
 
    Daniel shook his head.  “The street was dead quiet.”   
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.  There’s a lot of unfortunate things about this situation.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  Joe took a deep breath and continued.  “Let’s talk about the victim for a moment.  How well do you know Vincent?” 
 
    “We saw each other every day.  We also both opened our businesses around the same time.” 
 
    “You were friends then?” 
 
    Daniel’s nose scrunched.  “I wouldn’t say we were friends.” 
 
    Joe’s eyes widened.  “No?” 
 
    “I’d say we were business acquaintances, more than anything.  We never hung out with each other out.  We would just say hello every morning and then chat briefly when either of us went into each other’s business.”    
 
    “I see.  When you two chatted, did he ever mention having problems with anyone?” 
 
    Daniel didn’t hesitate for a moment.  “Absolutely.”  
 
    Joe’s eyebrows rose.  “Really.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Vincent had a caustic personality.  He also had some really loose morals.  He always seemed to be getting himself into trouble.” 
 
    “Would you care to elaborate?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good,” Joe said.  “I want to hear all the details.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Daniel was able to give Joe a surprising amount of information to work with.  That was good news.  Especially since the coroner was only able to provide some basic details after his preliminary exam of the body.  Notably, the cause of death and the approximate time of death.  According to the coroner, Vincent was killed sometime between nine and ten o’clock last night.   
 
    Meanwhile, the forensics team came up with virtually nothing.  They didn’t find any fingerprints.  Nor did they find the murder weapon.  Based on the wound that the coroner found on Vincent’s body, the logical assumption was that he had been stabbed to death.  Unfortunately, the killer did not appear to leave the murder weapon behind. 
 
    In addition, the team didn’t find any useful clues at the scene.  Even though that was what Joe expected, it was still discouraging news.  Granted, it was rare for a killer to be careless enough to leave identifying information at a crime scene, but it did occasionally happen.   
 
    Before the detective set out to start interviewing possible suspects, there was one last search to perform.  This parking lot was not in a remote area.  In fact, it was surrounded by various businesses.  It wasn’t unrealistic to think that a security camera might have recorded some useful footage last night.   
 
    The ideal situation would be if a camera had recorded the killer in action.  Even if that wasn’t the case, Joe would be happy to watch any video clip, even if it was filmed from a distance and only featured the parking lot in the background.  He wasn’t picky.  In his mind, all leads were better than nothing.   
 
    After receiving the order from Joe, a number of deputies did a sweep of the area.  Joe waited impatiently for them to report back.  When the officers all returned, the bad news started pouring in.  
 
    At one time, a number of the businesses in the area had security systems.  When the hurricane swept through town a few months ago, the storm had damaged or outright broken each and every one of those systems.  Normally, those owners would have gotten their systems fixed.  But they had all been so busy rebuilding their respective stores and restaurants that they had not gotten around to getting new cameras.  
 
    What awful timing.  Then again, perhaps that was exactly what the killer had counted on.  And why the murderer struck in the parking lot.  It was just a theory, but it was definitely possible. 
 
    Whatever the truth happened to be, it was suddenly quite clear that there would be no quick resolution to this case. 
 
    Despite the deluge of unfortunate news, Joe and Hope went back to the one bright spot in the investigation.  They had a few leads to work with.  Suddenly, the names that Daniel had provided them with were more valuable than ever.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Before Hope dug deep into the case, she said a quick goodbye to Daniel.  She gave her boyfriend a hug and a kiss.  Daniel then wished her luck. 
 
    From there, Hope tried to put her game face on as she approached Joe. 
 
    “Here we are again, staring down another investigation,” Hope said. 
 
    Joe grimaced.  “With very little in the way of evidence to work with.” 
 
    “That seems to constantly be the case.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” 
 
    “Even so, we always find a way to catch the guilty party.” 
 
    “We have had a good success rate, haven’t we?” 
 
    “Let’s hope our luck continues.” 
 
    “By the way, is your boyfriend going to be all right?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I’m sure he will…eventually,” Hope said.  “He’s just going to need some time.” 
 
    “By the looks of it, a lot of time.” 
 
    “You have to remember, he has never experienced anything like this before.  At least, not firsthand.” 
 
    “He has heard our investigative stories, though.” 
 
    “True.  But a crime scene looks a lot different in person.  Besides, we tend to leave out a lot of the nastier details when we describe cases to him.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  I’m battle-tested.  And I have all sorts of experience with these kinds of situations.”   
 
    “You sure do.” 
 
    Joe grimaced.  “On days like this, I wish I had a little less experience.” 
 
    “Is this case already getting to you?” 
 
    “It’s more that I was really hoping this would be a light day.  Instead, here I am staring down a full-blown murder investigation.” 
 
    “To be fair, aren’t you always hoping for a light day when you go into work?” 
 
    “You’ve got me there.”  He took a deep breath.  “It’s surprising how little that happens.” 
 
    “Danger does come with the territory.  After all, you’re a police detective, not an office clerk.” 
 
    “I know.  But this isn’t Miami.  Or Tampa.  Or some other big city.  It’s Hollywood.  The crime rate should be lower here.” 
 
    “Tell that to the criminals.” 
 
    Joe narrowed his eyes.  “I’d like to tell the local scumbags a number of different things.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.”  Hope stared at her brother.  “By the way, how are you holding up today?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Hope kept staring.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    Joe threw out his arms.  “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Because I know you.  There’s something weird going on—” 
 
    “Of course, there is.  A killer is on the loose.”   
 
    “It’s more than just that.  Something is going on in your personal life.” 
 
    Joe was dismissive with his sister.  “It’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.  But I’m already worried.  So, why don’t you just tell me what’s up?” 
 
    “Why don’t you save that persistence for when we question the suspects?” 
 
    Hope folded her arms.  “Is it so hard to just come clean?” 
 
    Joe realized that his sister was like an immovable object.  Hope wasn’t going to relent until she got an answer. 
 
    Joe let out a groan and replied, “I haven’t been sleeping well.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It isn’t a big deal.” 
 
    “I don’t know that I agree with that.  Sleep is a valuable commodity.  Especially when you’re not getting enough of it.” 
 
    “Is it a bummer that I’m tired?  Yes.  Is it worth spending this much time talking about it? No.”  
 
    Joe figured that would be the end of the conversation.  He was wrong.   
 
    “Why haven’t you sleeping well?” Hope asked.  “Have you been staying up too late?” 
 
    “That isn’t it.  I’ve been going to sleep at a decent time.” 
 
    “Have you been spending a lot of time tossing and turning then?” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “No.  I usually crash out really quickly.” 
 
    “I’m confused then.  Why don’t you stay asleep?” 
 
    “The last couple of days, I’ve been having this awful nightmare.”  
 
    “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    “In the nightmare, I get shot in the line of duty.” 
 
