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      A bright orange balloon floated just above the multitude of tiny, green leaves on the tall hedges that surrounded Sage Gardens. Outside the hedges the busy streets were filled with people rushing to get home from work, but inside the hedges, the community was populated by people who no longer had to participate in rush hour. Sage Gardens was a retirement community that welcomed anyone over the age of sixty-five. It was normally a rather quiet environment, but this bright, spring day it was quite active. The manicured grounds were busy with people headed for the recreation hall which stood at the end of a long cobblestone walkway. Eddy's dark blue eyes narrowed as he watched the parade of residents walk past him. They seemed to be following the man with the balloon. Each was dressed in a brighter button-down than the last.

      “These people must think this is Hawaii,” he muttered to himself and rolled his eyes. He tugged his gray fedora down a little tighter over his thinning, brown hair. He was dressed as always in a simple, light brown suit. It was what he had worn for years when he worked as a detective, and it was what he continued to wear, even though he was now retired and living in Sage Gardens.

      Sage Gardens stressed independence while providing a safe environment for people to enjoy. Eddy found it to be rather boring, but he could appreciate having staff on hand to help with things he would rather not do, such as mowing the lawn, or repairing the roof. Several things about Sage Gardens annoyed Eddy. Whenever there was a special event, the residents acted as if it was the party of the century. Today it was a birthday party for one of the residents, James. Eddy didn't know James very well. He kept himself at a distance from most people, and enjoyed his time alone.

      “Isn't it exciting?” a voice chirped from just behind him. He closed his eyes briefly and clenched his jaw. He knew that voice very well.

      “Hello, Samantha,” he said as he turned to face her. She was wearing the brightest pink button-down shirt he had ever seen, and he had watched the entire parade walk past. Her copper-red hair was peppered with a few gray strands here and there. She wore it long and almost always had it back in a tight braid. Her bright green eyes were shining as they met his.

      “Aren't you going to the party, Eddy?” she asked and swept her gaze across his drab suit.

      “Sure,” he shrugged and reached up to tug at the brim of his hat. “If there's going to be cake then I'll be there.”

      “I love birthday parties,” Samantha said happily and draped her arm through his. He was a little startled by the gesture but didn't bother to fight it. Ever since Samantha had arrived at Sage Gardens she had made it her mission to cheer Eddy up a little bit. Eddy didn't want to be cheered up. He was perfectly content with things as they were. But he found that if he resisted Samantha it only made her more determined. If he allowed himself to be swept up in her happy thought of the day, then she was appeased, and he could go back to being practically isolated.

      “What is the point of birthday parties at this age?” Eddy demanded as they began walking towards the recreation hall.

      “What do you mean?” Samantha asked as she glanced over at him. “Don't you ever want to celebrate?”

      “Sure, if it's worth celebrating,” he replied mildly. “I mean, what's to celebrate about getting another year older. After sixty, it's kind of pointless, don't you think? Happy birthday, you lost more hair! Happy birthday, you're going to need to go on a special diet to lower your cholesterol!”

      “Oh, Eddy,” Samantha rolled her eyes. “You just need to relax and enjoy yourself.”

      “I said that I would eat cake,” Eddy pointed out.

      When they reached the door of the recreation hall, Samantha politely withdrew her arm from his. One thing the residents did at Sage Gardens was gossip. She was looking forward to spending some time, singing, laughing, and dancing. Samantha loved any break from routine, and anything that would pull her away from the endless articles she intended to write. She had retired from her career as a journalist, but every time that she had an idea about something to write she jotted it down in her notebook. As a result she had over one hundred articles that were waiting to be written. However, she had only managed a few words on each one. Though she loved to write she found that getting started was one of the hardest parts.

      Eddy opened the tall metal door for her and she stepped inside. As usual the recreation hall had been decorated for the birthday party. There was a party committee that took care of these things. Samantha had tried to sign up for it, but the group of women who ran it were very snooty and didn't seem to enjoy new people. She had to admit, the ladies did an excellent job with their ribbons, banners, and balloons, although it struck her as a little childish. The tables were still being set up for the party. James, the birthday man himself was standing near one of the longer, folding tables. Beside him, a younger man was setting a sheet cake down on the table.

      “Here's your cupcake, Dad,” Mike said and handed James a small, white box. “I had them make it special, and it is completely gluten free, so you don't have to worry about eating it.”

      “Wonderful,” James nodded with a broad smile as he looked at his son. “Thank you so much, Mike.”

      “Anything for your birthday, Dad,” Mike said and smiled back at his father. The two mirrored each other well. They both had straight, black hair, though James' was receding to the point of revealing most of his scalp. They both had clear blue eyes that reminded Samantha of the ocean in the morning. They were about the same height, but Mike was at least thirty pounds heavier, with most of it being in his middle. James took his health very seriously. Samantha always spotted him in the on-site gym or out for a jog around the large lake that the individual villas were centered around. Samantha admired him for it, as she found it hard to stick to a healthy lifestyle herself.

      “Well, the wolves are here,” Eddy commented as he stepped in behind her and glanced over the people that had already collected in the recreation hall. Samantha didn't have to ask to know who he was talking about. There were several self-declared bachelors that lived in Sage Gardens and they were always on the hunt. Samantha did her best to avoid them.

      Eddy walked over to the punch bowl to get himself a drink. He preferred to blend into the scenery at parties, but he did enjoy the free food.

      “Check the cake, Dad, and make sure that the inscription is right,” Mike said with a sly smile. James eyed him closely.

      “Did you have them write something mean?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Just check it,” Mike insisted impatiently.

      James turned towards the cake and was about to open the lid to check the inscription when he suddenly froze. He was looking in the direction of the entrance of the recreation hall. A man stood in the doorway. Samantha didn't recognize him, but she did notice the way that he stared straight across the room at James. The two men locked eyes with enough tension to make the hairs on the back of Samantha's neck stand up. Eddy paused beside the punch bowl and spared a glance in the direction of the two men.

      “Frank,” James said as he stared at the man. His skin had grown pale and his smile had faded from his lips.

      “James,” Frank replied in a cool voice and took a slight step forward. James walked around the table towards Frank.

      “Listen Frank, I'm sorry,” James said in one breath. “I've been wanting to apologize.”

      “No need,” Frank said sternly and smoothed the lapel of his suit jacket. It was black and tailored to fit him. His pants matched it. His silver hair was nearly the same shade as the shirt he wore under his suit jacket. “What's in the past, is in the past, James,” he held his hand out in front of him in a friendly manner. James appeared a little shocked as he studied the man before him. Then he raised his own hand and took Frank's. The two men shook hands, and then let their hands fall back to their sides. James lingered for a moment longer as if he didn't quite know what to say.

      “Nice party,” Frank commented quietly. He nodded his head towards the others nearby, then he turned and walked towards a table of refreshments. Samantha was curious about him, as he was not a face she knew. She wondered if he was a close friend of James'. She made her way over to the refreshment table and picked up a small, paper plate. She smiled at the decorative balloon shapes on the plate. She always tried to appreciate the little things. She stood close to Frank as she picked through the food.

      “Hi, I'm Sam,” she said casually as she glanced over at him. He seemed a little startled that she had spoken to him. He managed a small smile that barely altered his hardened expression. His light green eyes were narrowed. Samantha could sense the tension that filled him.

      “Frank,” he replied. “I'm new here. Just moved in.”

      “Oh really?” Samantha asked with surprise. “You must have taken Baki's old place,” she said as a warm smile arose on her lips. “We're practically neighbors.”

      “Is that so?” he chuckled in a friendly way. “Well, it's good to meet you, neighbor,” he said. “If you'll excuse me, I think I forgot something in my villa,” he stepped away from her carrying his plate of food. Samantha watched him go. She wondered if he was trying to avoid her or if he had really forgotten something. Either way she didn't care too much. If he didn't want to be friends, she was okay with that. But she had to know who he was and what he was doing at Sage Gardens. Now that she did, she felt a little calmer. Her curiosity always got her wrapped up in things she shouldn't be, but she couldn't ignore it. If she wanted to know about something or someone, she had to get to the bottom of it before she could feel settled.

      “Did you get the scoop?” Eddy asked as he picked up his own paper plate and began to scope out the food.

      “New resident,” Samantha explained. “He moved into Baki's old place.”

      “Oh boy, I hope he didn't leave any of his rabbit's feet behind,” Eddy said with genuine laughter. “Baki hid them everywhere.”

      “I guess Frank will find them soon enough if he did,” Samantha laughed as well.

      “Excuse me for a few minutes, Mike,” James said to his son as he stepped away from the table. “I'm just going to get something I left in my room.”

      “Can I get it for you?” Mike offered.

      “No, it's fine, I'll get it,” James said and waved his hand as he walked away.

      “Well, don't be long, we'll be doing the cake soon,” Mike reminded him.

      “I'll be back quickly,” James assured him.

      Eddy heard the clang of the door closing and glanced up to see Walt walking through the chairs that were set up in the middle of the room. The tall and slender man was dotting a finger lightly on the back of each chair. Eddy knew him well enough from observing him to know exactly what he was doing, he was counting all of the chairs. Walt was a retired accountant and he kept track of everything. His silver, thin-framed glasses were always perched perfectly on the bridge of his nose. He always paired sweaters with pleated pants and wore the same polished brown shoes.

      “Walt, over here,” Eddy said and waved his hand to the only resident, besides Samantha, he would consider more than just an acquaintance at Sage Gardens. Walt looked up at Eddy and offered him a friendly smile.

      “Hi Eddy, I was wondering if you would be here,” he said as he walked over to Eddy. Eddy nodded and tilted his head towards the food.

      “Anywhere there is free food, you'll find me,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Looks like a good spread,” Walt nodded his approval.

      “Grab a plate,” Eddy encouraged him. “They're getting the party started when James comes back.”

      “All right,” Walt said and carefully picked up a plate. He dusted it lightly with his fingertips to ensure that there were no crumbs already on it. Then he began methodically selecting certain foods to place on his plate.

      By the time Walt had his plate piled high with food James had returned and everyone had begun to gather around the long table to sing happy birthday and get some cake.

      Walt walked over to join in, but Eddy hung back. He preferred to be an observer in these kinds of situations.

      “Are you coming?” Walt asked as he glanced over his shoulder.

      “Nah, I'm fine here. But get me a piece of cake,” he requested.

      “I don't know if I can do that,” Walt said. “It's one piece of cake per person, and I'm one person. If I take two, then people will think I'm taking too much and…”

      “Never mind,” Eddy waved his hand. “I'll get my own cake,” he followed Walt over to the group. As he hung back from the crowd Samantha stepped up beside him. She looked a little troubled as she shot a scowl in the direction of Naomi, one of the women who was on the decorating committee.

      “Not so chipper?” Eddy asked as he glanced over at her.

      “Drop it,” Samantha insisted and plastered a smile on her face as she turned to face James.

      It wasn’t long before the entire group had joined in on singing the Happy Birthday song to James. James cheered in response and leaned forward to blow out the numerous candles on his cake. Everyone clapped to celebrate James' monumental achievement of making it through another year. As Mike cut the cake and began handing out plates to everyone, Samantha frowned.

      “Shouldn't James get the first piece?” she asked politely.

      “He has his own cupcake,” Mike explained. “Dad's gluten intolerant.”

      “Oh, that's right,” Samantha nodded a little and smiled warmly at Mike. “It was so nice of you to put all of this together for him.”

      “It was the least I could do,” Mike offered a polite smile in return. He handed her a piece of cake, which she accepted.

      “Everyone, attention everyone,” Mike said as he tapped his glass lightly with a fork creating a light clinking sound. It did get the attention of most of the people in the room, who turned to look at him. He raised his glass in the air. “I'd like to offer a toast to my father on his birthday,” he explained and turned to face his father.

      James smiled sheepishly and looked up at his son fondly. “That's not necessary,” he said dismissively.

      “I want to,” Mike said firmly. “I have a lot to say actually. You see, my father and I, we didn't always get along. A father son rift, who would have thought?” he laughed. A few people around him laughed as well. “Anyway, all of that is in the past now. But when I think of all of the birthdays that I've missed it's hard for me not to feel as if I missed out on an awful lot. I missed out on the first gray hair,” he cleared his throat. “Of which he now has many.”

      “That's not true,” James laughed loudly.

      “I missed out on the first trip to the dentist, where he got to leave his teeth overnight,” Mike continued. His comment got a roar of laughter from the people attending the party. James balled up a napkin and tossed it playfully at his son.

      “Enough!” he pleaded.

      “All right, all joking aside, I feel very grateful that I will get to share this, and every birthday to come with you, Dad,” he said and raised his glass to his father. James stood up from his chair and clinked his glass with his son's. He drank down the champagne that had been provided for the party.

      “Thank you, Son,” he said and clapped Mike firmly on the back. “You've grown to be a fine man. I'm very proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Dad,” Mike smiled. When James sat back down at the table Samantha watched him pour himself a glass of wine and then tuck the bottle under the table by his side where his gifts were. There was plenty of champagne and other bottles of wine to drink.

      Samantha helped herself to a glass of white. She was enjoying the festivities of the party. If there was one thing she felt she did right in her life it was moving to Sage Gardens. She felt secure, and there were plenty of people for her to spend time with. She hadn't quite broken into the social scene yet, but she knew with a little patience she soon would.