    “That’s terrifying.” 
 
    “That’s not all.  In the nightmare, I end up bleeding out.  I die right on the pavement.” 
 
    Hope winced.  “You weren’t kidding when you said it was awful dream.” 
 
    “Each night, just as I’m about to die, I wake up from my nightmare.  After that, I have trouble getting back to sleep again.” 
 
    “With good reason.” 
 
    “Last night, I did manage to get back to sleep, but by then, a number of hours had gone by.” 
 
    “When you went back to sleep, did you have the same nightmare?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “It was.  But the nightmares have managed to put a good scare into me.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who is scared.  I’m terrified just hearing about it,” Hope said.  “Do you think your nightmare means anything?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s just a bad dream.”  
 
    “Or maybe the universe is trying to tell you something.” 
 
    “You mean, to watch my back?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “You could be right.” 
 
    “I think you need to be really careful with this case.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, we should get to work.” 
 
    “Joe, I’m serious.  I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    “It was just a nightmare.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right.  But if you’re wrong, it doesn’t hurt to be extra careful.” 
 
    “I will.  Now, let’s get to investigating.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Suspect interviews often took on a certain similarity.  Even though each suspect had a different personality, the questions that the investigators asked were always the same.  At least, initially.  The investigators then adjusted their interviews according to the information that the suspects gave them. 
 
    A lot of the time, a suspect put up a huge amount of resistance to answering even basic questions.  Granted, no suspect was ever going to come out and admit their guilt.  But giving a few simple answers shouldn’t be that difficult. 
 
    Ultimately, it was up to Hope and Joe to try and get some useful information out of the suspects.  The first step was always to determine if the suspect had a verifiable alibi for the time of the murder.  It was amazing how often they didn’t.  At that point, the conversation could take a number of wild turns. 
 
    Not surprisingly, that exact scenario took place a number of different times during the course of that afternoon.  All told, Joe and Hope had a unique group of suspects on their hands.  A number of them were Vincent’s direct family members.  The rest were his employees.   
 
    As Joe and Hope spoke with the suspects, one thing became abundantly clear.  One single act on Vincent’s part had created a motive for each and every of the suspects to possibly commit murder.  It was important to keep in mind how rare that was.  Typically, there was a wide swath of motives that would be unrelated to each other.   
 
    So, what exactly had Vincent done to cause such a chain reaction? 
 
    He had jumped into bed with one of his employees.  By sleeping with Michelle Oakhurst, Vincent had turned a number of lives upside down. 
 
    There was a reason that people warned about the dangers of mixing business with pleasure.  Dipping his pen into the company ink really came back to bite him.   
 
    Vincent should have known better.  There were plenty of cautionary tales out there.  He just happened to ignore them.  By choosing his libido over common sense, serious trouble had brewed at the coffee shop that he owned.  In addition, his home life suffered as well. 
 
    Naturally, Vincent’s wife, Clarissa Eckerson, became enraged when she discovered her husband’s infidelity.  She wasn’t alone.  Vincent’s nineteen-year-old son, Trevor Eckerson, was irate as well.  Then there was Ryan Fitzgerald.  In addition to being one of Vincent’s employees at the coffee shop, he was also Michelle Oakhurst’s ex-boyfriend. 
 
    Joe and Hope knew that emotions could run high.  It turned out that they had every reason to be worried.    
 
      
 
    Their first suspect interview was a tense one.  Going into this discussion, Hope had no idea what to expect from Clarissa Eckerson.  Sometimes, a spouse seemed genuinely broken up.  Other times, they couldn’t hide their rage.  A jaded spouse was always at the top of a suspect list.  This case was no different.   
 
    The blond fifty-two-year-old tried to pretend that she was really distressed about Vincent’s death.  Hope didn’t buy her act.  Even though she was trying to hide it, Clarissa was clearly still irate about the fact that her husband had cheated on her.  If that wasn’t a big enough motive, there was more. 
 
    Since Clarissa and Vincent were just separated and not divorced at the time of Vincent’s death, Clarissa stood to inherit her husband’s coffee shop.  She did not like hearing that fact brought up.  
 
    Then again, there was very little about the conversation that Clarissa did like.  She seemed to be in a hurry for the interview to end.  If she had an alibi for the time of the murder, Joe and Hope would have been happy to go on their way. 
 
    There was no one to corroborate Clarissa’s story, however, so the investigators continued to remain suspicious of her.   
 
    Apparently, alibis were hard to come by.  Trevor Eckerson didn’t have one either.  What the nineteen-year-old did have in abundance was rage.  Clarissa’s son gave Joe and Hope an earful the minute they arrived at his apartment.   
 
    It was pretty clear that Clarissa had called her son the moment that Joe and Hope finished their interview with her.  Clarissa probably warned Trevor that the investigators might pay him a visit.  As a mama’s boy, Trevor was beside himself that Joe and Hope would dare suspect Clarissa of murder.  He was also appalled at the notion that he might have had something to do with Vincent’s death.   
 
    Never mind the fact that Trevor and Vincent had a rocky relationship.  And that was even before Trevor found out that his father cheated on his mother.   
 
    The suspect interviews didn’t get any easier when Joe and Hope turned their attention to Michelle Oakhurst.   
 
    The thirty-eight-year-old redheaded coffee shop assistant manager kept telling the investigators that they were wasting their time even talking to her.  She spent most of the conversation acting like she didn’t have a motive.   
 
    The investigators knew better than to believe her.  She could pretend that she and Vincent just had a fling.  She could talk herself in circles about how she didn’t have strong feelings for Vincent.  It was an incredibly difficult story to buy.  Especially in light of the fact that Michelle didn’t have a verifiable alibi. 
 
    When Joe and Hope finished speaking with Michelle, Ryan Fitzgerald became the last suspect on their list.  Unfortunately, the tattooed thirty-eight-year-old barista did not give the investigators much to work with.  Joe and Hope were able to find out that he didn’t have an alibi.  Other than that, talking to him was like pulling teeth.   
 
    While Ryan was pretty withholding when it came to information, Joe and Hope already knew a fair amount about him.  For example, the fact that he was Michelle’s ex-boyfriend.  Also, that Michelle was the one to dump him.  His potential motive was clear.  He wanted Michelle back.  But if she was sleeping with Vincent, that wasn’t going to happen.  Had he committed murder so that Vincent would no longer be in the picture? 
 
    Joe and Hope wouldn’t get an answer to their question that afternoon.  As a matter of fact, most of the investigator’s questions went unanswered.  By the time they finished speaking with each of the suspects, the only thing they really knew was that they couldn’t eliminate any of the suspects.   
 