      As Samantha walked off to talk to one of the women on the decorating committee, a gasp began to carry through the crowd. She spun around in time to see James standing up behind the table. He was clutching his chest. His eyes were wide and he looked hungry for air. He reached for his son, but before he could get a grasp on Mike's hand he collapsed and slumped down across the table.
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      “Dad?” Mike cried out as he leaned towards his father. The nurse who worked in the community rushed forward to check on James.

      “Is he okay, Owen?” Samantha gasped as she watched the nurse attempt to rouse James. Others nearby tried to gather close to check on him, but Owen waved them away.

      “Give him space,” he demanded, his voice troubled. “Call for an ambulance, quickly,” he shouted.

      Owen pulled James off the table and spread him out on the floor. He began doing chest compressions while the nurse's aide called for an ambulance. Mike, still in a daze, stared down at his father sprawled across the floor.

      “All right, everyone, the party is over,” the nurse's aide said, after she had hung up, and began waving the guests towards the door of the recreation hall. “Let's give James some privacy,” she pleaded with the stragglers.

      As everyone began to leave, Samantha did her best to linger. She wanted to know whether James was going to make it. Soon, she was one of the only people remaining in the hall. She noticed that Eddy was also still in the hall, standing near the exit. He noticed her as well, before shifting his gaze back towards Owen.

      “Dad,” Mike said as he crouched down beside his father. “Please wake up.”

      Samantha looked at James thinking that it did not look as if there was much chance of him waking up. Eddy opened the door for the paramedics who rushed in with a gurney in tow.

      “I don't think James is going to make it,” Eddy said quietly to Samantha.

      “Don't say that,” Samantha argued in a whisper, though she knew that he was right. “He could still pull through, we just have to think positively about it.”

      “Okay, you go on and think positive about it,” Eddy said with a hint of animosity. He got a little fed up with the positive thought movement.

      Owen stepped away from James and let the paramedics take over. He looked up to see Samantha and Eddy still in the recreation hall.

      “Guys, you really need to clear out,” Owen said gravely. Samantha noticed that he refused to look directly at her. She nodded her head.

      “Sorry, Owen, I just wanted to see if there was any way that I could help.”

      “The paramedics are handling it,” Owen said, though his voice wavered when he spoke. Owen was a very caring nurse. He didn't just do his job, he seemed to care about the people that he worked with. He was also studying to become a doctor. Samantha thought he would be a great one since he was genuinely invested in the well-being of his patients.

      As Eddy and Samantha were turning towards the door, one of the paramedics walked over to Owen and spoke quietly to him. When Owen looked over at Eddy and Samantha he didn’t have to say anything for them to realize that James had passed away, his face said it all.

      Eddy opened the door for Samantha and they stepped out of the recreation hall.

      As the door clanged shut behind him, Eddy grimaced. He looked over at Samantha.

      “It’s so sad,” Samantha said quietly. “To die at your birthday party.”

      “I know, it’s terrible,” Eddy said looking at the ground.

      “Are you coming?” Samantha asked.

      “I'm just going to wait here a bit longer,” Eddy replied.

      “All right,” Samantha nodded. She watched him for a moment as if she was about to ask him a question, but instead she turned and walked away. Eddy surveyed the flood of brightly colored shirts heading back to the villas that wrapped around the lake in nearly a full circle. The further away they got, the more they looked like the cheerful birthday balloons that the recreation hall was dotted with.

      “Easy come, easy go,” he muttered to himself and shook his head at the demise of the celebration. Soon, he was the only person near the recreation hall. Eddy kicked the toe of his shoe lightly against the sandy dirt that surrounded the front steps. He pretended to be searching for something in the dirt. He would come up with what he was searching for if anyone asked him what he was up to. The door opened and Owen stepped outside.

      “Owen,” Eddy said in a cool tone and offered him a nod.

      “Eddy, not surprised to find you here,” he said grimly as he locked eyes with Eddy.

      “I think I dropped something,” Eddy muttered and kicked at the dirt again.

      “Nice try, Eddy,” Owen shook his head and descended the steps to join him. “I know why you're here.”

      “So?” Eddy asked. “What really happened in there?” he knew that Owen would tell him everything there was to tell. Owen was fascinated by the cop stories that Eddy would share with him. Most of them true. Some were slightly embellished because it amused Eddy to see Owen so interested. Of all the people at Sage Gardens, Eddy felt the most comfortable around Owen.

      “It looks like a heart attack,” Owen said quietly and then tilted his head towards the corner of the building. The two men walked around the side of the building. Eddy studied Owen curiously. Owen lowered his voice. “He had a strange rash on his skin and his skin was so pink, Eddy. I've never seen anything like it before and certainly never heard of anything like that occurring with a heart attack.”

      “What are you saying, Owen?” Eddy asked as he narrowed his eyes.

      “I'm not saying anything really,” Owen replied nervously and glanced over his shoulder. “I'm only telling you because of your history, Eddy. I just don't feel right about calling this a simple heart attack.”

      “What do you think it was?” Eddy pressed sternly. He knew how to get a confession out of just about anyone.

      “I'm not sure,” Owen admitted hesitantly. “If I had to guess, I would say that he had a strong reaction to something that caused a heart attack. Maybe medication or even poison. “

      “Poison,” Eddy repeated as he mulled over the possibility. “Some poisons can cause symptoms like a heart attack,” he agreed slowly.

      “So, you think I might be right?” Owen asked with a hint of excitement at the idea of seeing through a crime.

      “Hmm,” Eddy rubbed his hands together twice. “To tell you the truth, Owen, as a detective I always relied more on the why than the how.”

      “What is the why?” Owen asked, his brow furrowed.

      “It is the motive. Okay, we know James is dead. We know he could have possibly died from a heart attack, or he could have possibly been poisoned with something that would make it look like natural causes. So, the quick question that comes to mind is, who would want James dead? Who would go to the lengths of poisoning him? If you can find a reason, or a person in his life that might be the driving force behind his death, then I would be more likely to move towards poison. However, that is sometimes a hard thing to prove.”

      “Do you think that it's possible?” Owen asked. “James was fairly well off. I imagine the only person who stood to gain from his death was his son.”

      “So, maybe his son didn't want to wait any longer for the old man to get sick and die. With James being in such good health, maybe he was just getting impatient to get his hands on his inheritance.”

      “I'd hate to think that, but I guess it is possible,” Owen said quietly.

      “No one wants to think it, but clearly it's a possibility,” Eddy said. “Let me know what the medical examiner says, okay?”

      “Sure,” Owen nodded and then lowered his voice. “I've never seen an actual murder victim before,” he admitted nervously.

      “And you probably haven't now,” Eddy reminded him. “We don't have any idea what this is yet. Jumping to conclusions won't solve anything.”

      “You're right,” Owen said and ruffled his hand back through his hair. “I guess I got caught up in the idea.”

      “I'm not saying you're wrong, Owen,” Eddy reminded him sternly. “You have good instincts. But until we get some kind of proof we won't know for sure.”

      “Hopefully they’ll run a tox screen. But even if they do it will probably take a while to get the results,” Owen said grimly. “I guess we'll just have to wait and see.”

      “Maybe,” Eddy replied thoughtfully. “Keep me informed, all right?”

      “Sure, of course I will,” Owen nodded. “I better check on a few of the residents that were at the party today. It had to be a shocking experience for everyone.”

      Eddy nodded as Owen walked away from him. He looked back towards the recreation hall and felt a bit excited at the prospect of investigating a murder. He had been retired for years. It had been a very long time since he was involved in an actual murder investigation. He had tracked down killers for a living, and he was not about to let a murder go unpunished, especially one that happened right under his nose.
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      As Samantha was walking back towards her villa, the few residents that hadn't been at the party when James collapsed were hurrying towards the sound of the sirens. The thing about a small, secure place like Sage Gardens was that if there was any sign of trouble, everybody wanted to know about it.

      As she walked past a bench she decided to sit down and look over the lake so she could try to come to terms with James’ passing. While she was looking at the water she was distracted by the residents that were walking away from the recreation hall as they walked past. They were looking either shocked or sad. The news of James’ passing was obviously getting around Sage Gardens.

      Samantha glanced down the hill at the villa that had once belonged to Baki. She and Baki had played cards on a regular basis. He used to make her Chinese tea and always had some new book to share with her. It was a cozy little place that Samantha had loved to retreat to for hours. Now it belonged to Frank, the newest resident at Sage Gardens.

      Samantha was curious about Frank. She was curious about most new residents, but something about Frank had caught her attention. Something about him made her think he had some unusual experiences to share. She considered going down the hill to check things out, and perhaps introduce herself, but she was distracted by the presence of someone else. She turned to see Jo, another resident, slinking down the corridor between the villas. As usual, Jo was dressed in a sleek outfit. She had paired black, leather pants with a skin-tight, off-white top. She was also walking in the opposite direction of everyone else, which sparked Samantha's curiosity even more.

      Ever since Jo had recently arrived at Sage Gardens, Samantha had been paying special attention to her. She dressed differently to most of the residents. She seemed to exude a certain sense of arrogance and confidence. But more importantly than that, she seemed familiar to Samantha. It was hard for her to place why, but Samantha felt as if she had known her at some point in her life. She could not recall ever associating with anyone that would dress the way that Jo did. Yet, every time Samantha saw her she felt like calling out to her, as if they were old friends. Samantha was caught between two curiosities, Frank the new and intriguing stranger, or Jo, the mysterious diva that she could barely get to speak a word.

      As Jo disappeared around the side of one of the villas, Samantha stood up and headed in the direction of Frank's villa. He obviously knew James. If they were old friends or even just old acquaintances he might be very upset by his passing and would need some comfort. She walked down the sloping walkway towards the lake.

      Frank's villa was one of the closest to the lake. All of the villas had a view of the lake, but Frank's villa was one of the few that had a small dock that stretched out into the water. Baki used to sit out on the dock and pretend to fish. He didn't even put a lure or bait on the line. He confided in Samantha that it was his way of hanging out on the dock and ensuring no one would disturb him, as everyone assumed he needed quiet in order to fish. Otherwise, if he just sat out on the dock the entire neighborhood would be outside and wanting to join him. The people of Sage Gardens did have a habit of getting into each other’s business fairly frequently. Of course Samantha's interest in Frank was for much more than pure gossip. She wanted to make sure that he was okay after James' death, and that he was settling into the villa well.

      When she knocked on the door of the villa she could see that the windows were dark. It was still light outside, but usually the kitchen light, or a television would be on, to indicate that someone was home. Samantha was about to walk away when she heard the door handle shake. She turned back just as the door was opening. Framed by the doorway Frank looked a bit larger and stronger than she recalled. She was startled by his sudden presence, despite the fact that she had knocked on the door expecting him to answer.

      “Hi,” she said nervously.

      “Hello?” he replied with a hint of annoyance. “Can I help you?”

      Samantha felt as if she was in the crosshairs of a weapon. She had planned out all of the things that she would say to Frank before he opened the door. Now that she was staring directly into his eyes, she couldn't recall a single thing she had planned on saying.

      “I'm sorry, I'm Samantha, Sam,” she explained and offered her hand for a handshake. “I met you at the party today,” she added as he didn’t seem to recognize her.  As her hand hovered in the air before her, she realized just how awkward the situation was. Did anyone even shake hands anymore? Reluctantly, Frank reached out and shook her hand.

      “Are there more of you?” he asked and leaned forward to look past her, up the hill.

      “More of me?” Samantha asked with confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you're the first,” Frank shrugged as he met her eyes.

      “The first what?” Samantha was getting even more confused by the moment.

      “The first of the single women to just show up on my door step,” Frank replied impatiently. “It happens every time I move into one of these places. All of the single women smell fresh blood and decide to introduce themselves for no apparent reason. I find it extremely forward and distasteful.”

      Samantha swallowed thickly. She had never been so embarrassed. Her mind couldn't keep up with what he was accusing her of doing.

      “Excuse me, but I had no intention of coming here to introduce myself to the fresh blood. I came here to check on you, because of what happened to James. I noticed the way you two were talking, and assumed that you might be old friends, which made me think I should make sure that you are handling the news okay,” she explained. Her voice was even and confident as she spoke, but inwardly she still felt flustered by his accusations.

      “What do you mean? What news?” Frank demanded, it was clear that his patience was on its last thread.

      “Oh, wait, weren't you at the recreation hall?” she asked, startled once more.

      “I was,” he replied darkly. “You know I was, obviously. But I left. Did something happen at the party?” he narrowed his eyes.

      Samantha felt her breath catch in her throat. She hadn't expected to be the one to inform Frank of his friend's death. The very idea made her uncomfortable. She glanced over her shoulder to see if anyone else was nearby that she could pass the duty onto. However, no one was anywhere near Frank's villa.

      “What is this all about?” Frank demanded as he glowered at her.

      “I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this,” Samantha said hesitantly. “But your friend, James, passed away today at the party. I think it was a heart attack.”

      “Is this some kind of sick joke?” Frank asked, his voice raising with each word. “Are you crazy enough to make something like that up just to get my attention?”

      “I didn't make it up,” Samantha shot back with frustration. She caught herself, and reminded herself that Frank was just in shock. “Didn't you hear the sirens?” she demanded.

      “Well, I assumed they might be common around here,” Frank replied with disbelief. “Are you saying it was James?”

      “Yes,” Samantha nodded and then frowned when she saw the shock in his eyes. “I'm very sorry for your loss.”

      “I can't believe this,” Frank said and shook his head. “You never know when it will be your time, do you?” he asked wistfully.

      “No, we never do,” Samantha agreed and then reached out to lightly touch his shoulder. “I'm sorry, I thought you already knew. I just didn't want you to have to grieve all alone.”

      “That's very kind of you,” Frank said softly as he met her eyes. “Maybe you'd like to come in for a moment?” he suggested. “I think I need to sit down.”

      “Sure,” Samantha smiled with a touch of warmth. Now that Frank's demeanor towards her had shifted she could tell that he wasn't as tough as he portrayed himself to be. She helped him back into the villa and settled him down on the couch inside. She noticed it was still Baki's couch. She assumed Frank hadn't even had time to properly move himself in just yet. “Let me get you some water?” she suggested.

      “A beer,” Frank requested. “There are some in the fridge. Help yourself if you'd like one.”

      Samantha stepped into the tiny, familiar kitchen. She felt a pang of grief for her friend, Baki. She loved that he was able to be close to his daughter, but she missed him. She opened the fridge to find a six pack of beer. Beside it was a pack of lunch meat and some cheese. That was the extent of Frank's food.

      As she grabbed one of the beers out of the pack, she noticed that two more were missing. She wondered how much Frank drank each day. Reminding herself not to judge she turned to carry the bottle in to Frank. As she did she nearly tripped on the trashcan that was sticking partially out of the cabinet. All of the villas were equipped with slide out trashcans in the kitchen to make the most of the small space. Samantha happened to know that Baki's often got stuck. It was clear that the problem hadn't been fixed before renting the villa to a new resident. She decided to fix it for Frank as he had enough to deal with. She gave the trashcan a hard tug and then slammed it back into the cabinet. Something in the trashcan clanged together. She assumed that it was the beer bottles that were missing from the six-pack. The trashcan didn't quite slide back into place. She tugged it out again and was about to slam it again, when Frank's voice interrupted her.

      “Stop that!” he commanded her and rushed over towards her.

      “Oh sorry, I am just fixing it for you,” Samantha explained. “This one always gets stuck.”

      “I don't need your help,” Frank growled. “I don't need your meddling either.”

      “Frank, I'm sorry,” Samantha said quickly as she tried to meet his eyes. “I know that you must be upset about James.”

      “I'm upset about having my privacy invaded,” he said and snatched the beer from her hand. “I just want to be left alone.”

      “If you say so,” Samantha said hesitantly. “Are you sure there's nothing I can do for you?”

      Frank stared at her without responding. She turned away from him swiftly. “I'll just be on my way then,” she said.

      Samantha was just about at the door when Frank called out to her. “Sam, I'm sorry,” he said as he stood in the doorway of the kitchen. “I didn't mean to be so harsh. It's just, I'm going through a lot right now, and my temper gets the better of me sometimes.”

      “No need to apologize,” Samantha said as she opened the front door and prepared to step out. “You're entitled to your feelings.”

      “I just need some time to settle in,” Frank explained. He set his beer down on the table beside two empty bottles. “Maybe once I am, you could show me around a little?” he offered her a charming smile.

      “Maybe,” Samantha replied politely, then she stepped out the door. She pulled it shut behind her. As soon as she was outside she breathed a sigh of relief. She shook off the experience and tried not to let it bother her.

      As she continued walking towards her villa she noticed Eddy and Owen talking by the recreation hall. That did not surprise her. Eddy and Owen were always sharing lunch or walking by the lake. Owen had a strange fascination with Eddy, and Eddy didn't seem to mind the attention, which was a little surprising, since he did his best to avoid almost everyone else.

      Samantha reached her own villa and let herself in. Everything inside was decorated with light blues and teals. She liked things to be bright and airy. Since moving into Sage Gardens she had dedicated herself to a positive lifestyle. Maybe it was her way of balancing out all of the crime and gore she had written about during her career. Her mind shifted back to James' death. The only way she had to get things out that were troubling her, was to write them down. She sat down with her notebook and pen and began scribbling out what she had witnessed at the party. She always focused on the little details that were easily overlooked. She noted James' interaction with his son. She wrote about him having his own special cupcake. Then she described the scene as he collapsed on the table.

      As she was finishing, she realized she hadn't noticed when Frank left the recreation hall as he claimed. She wondered if it was the same time that James had left. Maybe they had a discussion that triggered James to be more upset than his body could handle. Samantha frowned as she made this note on the paper. Then she closed up her notebook. She decided it was far past time for her to take a nap, considering the events of the day. She walked into her bedroom and sprawled out on the sea-blue shaded comforter that was stretched across her bed. She closed her eyes and imagined she was drifting off on the waves. Each wave was a pleasant thought. It was the only way she had been able to fall asleep in years.
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      Walt stood out front of his villa. He was carefully watering each of his plants. He liked to grow green things. He was not that fond of flowers. All of his plants had a purpose. Most were herbs, some kept pests away in the tropical climates. Usually, watering his plants was the most relaxing activity of his day, but not today. He was disturbed by the gathering around the main square of Sage Gardens. Someone had thought it would be a good idea to hold a candlelight vigil for James, since he had passed so suddenly, and on his birthday. Walt did not enjoy social things. He often avoided them. He knew that most of Sage Gardens had probably gathered for the ceremony, but he had no intention of joining them. Until Samantha came walking up.

      “Walt, put down your watering can. We should show our respects,” Samantha said as she paused in front of his garden.

      “I'd really rather not, Samantha,” Walt said with a frown. “I didn't know James all that well, and there are a lot of people.”

      “Walt, you have to come out of your shell sometime,” Samantha pointed out with a gentle smile. Walt always felt at ease around Samantha. She never forced him to do anything, but he always ended up doing anything that she asked. When he had first moved into Sage Gardens she brought him a basket of muffins to welcome him. He appreciated that each was individually wrapped, and there were exactly six. He liked things to be even. She had struck up a conversation and Walt had been surprised that he didn't mind her company. Instead he found it to be quite enjoyable.

      “I don't actually,” he smiled a little. “But, I think tonight is a good night to stay in it.”

      “Why?” Samantha asked with a troubled expression. “Doesn't it bother you at all?”

      “Well, I don't mean to be cold, but no,” he shook his head slowly.

      “How can you say that?” Samantha asked, her eyes wide. Walt frowned. He didn't enjoy confrontation, or upsetting anyone, especially Samantha.

      “I said I don't mean to be cold,” he reminded her. “It's just that I didn't know James very well. Is it sad? Yes. Does it bother me? No,” he shook his head.

      “Shouldn't it though?” Samantha pressed. “I mean, one minute we were singing happy birthday to him, and the next he was gone. Really, that could have been any of us.”

      Walt drew a long, slow breath. He set down his watering can and looked up at her with trepidation. “There's no need to be so morbid, Samantha,” he pointed out.

      “I'm not being morbid,” Samantha argued as she turned away from him and looked at the gathering of people in the square. “Who do you think that vigil is really for, Walt?” she asked.

      “For James,” Walt pointed out with confidence.

      “James isn't here anymore,” Samantha said quietly. “He can't see any of this. The vigil is for the people left behind, those that are witnesses to just how fragile life is, how suddenly it can be taken from you.”

      Walt reached out and lightly touched Samantha's shoulder. She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at him as he looked at her sympathetically.

      “You're not going anywhere yet, Sam,” he said reassuringly.

      “If I did, I wouldn't know it, would I?” she asked with a slight laugh. “I guess there's some comfort in that. The not knowing.”

      “Maybe,” Walt frowned. “I've honestly never found comfort in anything but numbers. I've already figured out when I will die.”

      “What?” Samantha looked at him with shock. “That's not possible, Walt.”

      “I know, it's just an estimate,” Walt explained. “But statistically and taking into account my genetic history, I estimate my death will be around the age of eighty-six.”

      “I hope not,” Samantha grimaced. “I don't like to think about it too much. I mean, if we're lucky we'll have a long life.”

      “Unless you're murdered,” Eddy's gruff voice said from beside the villa as he walked up to them.

      “Now, who is being morbid?” Samantha shook her head.

      “Oh now, there's no need to make it an emotional thing,” Eddy said as he too turned to look at the gathering. “They're all up there wiping their tears and singing songs tonight, but tomorrow they'll be fighting over his favorite lounge chair by the pool.”

      Samantha opened her mouth to argue, but she couldn't. She knew that he was right. She had seen it happen.

      “But the point is that no one knows,” Samantha said and squeezed her hands together tightly before brushing off her palms, as if she was trying to rid herself of the thought. “That's why it's so important to live our lives as happily as possible.”

      “Happily,” Eddy snorted. “Death doesn't care if you're happy or not.”

      “Don't be so glum,” Samantha sighed. “At least we can enjoy the time that we have.”

      “Maybe,” Eddy frowned.

      “Why did you say that?” Walt abruptly asked.

      “Say what?” Eddy glanced over at him.

      “Why did you say, unless you are murdered?” Walt turned his dark brown eyes towards Eddy. “We weren't talking about murder.”

      “No, we weren't, but it's always a possibility,” Eddy explained.

      “There must be a reason why you brought it up,” Walt said and squinted his eyes at Eddy. He didn't let things go very easily.

      Eddy cringed and looked over his shoulder at the gathering again. “All right, but this is just between us, understand?” he shifted his dark blue eyes to Samantha, and then to Walt.

      “Between us,” Walt agreed.

      Samantha nodded and turned her full attention on him. “What is it?” she asked.

      “There's some suspicion that James did not die of a heart attack,” Eddy said in a low voice. “There's no proof yet, but apparently his skin turned very pink and had a strange rash which doesn't usually occur in this type of death.”

      “Wow,” Walt said with a raised eyebrow. “That is unexpected.”

      “Even if it wasn't a heart attack, that doesn't mean that it was murder,” Samantha said thoughtfully. “It could have been a stroke, or something else.”

      “It could have been,” Eddy agreed and lowered his eyes. “Or it could have been poison.”

      “Poison?” Samantha gasped.

      “Shh!” Eddy said sharply. “Do you want all of Sage Gardens to hear you?”

      “Sorry,” Samantha grimaced and glanced at the gathering in the square. “Could you imagine if they did? Everyone would be terrified.”

      “Panic is never good,” Walt said gravely. “Do you really think it was poison, Eddy?” he asked.

      “I'm not sure yet,” Eddy admitted. “It's going to be up to the medical examiner to decide that.”

      “I hope it's a good one,” Samantha sighed. “I've written about a lot of crimes over the years that were botched by the medical examiner.”

      “He's a good one,” Eddy said with confidence. “I've worked with him many times.”

      “Oh?” Samantha asked. “I didn't know that you still had connections with the police department.”

      “Some old timers,” Eddy nodded casually. “Sometimes even the young detectives want a little advice if they are stumped on a case.”

      “How interesting,” Samantha said. “We should get together sometime and compare notes about the crimes we've studied.”

      “Well, I think my point of view would be quite a bit different from yours,” Eddy suggested with a faint smirk. “There's a difference between wielding a gun and wielding a pen.”

      “I'm aware of that,” Samantha said with exasperation. “But sometimes it takes an outside view to see a crime clearly.”

      “Clearly,” Eddy said dismissively, as if putting an end to the conversation.

      “About this murder,” Walt interjected. “What will the medical examiner have to do to figure out if it was poison or not?”

      “First he'll examine the body for natural causes of death. If he finds anything suspicious then he will probably run a tox screen on James' blood. If he was poisoned, it should show up in the tox screen,” he frowned. “Well, hopefully.”

      “Hopefully?” Walt asked.

      “There are some poisons that won't show up,” Samantha explained. “I wrote about this fascinating crime where a woman killed three of her husbands before they realized she was the one doing it. She was using a poison that wasn't detected by traditional methods.”

      “I'm sure her husbands didn't find it fascinating,” Eddy snapped. Samantha looked over into his glaring eyes.

      “Take it easy, Eddy,” she said. “I just meant that it was fascinating that she could get away with it for so long.”

      Eddy shook his head. “That's the problem with you crime journalists, it's all about the drama and the story. But you never see the body, you never see the real consequences of the crime.”

      “As I said, different perspectives,” Samantha said through a tight smile. She was doing her best to remain positive. She decided to attempt to distract both men from the subject. “I think that we should do our own investigation,” she suggested.

      “It's best left to the police,” Walt said sternly.

      “I am the police,” Eddy reminded him.

      “Were the police,” Walt corrected him.

      “It will take time for the results of the tox screen to come back,” Samantha explained. “We should do something in the meantime.”

      “That’s if the medical examiner even orders one,” Eddy added.

      “I don't know,” Walt hesitated. “Is this something we could get in trouble for?”

      “Not if we don't get caught,” Samantha said with a sly smile.

      “We won't get in trouble,” Eddy assured Walt. “I don't think it's a bad idea. I'm sure that anything we find could only help the police.”

      “Then it's decided,” Samantha said with a nod. “First thing in the morning we'll meet down by the lake to discuss the case.”