    Even though big breaks rarely came on the first day of an investigation, Joe and Hope always prayed that luck would be on their side.  As the investigators walked back to the car after finishing up with Ryan, the universe definitely wasn’t doing them any favors.  It appeared that they would have to be patient.  And solve this case the hard way.  What a shame.  They felt like they were long overdue for an easy investigation.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    At that moment, Hope and Joe had come to the point in the case that both of them despised.  They had questioned all of the suspects.  They were also out of leads.  This was usually the juncture where frustration set in hard.  Hope liked having a natural next step.  When she didn’t have one, it complicated matters.  
 
    Right then, there were a number of different things that the investigators could do.  One option was to head back to the police station.  Another possibility was getting some food.  A third approach would be to head home for the day.  Before Hope and Joe made a decision, they blew off some steam.  
 
    “So much for an easy day,” Hope said.   
 
    Joe grimaced.  “Those suspects sure knew how to give us a hard time.” 
 
    “I know it’s going to sound crazy, but it was almost like they went out of their way to make themselves look as suspicious as possible.” 
 
    “That’s what happens when suspects spend most of their time arguing with us.” 
 
    “When they weren’t doing that, they were avoiding our questions.” 
 
    Joe threw out his arms.  “Is it that difficult to be honest?” 
 
    “Apparently, it is.  Especially for these suspects.” 
 
    “None of them seem to realize that I’ve heard all of the excuses before.  I’ve seen all of the diversionary tactics in action.  This isn’t my first investigation.” 
 
    “No, but it’s theirs.  And none of them are doing themselves any favors.” 
 
    “Maybe that will play into our favor.  Perhaps we can use their inexperience against them.” 
 
    “Any idea how to do that?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “Yeah.  My brain isn’t really all that sharp right now either.” 
 
    “Currently, my brain is like mush.” 
 
    “That isn’t really surprising.  It has been a stressful day.  Besides, neither of us have eaten in a while.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me.  My stomach has been acting up on me for about half an hour.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Hope said.  “So, do you want to grab some food and then head back to the police station to regroup?” 
 
    Joe shook his head. 
 
    Hope’s eyebrows rose.  “Really?” 
 
    “I’m afraid take-out food isn’t in the cards for me,” Joe said. 
 
    “You don’t just want to head straight back to the police station, do you?” 
 
    “I’m actually not going to head back to the station at all,” Joe said. 
 
    Right then, Hope couldn’t help but be confused.  Joe had the reputation of being a bit of a workaholic.  That was particularly true when he was working on a case.  Sometimes it seemed like he couldn’t be deterred from giving an investigation every bit of energy that he had.   
 
    Clearly, something was different this time.  But what?   
 
    “Did I just hear you correctly?” she asked. 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “That said, I still can’t believe my ears,” Hope replied.  “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “Actually, no.  That’s why I’m going to head home.  I am absolutely exhausted.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it now.  Your lack of sleep has finally caught up with you, huh?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “You’ve got that right.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  If we had a hot lead to chase down right now, I’m sure that I’d have enough adrenaline to carry me through.  But since we’ve hit a lull, it seems like a good time to get caught up on my sleep.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” 
 
    “Before I head home, though, there are some quick things that I need to take care of.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    First, Joe called the crime lab.  There was a small possibility that the lab might have some new information to share with Joe.  Ultimately, that proved not to be the case.  It was worth looking into, however.   
 
    Once Joe got off of the phone with the lab, he radioed dispatch.  Joe then assigned a deputy to keep tabs on each of the suspects.  If any of the suspects did something out of the ordinary, a deputy would notify Joe immediately.   
 
    Joe could then spring into action.   
 
    With those tasks taken care of, Joe turned his attention to heading home. 
 
    As Joe got ready to drop Hope off at her house, she glanced at his face. 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re going to call it a day,” she said.  “I haven’t seen you this tired in a long time.”  
 
    “Honestly, I’m running on fumes right now,” Joe replied.   
 
    “In that case, I hope you get some sleep.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Joe replied.  “Then again, has anything today gone according to plan?” 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That means we’re overdue.” 
 
    “At this point, we’re long overdue.  So much so that I’m not going to hold my breath when it comes to plans working out.” 
 
    “It sounds like exhaustion isn’t the only thing that has caught up with you.  You’ve also been hit by a wave of negativity.” 
 
    “Sorry.  It’s just not my day,” Joe said.  “I’ll give you a call if there’s any breaking news.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting by the phone,” Hope said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Once Hope and Joe parted ways, Hope met up with her boyfriend.  At that point in the day, Daniel had finished up with work at his restaurant.  When Daniel spotted Hope, he looked really happy to see her. 
 
    “Please tell me you have some good news,” Daniel said. 
 
    Hope felt bad seeing such excitement in his eyes.  Mostly because she knew that it wouldn’t stay there for long.   
 
    She shook her head and said, “Not even close.” 
 
    He looked deflated.  “That’s depressing.” 
 
    “Look.  It’s still early in the case.”   
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “At least, that’s what I’m telling myself.” 
 
    “I realize how rare it is to get a big break on the first day, but I was really hoping this would be the exception to that rule.” 
 
    Hope grimaced.  “Not quite.  There’s always tomorrow.” 
 
    Daniel took a deep breath and replied, “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, how are you holding up?” 
 
    “Forget about me.  You’re the important one here.” 
 
    “I already told you.  I’m frustrated.  And pretty discouraged.  But I’ve been here before and I know that a break can come at any time.  We just need one thing to go right.” 
 
    “That’s a good attitude to have.” 
 
    “I don’t have much choice in the matter.  You can’t give in to negativity.” 
 
    “I should take that advice.” 
 
    “That brings me back to my earlier question,” Hope said.  “I guess you’re not holding up very well then, huh?” 
 
    “This has been one of the toughest days of my life.  Every time things got slow at work this afternoon, I kept looking out at the parking lot.  I kept thinking, that’s where Vincent’s life ended.” 
 
    “It is pretty depressing to think that he died in an empty parking lot.” 
 
    “And that he died in a pool of his own blood.”  Daniel grimaced.  “Honestly, everything about this is depressing.” 
 
    “I have to say.  I’m really surprised that you kept the restaurant open today.” 
 
    “I debated closing it.” 
 
    “What made you decide to keep the place open?” 
 
    “I realized that if I closed the place, I would just sit at home and think about Vincent all day.  That wouldn’t do me any good.  If I kept the place open, I figured that work would be able to distract me.” 
 
    “Were you right?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head.  “Not at all.  All day, big crowds gathered just outside the parking lot.  Once they were done gawking at the scene, they came in to the restaurant.  They spent all of their time talking about the murder.” 
 
    “Wow.  That’s the last thing that you wanted to happen.” 
 
    “It sure was.  But by that point, it was too late.  Now I’ve learned my lesson.” 
 
    “Sounds like we both had an awful day.” 
 
    “We sure did.  But yours was definitely worse.  That’s why I brought you a treat.” 
 