      “All right,” Walt finally agreed. “But I'm not doing anything illegal.”

      “Don't worry, Walt,” Eddy said with a light wink. “We won't let you get your hands dirty.”

      “Good,” Walt said and picked up his watering can again. “But I'm still not going to the vigil.”

      “Fine, Sam, will you join me?” Eddy asked and offered her his arm.

      “You want to go to the vigil?” she asked with surprise as Eddy was not exactly social himself.

      “Yes, I do,” he replied. “Murderers sometimes like to participate in the aftermath of their crime. If someone did poison James, then there's a good chance that person will be at the vigil.”

      “You think it was someone here at Sage Gardens?” Samantha asked nervously.

      “I think everyone is a suspect, until they're not,” Eddy replied with a smirk. “Shall we?”

      “Yes,” Samantha nodded. Walt glanced over at the two of them.

      “Good luck,” he muttered, and turned back to his herbs.
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      Eddy was quiet as he walked towards the square with Samantha's arm wrapped around his. He rather enjoyed the warmth of her being close. He was not the romantic type, but there were times when he missed what he had with his wife, just the comfort of companionship. His attention shifted from Samantha to the group of people gathered at the vigil. Samantha pulled her arm from his and focused her attention on the gathering as well.

      “It is a sad moment when we lose a friend,” Bethany Dander was saying at the front of the group. Bethany took any chance there was to steal the spotlight. She liked to be in front of people. She had once been a fairly well-known actress in plays, but that time had passed quite long ago. Bethany still craved the attention, and others were mostly happy to give it to her.

      “Yes, it is,” a man's voice called out from the group. Samantha glanced over to see Owen amidst the group. Eddy nodded to him.

      “Isn't that nice that he would take time from his own personal life to attend the vigil,” Samantha said quietly to Eddy.

      “Owen is a good guy,” Eddy nodded with a hint of pride in his voice. Samantha hid a fond smile. She could tell that Eddy had a lot more invested in Owen than just a conversation here and there. He seemed to really care about the young nurse. Eddy was scanning the crowd intently. Samantha looked at the people around her curiously. But she had no idea what she was looking for. Though she had researched many crimes over the years for her articles, she had never really seen many criminals face to face. For a moment she wondered if Eddy knew of some special characteristic that they all shared.

      “Is he here?” she asked in a whisper. “The murderer?”

      Eddy glanced over at her, his rough features growing even rougher with his annoyed expression. “Now, how am I supposed to know?” he asked gruffly. “Do you think I'm some kind of psychic?”

      “I just thought maybe you could tell,” Samantha pointed out with a sigh. Eddy sometimes had a way of making her feel just a little bit dense.

      “If murderers wore a sign that said ‘hey look at me I'm a murderer’, no one would ever get killed,” Eddy snapped in return then he shook his head. “Well, maybe a few still would, but most wouldn't.”

      “There's really no need to be mean about it, Eddy,” Samantha muttered. Her positive attitude was disintegrating beneath his surly demeanor. He glanced at her once and then back out at the crowd.

      “I was not being mean, Sam,” he offered. “It's just that I'm trying to focus. The person who did this won't be wearing a sign, but they might be behaving a little differently than the others. Maybe the person will be fidgeting and nervous, or maybe overly grief-stricken. Maybe the person will stand at the edge of the crowd, or maybe the person will take center stage.”

      “Like Bethany you mean,” Samantha suggested and then quickly amended her statement. “I don't mean Bethany is the murderer, I just mean that the person might behave the way she is.”

      “Possibly,” Eddy said with a nod. “Of course, if there even was a murder, the person responsible for it might not even be here. It's just as important to pay attention to who isn't here, as it is to focus on who is.”

      “I can do that,” Samantha said with confidence. She was very skilled at observation so she knew the names and faces of just about all of the residents at Sage Gardens. She would know who was missing. Other than Walt, she noticed that Jo was not present. Also their newest resident, Frank, was not present, which was not too surprising to Samantha considering the way he was handling his grief. Saul was also not there, but he had a difficult time getting around with the gout he was suffering. Annabelle who was usually one of the most social women that Samantha knew was also notably absent. It was strange how suddenly people she would never even consider the least bit violent, were becoming her main suspects in a murder.

      As the vigil began to break up, Eddy nodded at her. “I think we got what we came for.”

      “We did?” she asked. “Do you know who it is?”

      “I don't yet,” he explained. “But when I have my suspects or think I know who they might be, I'll be able to remember how they acted tonight. Do you want me to walk you to your villa?” he offered.

      Samantha regarded him with some confusion.

      “Eddy, I can't ever figure you out,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” he asked with a furrowed brow.

      “One minute you're cruel and insulting, the next you're acting like a gentleman,” she shook her head.

      “You know what I'll never figure out, Sam?” he asked and settled his arms across his stomach.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Why a woman can't simply say yes or no, to a question,” he said and then spun on his heel. Samantha watched as he stalked off towards his villa. She was as confused as ever.

      Eddy shoved his hands deep into his pockets and grumbled under his breath as he walked back towards his villa. He knew that he had been a little rough with Samantha, but it irritated him that he couldn't simply offer to walk someone home without there being an issue.

      “Cruel am I?” he asked the shadows around him. “I've never been cruel.”

      “I doubt that is true, detective,” a voice drifted from the darkness beside him. It was rather sultry, and definitely feminine. It drew his attention right away. He spun into a defensive stance towards the voice.

      “Who's there?” he asked sharply.

      “Relax,” the voice said evenly. “I'm not anyone to worry yourself about,” she stepped out of the darkness. Jo swept her black hair back over her shoulder and peered at Eddy curiously. “I just happened to be walking past.”

      “Oh, did you?” he asked as he surveyed her intently. “And eavesdropping?”

      “Can you call it eavesdropping if you're talking to yourself?” Jo questioned with a light laugh. “Or maybe you're concerned that I'm going to get that handsome nurse to up your meds.”

      Eddy glowered at her impatiently. “I'm not on any meds.”

      “Oh,” Jo said in a long, drawn out breath. “Well, I guess that explains a lot.”

      “Just who are you?” Eddy demanded as he studied her. He had seen her around but never met her.

      “My name is Jo,” she replied though there was some hesitation in her voice. “Like I said, I was just passing by.”

      “All right, well keep on going,” Eddy gestured to the walkway ahead of him.

      “Aren't you even going to tell me your name?” Jo asked. Her gaze was damning between thick, dark lashes.

      “It's Eddy,” he replied begrudgingly.

      “Nice to meet you, Eddy,” Jo said before she walked past him and across the grass. He turned to watch her walk away, and didn't regret it. The way she walked made it clear that she hadn't lost any of her confidence over the years. Eddy couldn't deny that she was beautiful, but that didn't mean much to him. He'd put handcuffs on plenty of beautiful women. With a shake of his head he turned and continued walking down the walkway towards his villa. He had a lot on his mind. There was no room for Jo in his thoughts.
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      The sun rose over Sage Gardens the next morning, but the usual cheerful atmosphere was missing. There were no joggers making their way around the lake. No one was walking a little dog yipping with urgency to empty its bladder. Walt noticed the change in the surroundings right away. He sipped his coffee and looked out of his front window at the strangely desolate setting. It left him unsettled when things were different. He drank out of the same mug each morning. He bought the same brand of coffee. He added exactly the same amount of milk. Things made sense when they were the same. Otherwise, there would be chaos. Even though the morning was quiet, but for the birds tweeting in the trees, Walt felt as if he was immersed in chaos.

      “Where is everyone?” he finally wondered out loud. Then he remembered. James was dead. Most people were probably hiding out in their villas, not wanting to be the first person to emerge and act as if things were back to normal. It would be offensive to do that of course. It wasn’t like there hadn’t been a few deaths at Sage Gardens. But for some reason the fact that James, a seemingly fit and healthy man, had died on his birthday made this death hit the residents a little harder.

      Walt then remembered that he was supposed to be meeting Eddy and Samantha down by the lake to discuss the investigation into whether James had been murdered. Walt still felt uneasy about getting involved. His career as an accountant had caused him to encounter many different types of people. His mindset was always to stay out of their personal business and focus only on numbers. Numbers didn't kill people.

      He finished the last of his coffee and washed the mug. He set the mug in its place on the shelf above the sink. Then he walked over to the door and slipped his shoes on. He tied them carefully. He stood up and opened the door to the villa. He drew a long breath before stepping out into the world. He much preferred to hide away and only interact on his own terms. As he was walking down towards the lake he saw Samantha walking towards it as well. He raised his hand to wave to her, but she looked fairly distracted. Walt looked past her up towards the main square and the recreation hall. He noticed that Owen and Eddy were talking. He sighed as he realized there was no turning back now, he was ankle deep in what might turn out to be a murder investigation.
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      Eddy intended to be the first down by the lake. He had been awake most of the night, partially because of his encounter with Jo and the strange familiarity he felt with her, but also because he was thinking about James. The more he considered the possibility that he had been poisoned, the more sense it made to him. James was far too healthy to drop dead of a heart attack. But he had died in a hall full of witnesses.  When he walked down towards the lake he took the long way past the recreation hall. He wanted to see if anyone was hanging around. He looked up at the sound of someone calling his name.

      “Eddy,” Owen called out and waved to him as he jogged across the courtyard in front of the main office.

      “Owen,” Eddy nodded and adjusted his hat. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, I guess,” Owen replied. He glanced around to be sure that no one else was in ear shot. Then he looked back at Eddy. “The medical examiner called me. He wanted to know the details of James' death and he asked me to put any remaining food and drink aside from the party as they were going to come and bag it for analysis.”

      “Oh really?” Eddy asked, quite intrigued. He didn't want to jump the gun. “Did he say why?”

      “He said he had some suspicions, but wouldn't know anything solid until the tox screen comes in. I just thought that you would want to know,” he added and couldn't hide a slight smile. “We were right.”

      “In this case I think it would be better if we were wrong,” Eddy sighed and shook his head. He caught sight of Samantha and Walt talking near the lake.

      “Who do you think would have done it?” Owen asked quickly. “If he was poisoned I mean. Do you think it was someone at the party?”

      “Don't start lining up suspects, Owen,” Eddy warned him. “As far as we know, it's still natural causes. If you start looking at people funny, the killer, if there is one, might get tipped off.”

      “Oh, good point,” Owen nodded and then smiled at Eddy. “I am learning so much from you.”

      “Well, I don't know how much of it will help you in doctor school,” Eddy pointed out.

      “You'd be surprised,” Owen said. “Often finding the cause of an illness is a lot like being a detective.”

      “Well, then I'm sure that you'll be a great one,” Eddy said and offered one of his rare genuine smiles.

      “Thanks, Eddy,” Owen smiled in return.

      “Can anyone help me?” a voice called out from just in front of the main office. Owen glanced over his shoulder. It was Mike, James' son.

      “Excuse me, I have to help Mike collect his father's things,” Owen explained and walked away from Eddy quickly. Eddy narrowed his eyes as he watched Owen walk towards Mike. He didn't exactly seem heartbroken over the loss of his father, but then, grief didn't always show on the surface. Sometimes it hid deep below. Still, Eddy thought it might not be a bad idea to observe a little longer.

      “I just went to my father's villa to collect his things,” Mike said sharply. “I found all of his stuff boxed up.”

      “Yes, some of the staff got together and did that. We always do that for deceased residents. We thought it would be easier for you that way,” Owen explained with a half-hearted smile. “Is it a problem?”

      “It's a problem when things are stolen from his villa,” Mike barked in return. Eddy felt the urge to intervene. He didn't like to see Owen spoken to that way. But he restrained himself. He knew that Owen could handle himself.

      “Stolen? What was stolen?” Owen asked with disbelief.

      “My father's watch. Actually, it was his father's watch. It is very valuable and it is nowhere to be found,” Mike growled.

      “Perhaps he was wearing it?” Owen suggested. “Maybe he wanted to wear it since it was a special occasion?”

      “If that were the case then the medical examiner would have it,” Mike said through gritted teeth. “I've already called him. He does not have any watch.”

      “Wow,” Owen lowered his eyes for a moment as if considering what to say. “Let me go to his villa with you. Maybe it's just been overlooked.”

      “No, it was not overlooked,” Mike snapped. “I looked through the whole villa and all of the boxes. What kind of place is this?” Mike demanded as he stepped closer to Owen. “I trusted you to take care of my father. I was told by the owners of this place that it was safe, now he's dead, and his watch has been stolen. Is that what happens here? One of the residents dies so everything they have in their villa is fair game?”

      “Sir, I'm sorry for your loss,” Owen said sympathetically. “I know that this is a difficult time. I can certainly convey your concerns to the owners, and also offer you their contact information. However, you should know that I am the nurse here. I am not in charge of the villas, or the security of residents’ possessions.”

      “Whatever,” Mike shook his head, clearly aggravated. “All I want is my father's watch. I want all of the employees searched. You know what, I want all of the residents searched as well.”

      Owen sighed and reached into his pocket. He pulled out his wallet and sorted through it until he found the business card that he was looking for. He held it out to Mike.

      “You'll have to call the owners if you want that done,” he explained.

      “Or maybe I'll just call the police,” Mike snapped back. He took the business card and tucked it safely into his pocket.