    He handed Hope a to-go container.   
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Open it up and find out,” he said. 
 
    When she lifted the lid of the container, she saw a lemon bar inside.   
 
    “My favorite.” 
 
    “I figured you’d like that.” 
 
    “You were right.  Lemon bars always hit the spot.” 
 
    “They sure do.  I have to say, mine are delicious.  Especially this batch.” 
 
    “Did you sample one?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to tell you this, but there were originally two bars in that container.  I ate one on the way over here.” 
 
    “You did a little stress eating, huh?” 
 
    “Sorry.  I should have had more will power.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.  How can you resist a lemon bar when it’s right next to you?” 
 
    “I guess the answer is that you can’t.  In fact, it’s a good thing that your house is so close by.  Otherwise, that second bar might not have survived the trip.” 
 
    “Wow.  You’re more stressed out than I even realized.” 
 
    “I’m a complete wreck.  But I’m still going to do my best to comfort you.” 
 
    “You know what?  Tonight we’re both just going to let our emotions hang out.  There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Okay.  That works for me,” he said.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The second day of an investigation was always interesting.  Mostly because there was no telling what would happen.  It could be filled with a bunch of action.  Or it could be completely maddening.  In Hope’s experience, there was rarely any middle ground.  Most of the time, there was plenty of time spent sitting in the police station, trying to brainstorm ideas.  Would that be the case this time around?  Hope was curious to find out. 
 
    The morning started off on quite an ordinary note.  Hope rolled out of bed and immediately checked her phone.  There weren’t any messages or updates from her brother. 
 
    From there, she took her dog out for a walk and then made herself some coffee.  After grabbing some breakfast, she gave her brother a call.  A few minutes later, Joe arrived at Hope’s house to pick her up.     
 
    As Hope took a seat in the passenger-side of her brother’s car, one question was on her mind.   
 
    “How did you sleep?” she asked. 
 
    “Like a rock,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  I feel completely refreshed.” 
 
    “You look more like you’re back to your old self.” 
 
    “I’m definitely ready to tackle this case again.” 
 
    “Does that mean you didn’t have any nightmares last night?” 
 
    “I sure didn’t.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that.  Maybe the nightmare that you had the other night wasn’t a sign of bad things to come after all.” 
 
    “Did you really believe it was an omen?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell for sure.  It was certainly a wakeup call.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Let’s just say that I’m glad you didn’t have the same nightmare again.  That would have been really disturbing,” Hope replied.   
 
    “I have a theory about why I didn’t have the nightmare again last night,” Joe said. 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because this case we’re working on right now is enough of a nightmare.”   
 
    “You could be right.  This investigation definitely isn’t a walk in the park.” 
 
    “Go figure.  Sometimes reality is worse than anything that my mind can dream up.” 
 
    Hope put her hand up.  “This is where I’m going to have to disagree with you.  The prospect of you getting shot is terrifying.  That’s why your nightmare was so horrifying.” 
 
    “That was an awfully bleak thing to happen.” 
 
    “And even though it was just a bad dream, you still need to be careful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’m going to be as safe as possible.  That’s how I always am.” 
 
    “I realize that.  It just doesn’t hurt to remind you.” 
 
    Joe looked anxious to switch gears.  “Why don’t we focus on the case?” 
 
    “Okay.  What do you want to do now?” Hope asked.   
 
    “Before I drove over here, I checked in with each of the deputies that I assigned to keep tabs on the suspects.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They didn’t have anything remarkable to report.” 
 
    “I guess that means we don’t have any hot leads.” 
 
    “Frankly, we don’t have leads of any kind right now.” 
 
    Hope took a deep breath and replied, “What should our next step be then?” 
 
    “I was thinking about heading over to the police station and pouring over the case file again.” 
 
    “All right.  While you’re doing that, why don’t I get on social media and see if any of the suspects has posted something suspicious?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “That sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Hope shrugged.  “Who knows?  Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Despite their initial optimism, it turned out that luck was not on their side. 
 
    The investigators spent a few hours at the police station pouring over the case file and looking at social media profiles.  Unfortunately, they didn’t stumble upon any new information that they had overlooked the first time around.   
 
    When the lunch hour drew near, Hope’s thoughts turned to food.  So, naturally, it was right at that moment when a call came over Joe’s radio.   
 
    As hungry as Hope was, she was able to push her cravings aside long enough to take interest in Joe’s conversation.   
 
    Calls rarely came in on Joe’s radio.  When they did, they were typically very important.  Would this one follow suit? 
 
    Hope had to wait a few minutes to find out.   
 
    When Joe put his radio down, he looked at Hope with a sense of urgency in his eyes.   
 
    “We have to go,” Joe said. 
 
    Hope threw out her arms.  “Why?  What’s up?” 
 
    “There has been a development at Michelle Oakhurst’s house.” 
 
    “What kind of a development?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in the car.  But I’ll say this.  It might be just the break that we’ve been waiting for.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Joe and Hope darted out to his car.  Joe then sped over to Michelle Oakhurst’s home.  On the way, Joe explained what the call had been about.  Apparently, a few minutes ago, Ryan Fitzgerald had made a surprise appearance at Michelle’s front door.  Whenever two suspects got together, it always drew the attention of the police.  It turned out that Ryan and Michelle didn’t just have a normal conversation, however.  In fact, Michelle did not look very happy to see Ryan at her door.  It wasn’t long before an argument broke out between them. 
 
    At that point, the deputies that had been assigned to keep tabs on those suspects stepped in and separated Ryan and Michelle.  Deputy McLarkin then radioed Joe.   
 
    When Joe and Hope arrived at Michelle Oakhurst’s home, the suspects were being held for questioning.  Thankfully, Ryan and Michelle were being kept a safe distance apart.  That way, trouble couldn’t break out.   
 
    The question for Joe became who to speak with first.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter all that much.  The investigators would talk to both of the suspects before they left.  With that in mind, Joe decided to talk to Ryan Fitzgerald first.  
 
    Mr. Fitzgerald was currently being detained in the back of a squad car.  He didn’t look happy.   
 
    “What’s the big idea, holding me against my will like this?” Ryan asked.   
 
    “Calm down.  We just have some questions that we’d like to ask you,” Joe said. 
 
    “Calm down?  Are you mental?  I’m being held in the back of a squad car.  The last thing I’m going to do is remain calm.” 
 
    “Mr. Fitzgerald.  Yelling at me isn’t going to get you anywhere.” 
 
    “You need to let me go.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that.” 
 
    “No.  What you mean is that you refuse to do it.  That’s a bold move.  I’m not even sure if that’s legal.” 
 
    “I’m an officer of the law.  I would never do anything illegal.” 
 
    “You say that, but it wouldn’t be the first time that a cop has broken the law.” 
 
    “Mr. Fitzgerald.  I’m in the middle of a homicide investigation.  I have every right to detain you for questioning.” 
 
    “How about spying?  Do you have a right to do that as well?  Because those deputies came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it spying.  We were just keeping an eye on the situation.” 
 
    “What ever happened to a man’s right to privacy?” 
 
    “You were standing out in public.  And you’re a murder suspect.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “Why?  Does it make you uncomfortable?” 
 
    “No.  It makes me annoyed.  I’m not a suspect.” 
 
    “I could not disagree more.” 
 
    “I already told you yesterday.  I had nothing to do with Vincent’s death.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you don’t have a verifiable alibi for the time of Vincent’s murder.  You do have motive, however.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of speculation.” 
 
    “The argument you just had with Michelle only adds fuel to the fire.  Now, why don’t you tell me what you were arguing about?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with your case.” 
 
    “I asked you a question—” 
 
    “And I answered you.  What we discussed was none of your business.” 
 
    “It’s not wise to withhold information from me.” 
 
    “If it had something to do with this case, I would tell you.  But it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Let me be the judge of that.” 
 
    “You’re not going to give up, are you?” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Not until I get the information that I want.” 
 
    Ryan groaned.  “Fine.  I have nothing to hide.  I want to get back together with her.” 
 
    Joe scratched his chin.  “Interesting.” 
 
    “All right.  I answered your question.  Now, let’s drop the subject.” 
 
    Joe held up his hand.  “Not so fast.  Does Michelle want to get back together with you?” 
 
    Ryan looked down.  He then shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    “The plot thickens.” 
 
    “You say that, but none of this has anything to do with your investigation.”  
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “You’ve obviously wanted to get back together with her for a while.  But she was with Vincent.  Maybe you figured that if Vincent was out of the picture, Michelle would take you back.” 
 
    “There you go, making wild accusations again.” 
 
    “They aren’t as wild as you think.  That theory makes a lot of sense.” 
 
    “It’s nothing more than a crazy theory.  Do you have even a single shred of evidence to back that up?” 
 
    “Currently, no.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.  Now, let me go.” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “Not so fast.  Let’s see what Michelle has to say about all of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    When Joe and Hope finished up with Ryan, they turned their attention to Michelle.  Ms. Oakhurst didn’t look nearly as angry as Ryan did, but she wasn’t in a good mood either.  She just happened to have better control over her emotions than Ryan did.   
 
    The question became, would she be able to keep bottling her feelings up?  Or would they come out? 
 
    The investigators were curious to find out.  They spoke with Michelle in the living room of her home. 
 
    “We just had a very interesting conversation with Ryan,” Joe said.   
 
    “Is that so?” Michelle replied. 
 
    Joe nodded.  “He said some eye-opening things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “We’ll get to that.  In the meantime, there’s something I want to warn you about before we go any further.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Michelle asked.   
 
    “We already asked Ryan all of these questions.  If your answers don’t match up with his, we will know that one of you is lying.” 
 
    “Correction.  If our answers don’t match up, it’ll be because he’s a liar.  I always tell the truth.” 
 
    “You think your ex-boyfriend is a liar, huh?” 
 
    “He has certainly lied to me in the past.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “A number of different things.” 
 
    “He told us that he didn’t kill Vincent.  Do you think we should believe him?” 
 
    “Are you trying to get me to throw him under the bus?” 
 
    “What we’re trying to do is to solve a murder.  If you have any information that will help us identify the killer, you have a legal obligation to share it with us.” 
 
    “I don’t know who did this.” 
 
    “Do you believe your ex-boyfriend is capable of murder?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a no.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a yes either.  Like I just said, I don’t know who killed Vincent.” 
 
    “Well, someone did, and we’re not going to stop until we find out who.” 
 
    “In that case, you should talk to someone else right now.” 
 
    “Because you’re innocent, right?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that one before.  In fact, every suspect in history has told me that.” 
 
    “I’m sure they have.  But I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.  Because you never lie,” Joe said. 
 
    “Never,” Michelle said. 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “Okay.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “What were you and Ryan arguing about before the deputies stepped in?” 
 
    “Ryan wanted me to take him back.” 
 
    “And, what did you say?” 
 
    “I told him no.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “He didn’t seem to want to take no for an answer.  He told me that I was making a big mistake.  That no one would treat me better than him.” 
 
    “You don’t feel the same way, though, do you?” 
 
    Michelle shook her head.  “Not at all.  I just wanted him to go away.” 
 
    “Because your heart belongs to Vincent?” 
 
    “Detective, I know what you’re trying to do.” 
 
    “I’m trying to get answers.” 
 
    “You mean, you’re trying to get me to admit that I’m heartbroken over Vincent’s death.  Then you’ll probably try to accuse me of murder, like you did yesterday.” 
 
    “We never accused you of anything.  We just said that we had our suspicions,” Joe said.  “Frankly, we still do.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with Vincent’s death,” Michelle said. 
 
    “Maybe not, but things don’t look good for you right now.  To start, no one can confirm your location during the time of the murder.  In addition, you have a pretty strong motive.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with that.” 
 
    “You were sleeping with Vincent.  But he wanted to make things work with his wife.  A jealous lover always has a motive for committing murder.” 
 
    “Detective, we talked about all of this yesterday.  Nothing has changed since then.” 
 
    “That’s not true.  This confrontation with your ex is an entirely new development.” 
 
    “You have to remember something.  I didn’t invite Ryan over here.  I had zero interest in talking to him.  Ryan is the one who started this.” 
 
    “You act like you had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “I didn’t.  Just like I had nothing to do with Vincent’s murder.  Now, are we done here?” 
 
    Joe shook his head.  “No.  I have a few more questions for you.” 
 
    “Fine.  Ask away.  But you’re wasting your time,” Michelle said.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Joe asked Michelle a number of additional questions.  Unfortunately, she did not provide him with any useful information   
 
    What were the odds that both of the interviews would end without a huge break taking place?  Going in, Hope was convinced that at least one of the suspects would break.  Or that one would reveal convincing evidence against the other.  Much to Hope’s chagrin, that did not prove to be the case.  If one of those suspects was guilty of murder, they were really good at keeping their evil deeds under wraps.   
 
    Hope hated walking away from suspects without anything to show for her efforts, but she didn’t have much choice in the matter.  Hope and her brother had gotten as much information out of Ryan and Michelle as they could.  Prolonging their conversation with Michelle wasn’t going to do anything but waste time.  Reluctantly, Joe let both of the suspects go.  Even though they were free to go about their day, police deputies would be watching their every move.  If one of the suspects did slip up, it would not go unnoticed.   
 
    In the meantime, Hope and her brother walked back to Joe’s car.  It was safe to say that frustration permeated the air.   
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I expected a lot more out of those interviews,” Hope said. 
 