      “Again, I am very sorry for your loss,” Owen said with genuine sympathy. “If I find out any information about your father's watch I will let you know.”

      “You do just that,” Mike growled. “If anyone has any decency in this place, that watch will turn up.”

      “Like I said, if I hear anything, I'll call,” Owen replied in a sterner voice. He met Mike's eyes with an unwavering stare.

      “Will you at least help me load up the boxes?” Mike relented.

      “Gladly,” Owen replied. The two men began to walk off towards James' villa. Eddy watched them go, then he turned and began walking down towards the lake. Mike's outrage was warranted, but something about the way he was being so demanding made Eddy wonder if all he truly cared about were his father's valuables.

      When he reached the bench and canopy where Samantha and Walt were sitting, he was still lost in thought.

      “What was that about?” Walt asked.

      “Huh?” Eddy glanced up at him.

      “What were you and Owen talking about?” Walt asked more specifically.

      “Owen informed me that the medical examiner has run a tox screen and is waiting for the results. The medical examiner asked for the remaining food and drink from the party, so I think he thinks it might have been poisoned,” he frowned and glanced back towards James' old villa. “Apparently, when James’ son arrived to collect his things, his father's antique watch was missing. He's insisting that someone from Sage Gardens stole it.”

      “How terrible,” Samantha said and shook her head with disgust. “I remember him wearing that watch on occasion.  It was certainly eye-catching.”

      “Someone stole the poor man's watch,” Walt said gravely. He lightly touched the watch on his own wrist, as if to make sure that it was still there. “He's not even in the grave. Who would be so cruel?”

      “Was that all that was taken?” Samantha asked. She was intrigued by the missing watch, as it was possible that the same person who killed James also stole his watch.

      “So far it seems to be,” Eddy replied. “If anything else is missing then I am sure that Mike will let everyone know. He's already on the warpath about it.”

      Walt shook his head and glared down at his shoes. “I can take a lot of things, Eddy, but I can't tolerate a thief.”

      “Maybe the watch was just misplaced,” Eddy suggested with a mild shrug. “In the chaos of a sudden death, sometimes things go missing, only to be found in a strange place later.”

      “Seems suspicious though, doesn't it?” Samantha asked. “First a murder and now a theft.”

      “We don't know that either are what they seem just yet,” Eddy reminded them.

      “Hey, remember that Mike brought his father his very own cupcake,” Samantha said out of the blue. “If the medical examiner requested leftover food and drink to be examined he must suspect that the poison was in the food. It couldn't have been in the cake, because we all ate that.”

      “But James was the only one to eat the gluten-free cupcake,” Walt agreed.

      “You know, Mike had just come back into James’ life,” Eddy pointed out gravely. “I'm not sure what their falling out was about, but I know it kept them from talking for years.”

      “Yes, there was some big argument between them when James was younger,” Walt nodded as he recalled a conversation that he had with James. “I thought it was great that the two of them began talking again. At least, on his final day, James was with his son.”

      “Which is rather coincidental, don't you think?” Eddy pressed and tried to meet Walt's eyes. Walt was busy fidgeting with the cuff of his sleeve which was slightly shorter than the other.

      “What are you implying, Eddy?” he asked and glanced up abruptly to meet Eddy's eyes.

      “I’m just pointing out that it seems awfully convenient that James’ son makes up with him, then suddenly he dies of a supposed heart attack, with Mike right by his side,” Eddy shrugged. “Call me cynical but sometimes bad blood doesn't heal, sometimes it just gets worse.”

      “That is cynical,” Samantha said with a slight shake of her head. “But it's not necessarily wrong. I think we need to consider Mike as a suspect. He had the opportunity with that sole cupcake he made.”

      “He looked pretty happy to be with his father though,” Walt pointed out.

      “Happiness is easily faked,” Eddy said.

      Samantha glanced over at him, but she didn't argue with him, instead she took a deep breath.

      “Okay, well I think we need to find out who stole the watch. Maybe that will give us a bit more information about what really happened. Eddy, why don't you talk to some of the staff and see if you can find out who might have been in or near James' room yesterday?”

      “I can do that,” he agreed.

      “I'll see what I can get from the party committee,” Samantha offered.

      “You mean the gossip committee,” Eddy laughed a little.

      “They always know everything that is going on, so it won't hurt to ask,” Samantha pointed out.

      “I can dig into Mike’s financials,” Walt said with a slow smile. “I still know how to get just about all of the information that I would need. If you want to know why someone would be murdered, the first place you should look is the money.”

      “That would be great,” Samantha said with a proud smile. “I knew that there was a way to figure all of this out.”

      “All of this is going to mean nothing if the tox screen comes back clear,” Eddy pointed out grimly.

      “Well, if it comes back clear then we will have just had a little adventure looking into things. If it doesn't, then we will have information to help the police get justice for James,” Samantha argued in return. She could tell that Eddy was feeling uncertain about the investigation. “What could be wrong with that?”

      “What could be wrong with that is that we are invading the life and privacy of a man who just lost his father,” Eddy pointed out. “I don't think we should stop, but I do think that we need to be delicate about it.”

      “Delicate,” Walt nodded. “Don't worry, he'll never even know that I was looking into him. As far as I'm concerned money always tells the truth. If you find the money trail, you will find the reality of a situation. But I understand what you're saying about his grief. It might set him off if he knew that we were considering him a suspect. It's a horrible thing to think that a son could kill his own father.”

      “It's been done before,” Eddy said quietly. The things he had seen in his time as a detective were written across his face in the form of a haunted expression. “Far too many times.”

      “Well, since we don't have any other leads, I think that Mike is as good as any place to start,” Samantha said. “So, Walt look into Mike's finances, and James' if you can. Eddy, maybe you could ask the staff if they had seen any arguments between Mike and James.”

      “Aren't you just skilled at delegation?” he asked as he smiled at Samantha.

      “I'm just trying to keep things organized,” Samantha replied defensively.

      “I wasn't complaining,” Eddy adjusted his hat. Then he turned and walked off towards the recreation hall.

      “You okay?” Walt asked Samantha who was staring off after Eddy.

      “I think so,” Samantha frowned. “I'll be better when we find out who did this to James.”
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      Samantha returned to her villa to change. She had to be dressed a certain way to have a conversation with anyone on the party committee. As she was sorting through the choices hanging in her closet, her mind drifted back over the last time she had chosen so carefully what she would wear. It was for her retirement party from the last magazine she had worked for. It was a special night, and though she was looking forward to her retirement, it had been bittersweet as well. Sometimes she missed the bustle of the magazine office. She always had one or two friends at work that she could bounce her ideas or articles off to get their opinion. She found it difficult now to make friends at Sage Gardens. Since Baki had left Eddy and Walt were the closest friends she had, and that was fairly sad considering that they barely ever spent time together.

      She chose a blouse and skirt and changed into them. As she was putting away her laundry, she came across a pile of folders in the bottom of her closet. She had kept the information from a few of the cases she had written articles about. Some of them she kept because they were yet unsolved, others she kept because they had such an impact on her. When she saw which folder was on top her heart lurched. All at once she knew exactly why Jo seemed so familiar to her. Samantha didn't believe it at first. She snatched up the folder and walked over to her bed. She sat down on the edge of it and flipped the folder open. Inside were several handwritten pages of her own notes, as well as the printed research that she had done on the case.

      It was the case of an infamous cat burglar who managed to steal from some of the wealthiest and most well-known names before she was caught. Samantha had followed her for years before she turned herself in. That was the part that had stuck in Samantha's mind to make the case unique. Joanne could have gotten away with everything, the police had no clue who she was, but she voluntarily turned herself in and confessed to the crimes.

      On one of the printed pages was a photograph of Joanne on the day she turned herself in. Samantha stared down at her voluminous, black hair, her haunted, dark eyes, and the sneer on her lips. She was sure that the Joanne in the picture was the same woman that she knew as Jo at Sage Gardens. But that had to be impossible. Joanne should have still been in prison. With a trembling hand Samantha dialed the phone number of a contact she still had in the prison system. She asked about Joanne's current status.

      “She was released about three months ago,” he explained. “She qualified for early release because of good behavior.”

      “Any idea where she is now?” Samantha asked nervously.

      “Sorry, that information I can't access,” he replied. “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh sure,” Samantha forced a smile into her voice. “I was just doing a follow up article on her and the crimes she committed.”

      “I thought you were retired?” he asked.

      “Does a writer ever really retire?” she countered with a short laugh.

      “I guess not,” he replied. Samantha exchanged a few more pleasantries with him before hanging up the phone. She stared down at the picture in complete shock. She was sure that she must be imagining things. Just because Joanne had been released, that didn't mean that she would be at Sage Gardens. What were the chances of that happening? She put the folders away in the closet, determined to put the idea out of her mind. But the moment she stepped out of her villa she caught sight of Jo walking towards the mailboxes in the main square. Samantha couldn't resist. She had to know for sure.

      Samantha did her best to match her footsteps to Jo's as she approached the mailboxes. She didn't want to alert the woman to the fact that she was being followed. Samantha had to be sure that she was right. Jo walked up to the mailboxes. She reached into the pocket of her tight jeans and pulled out a small key. She pushed the key into one of the metal boxes and turned it. Samantha watched Jo pull out a few envelopes. Then she locked the box again. She pushed the key into her pocket. She took a deep breath. An instant later she was directly in front of Samantha as if she had been there the entire time.

      “Why are you following me?” she asked through gritted teeth. She glared into Samantha's eyes. Samantha's breath caught in her throat. She had written many things about crime in the past, articles in particular about Jo, but she had never been face to face with a proven criminal.

      “I wasn't,” Samantha said quickly. “I was just going to get my mail.”

      “Oh?” Jo asked and then raised an eyebrow. “Where is your key?”

      “Huh?” Samantha mumbled.

      “Your key, if you're going to get the mail, then you should have your key,” Jo insisted and took a slight step back. “So, show me your key.”

      Samantha's mouth felt dry. She wasn't sure if she could even speak. She was looking into the eyes of a woman she had written articles about for several years when she was younger. This wasn't just another person who was encroaching on her personal space, Joanne was a legend.

      “I must have forgotten it,” Samantha managed to stumble out. “I thought I had it, and now I don't.”

      “Sure,” Jo nodded and folded her arms across her stomach. “Why were you following me?” she demanded.

      “I just thought you looked familiar,” Samantha admitted. “You look like someone I used to know.”

      “I highly doubt that you ever knew me,” Jo countered and glowered at her. “So, how could I be familiar to you?”

      Samantha knew that she was running out of excuses. She hadn't planned on actually confronting Jo. She was just going to follow her and see if she could confirm if she was who she thought she was. Suddenly, Samantha thought about the stolen watch. Could Jo have been the one to steal it? Would a cat burglar stoop so low?

      “My mistake,” Samantha said nervously and started to back away from her. “I'm sorry to have bothered you really, I won't bother you again.”

      Jo continued to stare directly at her. Her eyes narrowed even tighter, so that they were tiny slits of judgment.

      “So, you're not going to be writing anything about me?” she asked.

      Samantha suddenly felt ice-cold. She knew that she was staring with wide eyes at Jo for far too long. Jo obviously knew exactly who Samantha was and she had no idea how to respond to that question.

      “I'm retired,” she finally said, her voice wavering.

      “So am I,” Jo replied sternly. “So, why don't we both just continue with our retirement? Sound good?”

      “I think so,” Samantha replied hesitantly.

      “Listen, I don't know why you're following me around. I don't really care to. But please make sure you don’t snoop around me again,” she said with ice-cold eyes. “Understand?”

      Samantha started to nod in agreement and with gratitude, then something inside of her shifted. This was Joanne, she had no doubt. This was the very cat burglar that she had written so many scathing pieces about. This was the woman who might have gone into a dead man's villa and taken his very valuable watch. Why should she back down from her? Samantha could call the FBI and have them on Jo's back immediately. If she was found guilty, as a repeat offender, she might never be free again.

      “Are you threatening me?” Samantha heard herself ask with more bravery than she expected to wield.

      “Should I be?” Jo asked and quirked a brow. “Why don't you just tell me what you're getting at?” Jo demanded as she let her hands fall back to her sides. “If we're not pretending that we don’t have a clue who each other is anymore, then just be straight with me. I know that you have been watching me for a while. So, why are you after me now? There's no bounty on my head. I did my time.”

      “James' very expensive watch is missing,” Samantha blurted out before she could stop herself. “The man who died yesterday.”

      “And?” Jo asked with confusion. “What does a dead man's watch have to do with me?”

      “Uh well,” Samantha cleared her throat and glanced around nervously before looking back at Jo. “It's a very valuable watch.”

      “You can't be serious,” Jo shook her head with disbelief. “Are you really accusing me of petty theft? From a corpse?”

      “Don't talk about James that way,” Samantha snapped back sharply. “He was a good man.”

      “I'm sure you knew him well,” Jo said smugly.

      “What do you mean by that?” Samantha asked defensively.

      “Well let's see, you're following me around because you think I stole his watch, so I assumed that you two must have had more than a casual relationship,” Jo explained slowly as if Samantha would have a difficult time comprehending what she was saying.