    “Trust me.  You’re not alone.  That’s exactly how I felt too,” Joe replied. 
 
    “Yet, here we are, back at square one.” 
 
    Joe put his hand up.  “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    Hope threw out her arms.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Sure, we didn’t get a big break, but at least now Ryan and Michelle know that they are being watched.” 
 
    “That might not be a good thing.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “They might be very careful about what they do from here on out.  Or they could become more diligent about covering their tracks.” 
 
    “That’s possible.  Then again, they might feel like the pressure is really on them.  And you know how most suspects respond to pressure.” 
 
    “Very poorly.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I guess time will tell.” 
 
    “It should be an interesting couple of days.” 
 
    “Or a maddening few days.” 
 
    “True.  I can’t rule that out.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I can say this, I think it’s time to grab some food.” 
 
    “Is your hunger getting the best of you?” 
 
    “Honestly, my stomach started rumbling before we even drove over here.  Now my appetite is off the chart.” 
 
    “We’d better get you some food then.” 
 
    “What about you?  Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    Joe nodded.  “I could definitely eat.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “The question is, where do you want to go?” 
 
    “I say we head over to Home Sweet Home Cooking.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good bet to me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hope and Joe made their way over to Daniel’s restaurant.  Not only was the food there delicious, but it also gave Hope a chance to catch up with her fiancé.  As expected, their meal was incredible.  By the time they were done eating, they were both full of energy. 
 
    As for Daniel, he seemed to be doing a little better that afternoon.  He still was out of sorts, which was completely understandable given the circumstances, but he wasn’t a complete wreck.   
 
    If anything, he was mostly dismayed that the killer was still on the loose.  That didn’t sit well with Hope either.  One thing that Daniel and Hope had in common was a lack of patience.    
 
    At the same time, investigations could not be rushed.  Leads emerged at their own pace.  That was just the nature of the beast.   
 
    After a pleasant conversation with Daniel, Hope and Joe knew that they had to head back to work.  They got up from their table and began to head out to the car.   
 
    On their way to the parking lot, they walked by the crime scene.  That wasn’t so much by design, but rather just the natural route to get back to the car.  When they reached the parking lot, they saw something very interesting.   
 
    Trevor Eckerson was standing there, deep in thought.  In addition to being Vincent’s son, Trevor was also a suspect in this case.  Naturally, the investigators wondered what he was doing there.  Joe and Hope walked over to Trevor in hopes of getting answers.   
 
    The nineteen-year-old long-haired suspect was so caught up thinking that he didn’t notice the investigators approaching him.   
 
    When Joe reached Trevor, the detective said, “It’s funny running into you here.” 
 
    Trevor was so surprised to see the detective beside him that he nearly jumped right out of his shoes.   
 
    Trevor quickly became outraged.  “What are you thinking, sneaking up on me like that?” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to sneak around.  I just casually walked up to you,” Joe said. 
 
    The detective’s answer didn’t calm Trevor down in the least.   
 
    “What are you even doing here?” Trevor snapped. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “I asked my question first.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  We noticed you standing here and became curious about why you were here.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you noticed me?  Why were you even in this neighborhood?  Have you been spying on me?” 
 
    There was a deputy not too far away.  Apparently, Trevor had not spotted them.  Joe decided not to reveal the deputy’s location to the suspect.  If the deputy was able to remain out of Trevor’s sight, that could prove valuable in the future. 
 
    Joe pointed at Home Sweet Home Cooking.  “Calm down.  We just finished eating a late lunch at that restaurant.” 
 
    “Oh.  So, running into you is just my bad luck then?” 
 
    “There’s no need to get all bent out of shape.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say.” 
 
    “Wow.  You’re really on edge.”   
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?  I just lost my father.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.  I can understand why you’d be really sad right now,” Joe said.  “Your anger is a different story.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me how to feel?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because it sounds like you are.”   
 
    “You need to calm down.  This is no way to talk to a police detective.” 
 
    “Right.  I’m sorry.  It’s just a really bad time for me.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  Now, back to my earlier question.  What are you doing here?”  
 
    “I got tired of sitting around my apartment feeling miserable.  I decided to get some fresh air.  Getting a cup of coffee seemed like a good option,” Trevor said.  “On the way over to my family’s café, I stopped here in the parking lot and got to thinking.” 
 
    “What have you been thinking exactly?” 
 
    “How much I miss him, of course.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Yeah.  What else would I be thinking right now?” 
 
    “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just come out with it,” Joe replied.  “You didn’t return to the scene of the crime to poke your head around, did you?”  
 
    Trevor threw out his arms.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Are you really going to make me spell it out for you?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to.” 
 
    “You’re a suspect in this case—” 
 
    Trevor put his hand up.  “I told you this when we talked yesterday.  I had nothing to do with my dad’s murder.  And the fact that you would even think otherwise is insulting.” 
 
    “Make no mistake.  I don’t like having your name on my suspect list.  But since you don’t have an alibi for the time of the murder, there’s no way of eliminating you from my list.” 
 
    “This is insane.  You have a lot of nerve talking to me like that when I’m trying to grieve.” 
 
    “The only thing I’m trying to do is discover the truth.  Sometimes, that involves asking really tough questions.” 
 
    “If you really care about the truth, stop wasting your time with me.” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t feel like this conversation is a waste of time.” 
 
    “Do you really think I would kill my own father?” 
 
    “It’s a horrifying thought, but I can’t rule it out.  After all, you are very close to your mother.  And your father did cheat on your mom, breaking her heart and wreaking havoc with your family in the process.” 
 
    “I’m not a killer.  And nothing that you say is going to change that.” 
 
    “I just wish there was a way to prove that.” 
 
    Trevor backed away.  “You’re insufferable.  There’s just no talking sense into you.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  What are you doing?” Joe asked. 
 
    “I’m out of here,” Trevor said.   
 
    Trevor started moving away from the coffee shop.   
 
    “Where are you going?” Joe asked. 
 
    “It’s none of your business.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to get some coffee.” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood now.” 
 
    “Or maybe you never intended on getting coffee.” 
 
    “I just want to get away from you,” Trevor said.  “Leave me alone.  The same goes for my mother.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Joe let Trevor walk away.  After all, the detective knew that the suspect wouldn’t be able to truly get away.  The deputy that was tailing Trevor would keep a close eye on him.  Since that deputy was keeping a safe distance, it appeared that Trevor still had no idea that he was being watched.  Joe was happy to keep it that way. 
 
    Even so, Joe and Hope left that conversation feeling pretty discouraged.  They vented their frustration.   
 
    “Is it just me, or did he seem a little paranoid to you?” Joe asked. 
 
    “It wasn’t just you.  His paranoia was off the charts,” Hope said. 
 
    “I wonder why.” 
 
    “I have a theory.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “I think he was hiding something.” 
 