      “We were just acquaintances,” Samantha corrected and then pursed her lips. “I just hate to see any kind of crime invade the safety of Sage Gardens.”

      “Oh please, I know that you're not that naïve,” Jo shook her head. “Listen, I didn't swipe the dead man's watch. I don't really care who did. I would appreciate not being stalked when I'm picking up my mail.”

      With that she turned on her heel and walked away from Samantha with sharp swings of her hips. Samantha shook her head and finally drew a full breath. She wasn't quite sure what to think about their encounter. Perhaps the most shocking revelation was that Jo knew exactly who she was.

      Samantha felt confident that Jo was telling her the truth. Now that she could think about it calmly she didn't really think that a retired thief of her caliber would stoop so low as to steal a watch. Joanne had been responsible for one of the most infamous art heists. Just when she expected Joanne to disappear around the corner, the woman suddenly stopped. She took a deep breath and then turned around. She walked back towards Samantha. Samantha felt nervous as she watched the woman approach her. She considered running but the opportunity to do so quickly passed as Joanne crossed the distance. She was still frozen in place when Joanne stopped in front of her.

      “Look, the truth is, I'm trying to start a new life,” Jo explained. “The last thing I want to do is get involved in all of this, but if you want my help finding out who stole the watch, I can do that in order to prove that it wasn’t me.”

      “How?” Samantha asked and avoided looking directly at her.

      “I still have some connections,” Jo explained. “If someone stole that watch, I know exactly who they would sell it to.”

      “And you would be willing to tell me?” Samantha asked with genuine surprise. Jo stared at her for a long moment.

      “Don't think that just because you wrote all of those articles about me, you know anything about me,” Jo replied sternly. “I am willing to help you, in exchange for you keeping my secret. I really don't want to become the resident felon.”

      “Even if you are?” Samantha asked before thinking about whether it was a good idea.

      Jo pursed her lips impatiently. “The past is in the past, Samantha. So, do we have a deal?” she asked and extended her hand towards her. Samantha's heartbeat quickened. She could not believe that she was about to shake the hand of such a notorious woman. She took Jo's hand in a firm handshake, but she couldn't quite meet her eyes.

      “We have a deal,” she said.

      “I'll contact you when I have a name,” Jo replied. Then she walked off casually. Samantha's heart was still racing with the impact of the encounter. She forgot all about talking to the party committee until Carolyn Taylor walked up behind her with a laugh.

      “Well, aren't you dressed up, Samantha,” she said, though Samantha wasn't sure if it was an insult or a compliment.

      “Carolyn, I was hoping to run into you,” Samantha said and swallowed thickly. She tried to force her mind away from Jo.

      “Well, you have,” Carolyn said cheerfully, then her smile faded. “If this is about joining I just don't think that you're the right fit.”

      Samantha willed herself not to glare at the woman. “No, it's not about joining. I was wondering if you or any of your friends noticed anything unusual while you were setting up for the party.”

      “I'm not sure what you mean,” Carolyn admitted.

      “I mean, did you notice anyone acting strangely. Maybe someone came in early that didn't need to be there? Someone that wasn’t part of organizing the party?” Samantha suggested as she studied her intently.

      “No, no one,” Carolyn said thoughtfully. “Well, we did invite Frank over to help us with the set up,” she explained.

      “Frank? Why?” Samantha asked with shock. “He just moved in, and you let him join?”

      “He's single,” Carolyn replied dismissively. Samantha couldn’t hide her surprise.

      “So, Frank was there with you while you were setting up?”

      “Well, no,” she said. “He seemed eager to help at first and then after a few minutes he said he forgot he had something to do and he just left.”

      “Was there anyone else?” Samantha asked.

      “No, that was it,” Carolyn shook her head. “Mike dropped off the food shortly after.”

      “Mike dropped off the food?” Samantha repeated.

      “Yes,” Carolyn replied. “He organized the catering for the party which was really nice of him. We usually have to organize it but because of his father’s specific dietary needs he offered to do it so that there was enough choice for Frank to eat.”

      “Anything else you can remember,” Samantha asked thoughtfully.

      “No, that’s it,” Carolyn shook her head.

      “Thanks for your time, Carolyn,” Samantha said as she reached into her purse for her notebook.

      “Sure,” Carolyn replied brightly. “Samantha, can I be honest with you?” she asked.

      “Okay,” Samantha said and looked up at her warily.

      “Most of the ladies in the group would be fine with you joining. The problem is that one in particular has her eye on John ‘Eddy’ Edwards, and he won't even look in her direction,” she explained with a smug smile. “Don't tell anyone that I told you that though.”

      “She likes Eddy?” Samantha asked and offered a mild shrug. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “She thinks the two of you have something going on,” Carolyn explained. Samantha stared at her with disbelief. She couldn't fathom the idea that she had been blacklisted because she associated with someone that one of the women in the group had an interest in.

      “This isn't high school,” she blurted out. “That is complete nonsense.”

      “I'm just telling you what I know,” Carolyn smiled. “As a friend.”

      “Wow, well there's nothing going on between us,” Samantha said and lifted her hands in the air. “Trust me, if she wants him he's all hers. Although, I have a hard time thinking of Eddy in a relationship.”

      “You must be blind,” Carolyn said with surprise. “He's so handsome, and he once wore a badge.”

      “Okay,” Samantha said slowly. “Anyway, if you hear anything about James, anything suspicious, please let me know.”

      “I will,” Carolyn smiled again. Then she hurried off towards the recreation hall. Samantha was left to digest the information she had just been given. Was Eddy as handsome as Carolyn claimed? Samantha had never really noticed.
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      Eddy pushed open the heavy door to the recreation hall. It was quiet inside with all of the chairs and tables folded up and stowed away. The recreation hall was used for many things from parties, to bingo tournaments, as well as silent auctions.

      Eddy thought it would be the best place to start for questioning the staff since some might have been working the day of the party. The community hired janitors as well as security guards to keep everything in order at Sage Gardens. Basically, the staff took care of all of the little things that most residents didn't want to be bothered with.

      “Hello?” Eddy called out as he walked further into the recreation hall. He could smell the strong scent of a floor cleaner so he knew that someone had recently been cleaning.

      “Working,” a muffled voice called back from the bathrooms. Eddy walked towards the bathroom. He had just about reached it when the door swung open. Dale, one of the janitors on staff, glared at him.

      “Seriously? I just cleaned that floor,” he said with frustration. Eddy glanced down at his shoes. They weren't very dirty, but they had still left small marks on the clean floor.

      “Sorry about that,” he said with genuine remorse.

      “No one is supposed to be in here while I'm cleaning,” Dale said impatiently. He was a young man, in his early twenties. He carried a chip on his shoulder that reminded Eddy of the delinquents he used to deal with on a regular basis.

      “Take it easy, Dale,” Eddy said. “I just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

      “I'm a little busy,” Dale pointed out as he picked up the mop that had been resting against the wall beside the bathroom door.

      “It's about James,” Eddy explained.

      “Oh,” Dale lowered his eyes. He gripped the broom handle tightly. “That was a sad thing.”

      “Yes, it was,” Eddy agreed and noted the way that Dale was hanging onto the broom handle. “I just thought you might have noticed if he'd been out of sorts. Or maybe if someone asked about him.”

      “I don't exactly keep track of those kinds of things,” Dale said and looked up at Eddy. “What does it matter anyway? He had a heart attack.”

      “Oh, I know he did,” Eddy nodded. He didn't want to alarm Dale with the notion that it could have been murder. “However, someone went into his room after he passed and stole his watch. A watch that his son was meant to inherit.”

      “So?” Dale asked grimly.

      “I thought you might have noticed if someone had been in his room. Or maybe you would know who cleaned it?” Eddy suggested and took a step closer to the janitor.

      “I cleaned it,” Dale said and narrowed his eyes as he looked at Eddy. “I've got nothing to say about the watch.”

      “Did you notice anyone going in or out of his room after his passing?” Eddy asked as he stepped even closer, essentially pinning Dale between himself and the wall.

      “I didn't see anything,” Dale insisted, but his eyes flicked away from Eddy when he spoke. Eddy knew exactly what that meant. When someone wanted him to believe something because they meant it, they would look him right in the eyes. But when someone wanted him to believe something that was a lie, they would do everything but.

      “Who was it?” Eddy pressed, ignoring the denial. “Did you see the person, did they pay you off? Is that it?” he asked, his voice escalating slowly but hardening with intensity as well.

      “Look, old man, I don't know what you're talking about,” Dale growled and tried to move past Eddy. Eddy shifted in the same direction. It prevented Dale from getting past him, without ever touching him. It was another trick he had learned in his days of wearing a badge.

      “Not so fast, Dale,” he said sharply. “I'm asking you a simple question. I expect an answer. I know you know something, you might as well tell me now, because I will find out.”

      “Why should I tell you anything?” Dale snapped. His forehead was dotted with shiny drops of sweat. His face had gotten a little pale as they spoke. “It's not like you're the police or anything. I don't have to talk to you. Besides, I saw the way that guy, Mike, talked to his dad. He didn't deserve that watch.”

      “What do you mean you saw the way Mike talked to James?”

      “A couple of weeks ago,” Dale replied. “I was cleaning the villa next to James' and I heard arguing. So, I ducked my head out to see what was going on. James and Mike were standing there shouting at each other about money. Mike was talking about how much money James had, and James was saying that it was none of Mike's business.”

      “Sounds pretty vicious,” Eddy said. “Did they say anything else?”

      “I don't know,” Dale shrugged. “Unlike you, if it isn't my business, I stay out of it. I just went back to cleaning. But if you ask me, he didn't deserve to inherit a dime, so I don't really care about a missing watch.”

      “But you do know who stole it?” Eddy posed the question again with increased determination.

      “No,” Dale argued and again tried to get past Eddy. Eddy shifted in the same direction, blocking his escape.

      “So, you have something to lose in all of this, Dale?” Eddy demanded. “You're either protecting yourself, or you're protecting someone else.”

      “I don't know what you're talking about,” Dale insisted, though his voice had grown more desperate. “All I do is clean up around here, you know that.”

      “I think you’re hiding something,” Eddy challenged and towered over the young man.

      “I’m not,” Dale shot back with anger in his voice.

      Eddy glared at him, but he took a step back slightly.

      “I’ll find out if you have anything to do with this,” he warned Dale through gritted teeth. “This isn't over.”

      “Yes, it is,” Dale snapped back in return. “Now, if you don't mind, I have work to do!”

      Eddy had to clench his jaw to keep from saying something he might regret to Dale. Dale shoved up the sleeves of his shirt and began pushing the mop across the floor once more. Eddy sneered a little as he noticed the snake tattoo that wrapped around the man's forearm.

      “Appropriate,” he muttered under his breath before he turned and walked out of the hall. As Eddy was storming down the path towards his own villa, he noticed that Samantha was near the mailboxes, talking to one of the women from the party committee. He frowned as he knew he hadn't gotten much information. He hoped that Walt and Samantha would have better luck.
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        * * *

      

      Walt sat back in his chair and stared at his computer screen. He was more than a little surprised by what he had found. He picked up his phone and dialed Eddy's number.

      “Hello?” Eddy asked.

      “Can you and Samantha meet me at my place?” Walt asked and tapped a few keys on the keyboard.

      “Sure,” Eddy replied. “Did you find something?”

      “I think it's better to talk about it in person,” Walt explained.

      “All right, I'll get a hold of Samantha and we'll be over in a few minutes,” he said before hanging up the phone. Walt hung up his phone and began paging down through the document in front of him. By the time there was a knock on the door he was lost in the numbers he was calculating. It took a second set of knocks to get him to react.

      “Come in,” he called out. “It's open!”

      The door to his villa swung open. Eddy and Samantha walked in. Samantha walked over to the desk where Walt was seated. Eddy walked up to him on the other side.

      “I have some information about James' finances,” Walt said and swiveled in his computer chair to face them. He lifted his glasses from his nose and wiped the tender area just beneath each eye. “Computers,” he said with a short laugh.

      “What did you find?” Samantha asked.

      “It turns out James was loaded,” Walt said with a shake of his head. “Which makes me wonder how he ended up here. But that doesn't matter now I guess. What matters is that he had plenty of money. Which in my opinion gives people motive to kill.”

      “Love or money,” Eddy nodded in agreement.

      “The question is who stood to gain the most from James' death,” Samantha said.

      “Well, it would be safe to assume that James would leave his fortune to his son. Don't you think?” Eddy asked.

      “It's possible, but not definite. Remember they were just recently reunited,” Samantha said.

      “And it's easy to reconnect when you know that your estranged loved one has plenty of cash to leave behind,” Eddy said. His brow creased with disgust.

      “Just because Mike reconnected with his father doesn't mean that he was after the money. I know the lawyer that James was meeting with,” Samantha said. “I think if we pay him a visit we might be able to find out some more information about his will.”

      “Lawyers aren't supposed to disclose that kind of information,” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “He's a good friend,” Samantha smiled. “I might be able to get something out of him. Do you want to come with me?”

      “Yes,” Eddy nodded and snatched up his suit jacket. “Let's see if we can meet him now.”

      “I'll just give him a call.”

      Samantha walked into the kitchen to call Nicholas. She had noticed him visiting James' villa only the week before.

      “Hello Samantha,” Nicholas answered.

      “Hi Nicholas. How are you?”

      “Glad you called. It's been so long. Are you finally going to take me up on that lunch date?”

      “Possibly,” she replied. “But I was hoping to get an appointment with you. I have something I'd like to discuss.”

      “Sure no problem. I don't have anything scheduled for the morning so you could come in at any time.”

      “Thanks. I'll see you soon,” she hung up the phone and walked back into the living room where Eddy was waiting.

      “So?” he asked.

      “We can go see him now,” Samantha picked up her purse and headed for the door. “Let us know if you find out anything interesting, Walt.”

      “I will,” Walt muttered. He was already engrossed in his computer screen again.

      Eddy followed after Samantha as she stepped out the door. “I'll drive,” he said.

      “I don't think so,” Samantha laughed and shook her head. “I'm driving.”

      “Fine.”

      The drive to Nicholas' office was a fairly long one which was why he mostly met with his Sage Gardens clients at their villas. Thanks to Samantha's recommendation he had quite a few clients in Sage Gardens.

      “So, how do you know this guy?” Eddy asked.

      “He's an old friend. We worked together on a few things.”

      “That's an evasive answer.”

      “Am I under oath?” She laughed and glanced over at him. “You have to work on your social skills.”

      “All I'm saying is that if someone is evasive with an answer there's usually a reason.”

      Samantha sighed and rolled her eyes. “Okay. We dated briefly about fifteen years ago. Then he got married. Now he's divorced.”

      “And he's wondering if he missed a golden opportunity?”

      “I think he's just hoping for some company. You know, normal human interaction,” she glanced over at him with a slight smile.

      “Humans are too complicated,” Eddy said as he gazed out the passenger window.

      The two fell into silence for the last part of the drive. Samantha parked in front of Nicholas' office. As they walked up to the door together she glanced at Eddy. “Be nice. Remember he's not a suspect.”

      “Well, we don't know that for sure. He was James' lawyer and recently visited with him.”

      “I do know that for sure, Eddy. Nicholas is a friend of mine and he would never hurt anyone,” Samantha shot him a look of warning and then opened the door. The office was small with only two chairs in the waiting area. The receptionist's desk was empty.

      “Nicholas?” Samantha called out.

      “Come on back!” A voice called out from the end of the small hallway. Samantha led the way to the office. Inside a thin man sat behind a small wooden desk.

      “Samantha!” He stood up from his chair to greet her. His gaze passed curiously over Eddy. “You brought a friend?”

      “A detective,” Eddy interjected.

      “A retired detective,” Samantha said.

      “Ah I see. This is a business visit,” Nicholas sat back down behind the desk.

      “Honestly, it's not quite business either. I was hoping for a favor,” Samantha said. She sat down across from him. “It's about James.”

      “What about him?” Nicholas asked with a perplexed look.

      “I'm here because we're beginning to think that James' death was not of natural causes.”

      “What do you mean?” Nicholas asked.

      “It's possible that he was poisoned,” Samantha did her best not to look in Eddy's direction. She knew that he would not approve of her sharing so much information.

      “What?” Nicholas stood half way up out of his chair and then sank back down. “That makes sense I guess.”

      Eddy's eyes widened. It was not the reaction he had expected.

      “It makes sense?” Samantha asked.

      “I just couldn't believe that he died that way. The last time I saw James he was encouraging me to start a jogging regimen. He was a strong and healthy man. For him to just pass so suddenly and so soon after the change to his will seemed odd to me.”

      “Change to his will?” Samantha pressed.

      “Oh uh, you know that information is privileged, Samantha.”

      “It's okay, Nicholas. It will stay just between us. We're just trying to help.”

      Nicholas glanced warily at Eddy and then looked back at Samantha. “Look, after James made his fortune I encouraged him to create a will just in case. He was estranged from his son. So, we set up his will so his inheritance would go to his best friend and business partner. They've lost touch over the years, but James didn't want to change it. Then all of a sudden last week he wants everything switched around.”

      “Let me guess, he wanted to leave it to his son?” Eddy asked.

      “Well, I'm not technically allowed to say but I won't say that you're wrong. Listen, James was a good guy. He felt terrible about the bad blood between himself and his son, so I was happy that he had made up with his son, but it all seemed so sudden. Then when he wanted to leave everything to him, I just felt uneasy. I tried to talk him out of it, I suggested a trust, but he didn't want anything to do with it.”

      “So, Mike stood to inherit all of the money?” Eddy asked.

      “He did.”

      “Then maybe he decided to speed up the timeline of his inheritance,” Samantha said sadly.

      “I hate to say it, but it could be possible,” Nicholas agreed.

      “Thank you for your help, Nicholas,” Samantha smiled.

      “Just remember you didn't hear any of it from me,” Nicholas said firmly. He shook Eddy's hand as they stood to leave. “And don't forget about that lunch, Samantha.”

      “I won't,” she promised.
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      As Eddie and Samantha left Nicholas’ office to head back to Sage Gardens Eddy's phone rang.

      “It's Walt,” he said as he answered the phone. “Walt, did you find something?”

      “I sure did. Mike is in debt, a lot of debt. His mortgage is behind, his car is on the verge of being repossessed and he has quite a few outstanding loans. I don't even want to tell you about the credit cards or the collection agencies.”

      “That doesn't sound good,” Eddy said grimly. “We just found out that only last week James changed his will to leave everything to Mike.”

      “Oh wow, that certainly pins the spotlight right on Mike as our potential killer.”

      “Yes, it does,” Eddy said. He hung up the phone and looked over at Samantha.

      “Looks like Mike was in a ton of financial trouble.”

      After they returned to Sage Gardens they met with Walt at his house. As the three gathered around Walt's kitchen table they discussed the case. “So, sonny boy drops back into his life out of the blue,” Eddy pointed out. “Convinces his Daddy Dearest to leave the money to him, and then suddenly James is in the ground. Dale the janitor I talked to said that he heard James and Mike fighting about money a few weeks ago. Maybe Mike got James to change the will, and then felt pressured to strike before James had the chance to change it again.”

      “That does make sense,” Walt nodded. Then he grimaced. “I don't mean that it makes sense that he killed his father, but that he had motive to.”

      “Yes, and motive is what counts,” Eddy said thoughtfully. “But what motive would he have to steal his own father's watch? Unless he wanted to sell it and claim it on insurance.”

      “I have someone looking into the watch situation,” Samantha blurted out.

      “You do?” Eddy arched an eyebrow. “Who?”

      “I can't really say,” Samantha said uncomfortably.

      “What do you mean you can't say?” Eddy asked again. His investigative nature caused him to grow more interested.

      “I mean, I promised her it would be our secret. She might be able to find out who stole the watch,” Samantha explained nervously. She was beginning to regret saying anything about it. She knew just how skilled Eddy was at getting information out of people.

      “Secrets?” Walt frowned. “I don't like secrets. Secrets lead to messes, and messes are not pleasant,” he settled his gaze on Samantha as well. Samantha took a slight step back as both of the men focused in on her.

      “If she finds anything, I'll let you know,” she attempted to assure them both.

      “You'll let us know,” Eddy countered, his voice growing a little rougher.

      “Excuse me?” Samantha shot back with annoyance. Before she could tell Eddy exactly how she felt about his comment, her cell phone began to ring. She glowered at him and fished her phone out of her purse. She didn't recognize the number, but was happy for the distraction. “Hello?” she asked hesitantly.

      “Sam, it's Jo,” Jo said swiftly.

      Samantha looked from Eddy to Walt, and then lowered her eyes. She turned away from the two men.

      “Did you find something?” she asked hopefully.

      “I have a lead,” Jo replied suspiciously. “Why are you talking so softly?”

      “I'm with my friends,” Samantha explained quietly. “You can tell me if you found something.”

      “This is supposed to be our secret, remember?” Jo said sharply. “You didn't tell anyone did you?”

      “No,” Samantha cleared her throat. “But I might need to.”

      “Why would you need to?” Jo asked incredulously. “I don't want you telling anyone.”

      “Because we're acting as a team,” Samantha frowned.

      “This is ridiculous,” Jo muttered. “I just need a description of the watch so that I can make sure I have the right fence.”

      “Oh, a description of the watch?” Samantha repeated.

      “Who is that?” Eddy asked.

      “Is that your secret friend?” Walt questioned and stood up from the computer chair.

      “Who is that in the background?” Jo demanded.

      “Jo, are you going to see the fence today?” Samantha asked quickly.

      “No, I can't go until tomorrow,” Jo replied shortly.

      “Let's meet tomorrow then. I'll give you the description of the watch tomorrow,” Samantha rushed to say.

      “What? Why?” Jo asked, just as Samantha was hanging up the phone.

      She tucked her phone back into her purse and looked up at the two men who were still staring at her curiously. All three were silent for a few moments.

      “Well?” Walt finally asked.

      “Well what?” Samantha asked in return.

      “Well, who was that on the phone?” Walt asked.

      “A friend,” she replied and lowered her eyes again.

      “Enough of this,” Eddy snapped. “I know exactly who she was talking to.”

      “You do?” Samantha asked with surprise and some guilt.

      “Sure,” he narrowed his eyes. “You said her name Jo.”

      “I did not!” Samantha growled.

      “Oh, that's right she did,” Walt said and snapped his fingers sharply.

      “I didn't realize,” Samantha said with a frown.

      “So, who is this Jo?” Eddy demanded.

      “Well, there's a Jo that lives here in Sage Gardens,” Walt pointed out. “She moved in not that long ago.”

      “You know her?” Samantha asked.

      “Oh no, not really,” Walt said shyly. “I just noticed her and overheard her name.”

      “Who is she?” Eddy asked as he locked eyes with Samantha. “I know I know her from somewhere.”

      “Uh, well,” Samantha felt a ripple of tension rise up along her spine. She knew that she had already revealed too much.

      “Listen Sam, doing something like this, conducting an investigation like this, requires a certain amount of trust,” Eddy said gravely. “I want to know the truth. If you can't trust me with it, then we don't have any business doing this.”

      “Don't say that, Eddy,” Samantha said with a frown. “It's not that I don't trust you. It's not like that. It's just that she asked that I respect her privacy.”

      “I'm going to find out either way,” Eddy pointed out. “Either I ask you who she is, or I ask her.”

      “You wouldn't do that, would you?” Samantha asked apprehensively. “I wasn't supposed to tell anyone who she is.”

      “I would, and I will,” he replied sternly. “She talks to me like she knows me. I need to know who she is.”

      “She spoke to you?” Samantha asked.

      “Yes, she did,” he replied and narrowed his eyes. “Now, out with it.”

      “Samantha, we're your friends,” Walt said in a gentler tone. “You can tell us the truth.”

      Samantha took a shaky breath. “All right,” she finally conceded. “But you both have to promise not to tell anyone else. Especially you, Eddy,” she said and looked directly into his eyes.

      “Tell us,” Eddy said without agreeing.

      “Jo, the woman that lives here in Sage Gardens, is Joanne Baylor, the same woman who…”

      “The cat burglar?” Eddy asked with disbelief.

      “The what?” Walt stammered out.

      “Yes, the cat burglar,” Samantha finally admitted and felt as if a big burden had been lifted off her shoulders, only to be replaced by the dread of Jo finding out that she had told her secret.

      “This is absolutely ridiculous,” Eddy growled. “How could you even associate with that woman, Samantha? How does she have your phone number?”

      “Listen, she offered to help, and what better way to catch a thief, than to use a thief?” Samantha explained quickly.

      “No, don't you even try it,” Eddy warned her. “There is no explanation for this, and you know it.  She's a dangerous criminal who will say and do anything to get what she wants.”

      “She's done her time, Eddy,” Samantha pointed out, though she didn't fully believe it herself. “She was released early for good behavior. She offered to help because she wants to turn her life around.”

      “I'll believe that when pigs fly,” Eddy snapped and shook his head. “Walt, are you buying any of this?”

      “I don't know,” Walt replied with a slight frown. “She has a point about a thief catching a thief. Hopefully Jo will be able to help.”

      “I can't even conceive of what the two of you are thinking,” Eddy said sharply. Then he stormed out of Walt's villa.

      “Eddy, wait!” Samantha called out and started to follow after him. Walt grasped her arm gently and held her back.

      “Let him go,” he advised. “He needs a little time to cool off.”

      Samantha frowned and looked down at the floor. She knew that she was the reason that Eddy was so upset. Even with everything that was going on, she didn't want Eddy to be angry with her. She wondered if he might be right, that she had made the wrong choice by allowing Jo to be involved.
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        * * *

      

      Eddy did his best to calm down. There was little that bothered him more than a criminal who was given back their freedom before they had served all of their sentence. He didn't really believe that people could change. The idea that an infamous cat burglar had been living in the same community as him, had even spoken to him, without him realizing made it very difficult for him. Had he really gotten so rusty that a criminal could flaunt herself right under his nose?

      He didn't want to be at his villa if one of them came looking for him, so he walked down towards the lake. His mind was still churning over the case as well. Jo was a distraction, but he needed to focus on what mattered. If Mike was responsible for his father's death then he needed to suffer severe consequence for it. The only thing that bothered him was how obvious it seemed.

      “I thought I might find you out here,” Samantha said quietly as she stepped up behind him. Eddy tensed, but he did not turn away from the water to face her.