    “You could be right.” 
 
    “Don’t you feel that way?” 
 
    “He definitely wasn’t being completely truthful with us.” 
 
    “The question becomes, what was he lying to us about?” 
 
    “Do you have a theory about that too?” 
 
    “There’s a chance that he wasn’t being truthful with us about anything,” Hope said. 
 
    “That would be pretty crazy.” 
 
    “We definitely can’t rule that out.” 
 
    “Honestly, at this point, we can’t rule anything out.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  I can say with great certainty that none of the suspects are going to come right out and admit their guilt.” 
 
    “I definitely agree with that,” Joe said.  “Anyway, what do you think we should do now?” 
 
    Hope bit the corner of her lip and then replied, “I think we should follow Trevor.” 
 
    “A deputy is already tailing him.” 
 
    “For now, at least.” 
 
    Joe threw out his arms.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I think you should have that deputy stop following him.” 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “Joe, just hear me out here.  I’m getting a really strong gut feeling.” 
 
    “All right.  I’m all ears.” 
 
    “I think you should order the deputy to stop tailing Trevor.  But have the officer be really blatant about it.  As in, have him turn on his lights and siren and speed away in a hurry.” 
 
    “I think I know where you’re going with this.” 
 
    “If the deputy makes a lot of noise on the way out, Trevor will probably feel like the coast is clear.” 
 
    “But it won’t be.” 
 
    “No.  Because we’ll be waiting in the shadows, watching him from afar.” 
 
    “You’re really sneaky, you know that?” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited quite yet.  I have no idea if this plan is going to pay off.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Joe said.  “But it’s worth a try.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Joe and Hope followed Trevor home.  As did the deputy that was assigned to keep tabs on the suspect.  They all kept a safe distance from Trevor to not get spotted.   
 
    From there, Deputy Taggart followed Joe’s order.  Taggart pulled up in front of Trevor’s apartment complex.  The deputy then turned on the siren in his car.  After that, Taggart sped down the street.   
 
    Meanwhile, Joe and Hope remained on Trevor’s street, waiting to see if the suspect would take action.   
 
    “I guess this is the moment of truth,” Hope said. 
 
    “Let’s hope this plan of yours works,” Joe replied. 
 
    “My gut is telling me that it will.” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re right.” 
 
    When an hour went by without seeing any activity coming from Trevor’s place, Hope started to get restless.  
 
    Joe and Hope were determined to follow through with the plan. 
 
    All told, it wasn’t until a little after nightfall before anything significant happened.   
 
    Under the cover of night, Trevor left his apartment and walked out to his vehicle carrying a duffel bag.   
 
    Trevor then drove west.   
 
    “All right.  Here we go,” Hope said.  “Let’s see where Trevor is going.” 
 
    “Whatever his destination is, we’re going to follow him,” Joe replied. 
 
    Trevor ended up driving to the outskirts of town.  When he hit the city limits, he showed no signs of slowing down.  Once Trevor’s car left Hollywood, Joe had every right to pull the suspect over.   
 
    When Joe initially questioned Trevor the day before, he gave the suspect strict orders not to leave town during this investigation.   
 
    Trevor’s current actions directly disobeyed the detective’s orders. 
 
    Joe turned on the siren in his car.  The detective fully expected Trevor to pull over. 
 
    That didn’t happen.   
 
    Not only did Trevor refuse to pull over, but he actually sped up.  In fact, he floored it.   
 
    Joe wasn’t about to let the suspect get away.  The detective put the pedal to the metal as well. 
 
    Joe quickly found himself in the middle of a high-speed chase.   
 
    “Is Trevor crazy?” Hope asked.  “What is he doing?” 
 
    “Acting like someone who has something to hide,” Joe said. 
 
    “He doesn’t really think he’s going to give you the slip, does he?” 
 
    “Who knows what he’s thinking right now?” 
 
    Thankfully, Trevor and Joe were driving on a back road.  If they were both on the highway, it could be disastrous.   
 
    Even so, Joe wanted to end this chase as soon as possible.  So many things could go wrong.   
 
    To help his cause, Joe radioed ahead to the next town over.  Once he got in contact with the Watterson Police Department, he brought them up to speed on what was happening. 
 
    A plan was then put into action.   
 
    The Watterson Police Department was going to setup further down the road.  They were also going to put down a spike strip.  With any luck, the spikes would blow out the tires of Trevor’s car.   
 
    Of course, things didn’t always work out as planned.   
 
    A tense few minutes followed as the chase brought Trevor, Joe, and Hope closer to the town of Watterson.   
 
    Just as Joe predicted, Trevor didn’t see the spike strip coming.  The suspect was taken completely surprise by the spikes.  By the time Trevor spotted them, he wasn’t able to swerve in time to avoid them.   
 
    Trevor’s car ended up going directly over the spikes.   
 
    At that point, his tires almost immediately gave out.  Suddenly, Trevor had no choice but to hit the brakes.   
 
    Once Trevor’s car came to a stop, Joe pulled up behind him.   
 
    Before getting out of his car, Joe turned to Hope.   
 
    “For your own safety, stay here,” Joe said. 
 
    Hope was a stubborn woman, but she wasn’t a fool.  She realized how potentially dangerous this situation was.  There was a very real chance that things would turn explosive.  After all, Trevor had decided to conduct this high-speed chase rather than pulling over to the side of the road when Joe put his car’s siren on.  Would Trevor make another crazy decision?  Joe was about to find out.   
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Hope said. 
 
    A look of relief came to Joe’s face.  “Good.” 
 
    Joe then got out of the car.  He didn’t want to walk right up to Trevor’s driver’s-side window.  What if Trevor had a gun?  The suspect could be waiting for Joe to approach.   
 
    Joe grabbed his pistol and stayed at his own vehicle.   
 
    He remained alert as a number of seconds went by without any activity.   
 
    Across the way, Joe also saw a number of police cars parking further down the road.  A few deputies got out of those cars.   
 
    Joe became frustrated waiting for a reaction from Trevor. 
 
    The detective called out to Trevor. 
 
    “Come out with your hands up,” Joe demanded. 
 
    A few seconds went by without any response from Trevor.   
 
    Just as Joe was about to yell another command, the driver’s-side door of Trevor’s vehicle opened.   
 
    Trevor didn’t exit the vehicle peacefully, however.  Nor did he come out with his hands up.   
 
    Instead, the suspect completely defied logic and tried to sprint away from the scene.   
 
    As Trevor took off on foot, Joe’s eyebrows rose.  For a second, Joe couldn’t believe his eyes.  What was Trevor thinking?   
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Joe said. 
 
    Right then, Joe had to make a split-decision.  As did the other officers across the way.  They had every right to fire at Trevor.  And with their aim, they could have easily shot the suspect a number of times.   
 
    That seemed like far too excessive of an action to take.  Joe didn’t want to kill Trevor.  The detective just wanted to apprehend him. 
 
    Joe put his gun away and decided to chase Trevor.  The other police officers did the same. 
 
    As Trevor tried to make serious tracks, he failed to realize just how quick Joe was on his feet.  The suspect didn’t make it very far before Joe caught up with him.  As Joe reached Trevor, the detective tackled the suspect.   
 
    Once Trevor was on the ground, Joe placed his knee on the suspect’s back and pinned him down.  From there, Joe reached for his handcuffs and restrained Trevor.   
 
    At that point, Joe dragged Trevor back to his car.  
 
    Normally, Joe would try to get some answers out of Trevor right then and there.  This time, Joe loaded Trevor into the back seat of his car.  Not so much to let Trevor cool off, but because Joe wanted to do a search of the suspect’s vehicle.   
 
    That decision proved to be a smart one.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Joe and Hope approached the back seat of the detective’s car, armed with more ammunition than ever.   
 
    “You have a lot of explaining to do,” Joe said. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you anything,” Trevor replied. 
 
    “No.  You have every right to stay silent.  But that isn’t going to do you any good.  As it is, I already have enough evidence to charge you with trying to evade a police detective.  Also, resisting arrest—” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    Joe put his hand up.  “I wasn’t done talking.  There’s more.  When we did a search of your car a few minutes ago, we found something very interesting inside it.” 
 
    “As in?” 
 
    “Trevor, stop messing around.  Now is the time to come clean.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “We know that you killed your father.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    Joe held up an evidence bag.  Inside the bag was a bloodstained knife.   
 
    “We found this wrapped in a towel in the backseat of your car,” Joe said. 
 
    Trevor’s eyes widened.  He didn’t have a snappy response this time.  Instead, he remained silent.   
 
    “The forensics lab will have to run some tests, but I have a feeling what the results will be.  The blood on your knife is your father’s, isn’t it?  That’s why you were so desperate to get away from us.  Because you knew that if we caught up with your car, it would be all over for you,” Joe said.   
 
    Trevor averted his eyes.  He didn’t say a word. 
 
    Joe continued.  “You can try to ignore me all you want.  But it’s not going to change the fact that you’re guilty.  You should be ashamed of yourself, killing your own father.” 
 
    Trevor stared at the ground.  He appeared to have no intention of making eye contact. 
 
    “I know you’re devoted to your mother, but you took things to extreme levels.  Sure, your father cheated on your mother, but to kill him, that’s just psychotic.  Let me tell you something.  You’re going to jail for a very long time.” 
 
    Once again, Trevor kept his mouth shut.  It sure looked like Joe wasn’t going to get a confession out of Trevor.  Then again, Joe didn’t really need one.  The evidence spoke for itself.  Even so, Joe made one last attempt to get an explanation from the suspect. 
 
    “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?” Joe asked. 
 
    “My father didn’t just cheat on my mother.  He destroyed our entire family.  He had to pay for what he did,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Wow.  Your mind is seriously twisted.  Rather than just trying to comfort your mother, you decided to throw the rest of your life away?” Joe asked.  “I’m glad you’re going to be behind bars from now on.  I don’t want someone as crazy as you are to be walking the streets.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    A few hours later 
 
      
 
    With the killer in custody, Hope was anxious to tell her boyfriend the good news.  She also wanted to treat herself.  Daniel’s restaurant was the perfect place to do that.   
 
    He served the best lemon bars that she had ever tasted.  She wasn’t just saying that because they happened to be in a relationship either.  She genuinely believed that he was an amazing baker.  
 
    Unlike other moments in her life, when she felt bad for breaking her diet, Hope didn’t feel guilty for indulging right then.  She had earned a treat.  And what a wonderful dessert it was. 
 
    While Hope savored the lemon bar, Daniel had a mixed reaction to the news of the case wrapping up.  He spent a great deal of time staring out the window at Vincent’s coffee shop.   
 
    “I thought you would be happier to hear the news,” Hope said. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m glad that Trevor is behind bars.  But it doesn’t change the fact that Vincent is dead.  Or that he’s never coming back,” Daniel said.   
 
    “I know what you mean.  It’s always tough when someone’s life is cut short.” 
 
    “This time, the situation is even more complicated.  Vincent didn’t lead an ordinary life.  He made some big mistakes.  And they cost him.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  You have to wonder.  If Vincent hadn’t cheated on his wife, would he still be alive today?” 
 
    “That’s what I keep wondering.” 
 
    “It’s just a guess on my part, but I think he would be.  After all, if Vincent hadn’t cheated, then his son wouldn’t have spiraled into a murderous rage.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “It’s just a reminder that one bad decision can tip the scales forever.” 
 
    “Speaking of bad decisions, Trevor made one of his own.  He was only nineteen-years-old.  And now he’s going to spend the rest of his life behind bars.” 
 
    “Talk about being foolish.” 
 
    “And crazy.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’m never going to forget that part,” Hope said.  “After all, no matter how angry you are at your father, it’s never enough to justify committing murder.” 
 
    “It sure isn’t.  Which makes me wonder, what if Trevor had gotten control over his emotions before he acted?  How different would things be right now?” 
 
    “Infinitely different, I imagine.”  Daniel took a deep breath and continued, “Here’s the thing, though.  In the end, it’s not going to do me any good to speculate.  The past is written in stone.” 
 
    “It is, but that doesn’t mean that you’re ready to leave it behind.  At least, not yet.  It’s all still fresh in your mind.” 
 
    “True.  On the flip side, you know just as well as I do that time just keeps on ticking.  Life carries on, whether you’re ready for it to or not.”  
 
    “You’re not going to fall too far behind if you spend a few more days sorting things out in your head.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.  Here’s the thing, though.  Even though I’m spending a lot of time thinking about the past, I’m also curious to see what the future holds.” 
 
    “For us?  Or life in general?” 
 
    “You know I’m not psychic, but I’m pretty sure that life has a lot of good things in store for us.  I’m not quite sure about this town.  What do you think?” 
 
    “I know what I want to happen.” 
 
    “For peace to finally come to Hollywood?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Hope nodded.  “Exactly.  Whether it will actually happen is anyone’s guess.” 
 
    “I guess time will tell,” Daniel said.  “For your sake, I hope things finally go back to normal around here.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you.  I’ve experienced enough drama for an entire lifetime.” 
 
    “Which is saying a lot, considering that we’re both still relatively young.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.  Hollywood is a crazy place.”  Hope took another bite of her lemon bar.  “Which is why I crave a taste of the normal life so much.” 
 
    “I really hope that you get it.  Peace and quiet is underrated.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    Buy more of my books right here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Meredith-Potts/e/B01GH44H6A 
 
    An honest review is always appreciated. 
 
    Thank you for reading my book.   
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