      “You shouldn't sneak up on an old detective,” he muttered and slid his hands into his pockets.

      “I wasn't sneaking,” Samantha insisted as she moved around beside him. “I just didn't want to disturb you,” she explained.

      “Oh?” he glanced over at her and raised an eyebrow. “I'm fairly disturbed now, aren't I?”

      “Eddy, don't you ever just relax?” Samantha asked as she narrowed her eyes. “Does everything have to be an argument, or an interrogation?”

      “I was trying to relax,” Eddy pointed out. “I was looking out over the water. I was calm, and quiet. Then you showed up,” he looked over at her once more, his expression indifferent.

      “All right, I get the point, I'll go,” Samantha said with a sigh of frustration. She grasped the pole on the canopy and began to swing around it to walk away.

      “Wait, don't go,” Eddy said sternly. “I'm sorry, I was just kidding around.”

      “That's kidding around?” she asked with widened eyes as she looked back at him. “I guess I missed the humor.”

      “I guess you did,” he admitted sheepishly. “I've been a little rough around the edges today.”

      “Because of Jo?” Samantha asked and searched his expression for a hint of the truth. He grimaced.

      “Maybe,” he said quietly. “I'm not sure how to feel about working with someone so notorious.”

      “We all have our pasts, Eddy,” Samantha reminded him as she leaned against the pole of the canopy and looked out over the water. “There are choices that we've made that we will be dealing with for the rest of our lives. But Jo paid her debt, didn't she?”

      “Not exactly,” Eddy replied with a scowl. “There were a lot more robberies that didn't get connected to her. I'm sure she's responsible for at least a few of them. However, she only went to jail for a handful that could actually be proven. That's why she got out as early as she did, Samantha. Am I just supposed to ignore the way she broke the law and be buddies with her now?”

      “No one is asking you to do that, Eddy,” Samantha assured him. “You think that everything is black and white. Not everything is. Did Jo commit crimes? Yes, she did,” Samantha nodded. “You and I both know that. But what is the point of a criminal doing their best to change their ways if they are never given the opportunity to turn their lives around?”

      “I don't know, Sam,” he shook his head and looked away from her again. “It goes against my better judgment. I don't think we should trust her.”

      “Who ever said anything about trusting her?” Samantha asked with a slight smile. “It's not as if I expect you to do that.”

      “So, why are you asking her for help?”

      “For James’ sake,” she explained. “If involving her leads to finding the watch and possibly the murderer then it’s worth it.”

      “It sounded like you were going to let her handle talking to the fence alone,” Eddy said.

      “It might have sounded that way, but I'm not going to let her do that,” Samantha replied. “Why do you think I told her to meet me tomorrow so I could give her a description of the watch?”

      “You intend to go with her?” Eddy asked suspiciously.

      “I'm not some kind of delicate flower, Eddy. No, I didn't wear a badge, but I did conduct my own investigations. I haven't forgotten how to do just that,” she insisted sternly.

      “You're not going with her,” Eddy said as if his words ended the discussion.

      “Fine,” Samantha said. She smiled at the surprised look on his face. “But someone has to go with her. So, if it's not me, then I guess it's going to have to be you.”

      “Me?” he asked and shook his head. “I don't think I could keep my cool. I'd want to slap handcuffs on her.”

      Samantha struggled not to point out how his comment might be taken by anyone else who heard it. “You don't have handcuffs anymore,” she reminded him. “Besides, the best way to deal with a problem is to face it. Right?”

      “I don't know,” he shook his head hesitantly. “It just doesn't seem like a very good idea for me to get in the middle of all of that.”

      “Well, like I said, it's me or you,” Samantha shrugged. “I was already planning on joining her, so it's not going to be a problem for me to stick with that plan.”

      “Samantha, you know better than that,” he said sharply. “The things that can happen are innumerable. Undercover situations are always unpredictable, and we're talking about real criminals here, with real guns. Not, an article that you're writing.”

      “I am perfectly aware of what we're talking about,” Samantha said evenly. “My offer still stands. I'll be happy to avoid putting myself at risk if you would prefer to do the honors.”

      “Oh, Sam,” he sighed and closed his eyes briefly. “My life used to be simple you know.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Samantha chuckled. “I'll have her meet us around ten in the morning.”

      “Fine,” he reluctantly agreed. “I'll be there.”

      “Eddy, just do your best to think of Jo as an asset,” Samantha suggested. “She really could make a difference in solving the murder.”

      “We'll see,” Eddy replied before turning back towards his villa. As Samantha turned back towards the water she caught the reflection of the sun sparkling along the surface. It reminded her of the champagne they had been drinking not long ago at James' party. She frowned.

      “We're fighting to find out the truth,” she said quietly.
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      The next morning Eddy woke up surly. He thought about not meeting Samantha and Jo. He didn't want to have anything to do with the criminal. On the other hand he did very much want to find out the truth and bring James' killer to justice. Finding out who stole the watch could bring him one step closer to making that happen. Reluctantly, he forced himself out of bed and into the shower.

      Everything in his villa had an army green feel, despite the fact that he had never been in the army. The color made him feel at peace in his environment. Even his shower curtain was army green. He kept his shelves bare of anything other than necessities and a few very well read books. When he emerged from the shower he was wrapped in an army green towel. He snatched a pair of slacks from his closet, paired it with a button-down shirt, and a brown suit jacket, then dressed. He paused in front of the mirror only to adjust his hat on the top of his head.

      As Eddy was walking down towards Samantha's villa, he received a text on his cell phone.

      

      Meet us by the lake. Act like you don't know anything.

      

      Eddy raised an eyebrow at the message, which had come from Samantha's phone. He put his phone away and changed direction to walk towards the lake. He could see the pair already standing there, deep in discussion.

      “I'm just not comfortable with you going alone,” Samantha explained as Eddy walked up behind the two of them.

      “Who would go with me? You?” Jo laughed at the idea. Her laughter faded when Eddy spoke.

      “What's going on here?” he asked.

      Jo looked over her shoulder at him with a mixture of hatred and curiosity.

      “It's a private conversation,” she replied shortly.

      “Between a crime journalist and a criminal, seems like a bad idea,” Eddy said casually. Samantha glared at him. Eddy pretended not to notice.

      “Jo said she has some contacts that might be able to tell us who fenced the watch,” Samantha explained as she looked nervously over at Eddy.

      “She's standing right here, can't she tell me that?” he asked as he continued to stare steadily at Jo.

      “I wasn't sure that you'd be interested in listening,” Jo countered in an even tone. She was doing her best not to show that Eddy's presence made her uneasy. She knew that she was failing miserably.

      “Well, how do you know unless you ask?” Eddy replied in an almost identical tone.

      “The point is, that she is offering to help,” Samantha explained in an attempt to keep them both calm. “She's going to check into her connections and see what she can find out.”

      “Or, she's going to cover up for the fact that she's involved in all of this,” Eddy accused.

      “I already have a meeting lined up,” Jo replied in a sharp tone. “I'm going to meet a fence now who I think might have the watch. If you want to tag along, fine.”

      “Let's get one thing clear, I don't tag along with anyone,” Eddy said and shook his head. He glanced over at Samantha briefly. Samantha cringed. She didn't think that the two of them would survive being alone in a car together.

      “I'm leaving,” Jo said and muttered something under her breath about ever getting involved.

      “We'll take my car,” Eddy said firmly. As the two walked towards the parking lot Walt walked up to Samantha.

      “Where are they going?” he asked with confusion.

      “Jo set up a meeting with the fence she thinks bought the watch from whoever stole it,” Samantha explained. “And Eddy is going with her.”

      “Oh,” Walt frowned. “That doesn't seem like a very good idea.”

      “No Walt, it really doesn't,” Samantha agreed. The sound of Eddy gunning the engine punctuated her words.
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      As Eddy steered the car out of the parking lot and onto the road, he could tell that Jo was as uncomfortable as he was. The truth was he had worked with several criminal informants in the past. He was familiar with what it was like to be alone with a felon. However, Jo was different. She had led detectives on a wild goose chase as they searched for her. She was cunning, and manipulative, and Eddy wasn't going to take his eye off her for a second.

      “Head to Newton,” Jo instructed him, though she did not turn to look at him. The sharp click of the turn signal switch was the only sound that filled the car. Eddy turned down the highway in the direction of Newton and did his best to keep his focus on the road instead of on Jo.

      “I guess you know exactly who I am,” Jo suddenly said. She was still staring steadily out of the passenger door window.

      Eddy hesitated a moment and then nodded. “I know who you are,” he replied.

      “And I know exactly who you are,” Jo sighed and sank down in the seat. Eddy noticed that she slouched elegantly. She didn't try to hide her body, or communicate a lack of pride, it was more like she was relaxing.

      “You do?” Eddy asked. “Why would you know anything about me?”

      “I knew a lot about a lot of people that live in Sage Gardens even before I moved in,” Jo admitted. “Turn right up here, on Kent.”

      Eddy glanced over at her curiously. Then he slowed down to make the right turn. Once they were on Kent he cleared his throat.

      “How do you know so much about the residents?” he asked.

      “I knew that no matter what place I picked to live, there was going to be someone who knew something about me. I mean with the burglaries in the paper, it's hard to avoid. However, I was hoping to avoid places that would specifically have people that would cause me trouble,” she looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Guess I made a bad choice.”

      “I thought you said you knew a lot about us before you moved in?” Eddy frowned.

      “I did, however I didn't really look that deep. I didn't realize you were a retired cop until I had already signed the lease. Then there was Samantha, whose name I would have recognized if she hadn't written all of those articles about me under a pen name,” she sneered with frustration.

      “You read the articles?” he asked.

      “Yes, I had a good amount of free time in prison you know,” she sighed. “Up here on the left we can pull in, then you're going to want to drive through the parking lot into the next plaza.”

      “Seems like you know this place fairly well,” Eddy observed.

      “Well, you know what they say,” she shrugged.

      “No? What?” he asked and parked the car.

      “Keep your enemies close,” she reminded him. “It's hard to survive in this world as a felon without friends.”

      “I don't know that you should be considering known criminals, friends,” Eddy pointed out as he tucked his keys into his pocket.

      “They're the only ones I have,” Jo replied darkly. She opened the door to the car and stepped out into the parking lot. The business they were parked in front of barely had a sign. The windows were streaked with dirt. Crumpled up papers and leaves littered the sidewalk.

      “This is the place?” Eddy asked as he stepped up beside her.

      “Yes,” she replied. “I think it might be best if you wait out here,” Jo said as she lingered by the door. The glass was covered with various stickers and sale signs.

      “I don't think so,” Eddy said gruffly as he stood between her and the door.

      “You still don't trust me?” she asked.

      “Did I say that?” he asked and met her eyes.

      “You didn't have to,” she replied gravely as she studied him. “It's written all over your face.”

      “You may think that's what I mean, but it’s not what I mean,” Eddy said with frustration. “I'm not going to let you go into a place where a known criminal does business, alone.”

      “You think that you are going to protect me?” she asked with a smirk. “How sweet.”

      “I just think it's best that you don't go alone,” he corrected her sternly.

      “Fine,” she nodded. “You can come in with me, but you have to stop acting all cop-ish.”

      “Cop-ish?” he repeated. “I've worked undercover before.”

      “And I'm sure you were an easy mark,” she sighed and swept her eyes over him. “First you have to lose the hat, it just screams cop on you. On me, it'll be fine,” she plucked his hat off his head and dropped it on hers. Carefully she tucked her dark hair back behind her ears. Eddy stared at her with disbelief.

      Before he could say a word she ran her hands back through his light brown hair. He shuddered at the sudden touch.

      “Relax cowboy, I'm just fixing your hat hair,” she frowned and smoothed his hair back until it looked slick.

      “Stop,” he said with annoyance. “That's enough.”

      “Not quite yet,” she replied and grabbed the collar of his dress shirt. She unbuttoned the top two buttons. Eddy shifted uncomfortably but he didn't push her hand away. “Let's let that shirt loose,” she said.

      “I'll do that,” he said sharply and pulled out his own shirt. He straightened his belt and then sighed. “All right, do I look enough like a criminal for you?” he asked.

      Jo studied him critically. “Maybe if you scowled a little less,” she suggested.

      “I don't think that's possible,” he muttered.

      “I actually believe that,” she replied with a slight shake of her head. “Okay, now let me do all of the talking. Understand?”

      “Whatever you say,” he said grimly. He jerked the door of the pawn shop open and held it open for Jo to walk through. Jo adjusted his hat on her head and winked lightly at him before she walked inside the shop. Eddy followed after her. The interior was fairly dim, which was a big tip off that it was not a legitimate business. Most pawn shops would be well lit and showcasing their electronics and jewelry. In this one he had to strain to see any of the items, and most of the items were not very valuable.

      “Roger,” she called out as she walked further into the pawn shop.

      “Jo?” a voice called back from beyond the counter. A burly man stepped out from behind a drab curtain. He smiled at Jo, but his smile faded when he saw Eddy standing behind her.

      “I brought a friend, the one that was interested in that watch,” Jo explained.

      “I don't like friends,” he said darkly and glared openly at Eddy.

      “Don't worry, pal, I'm not any competition,” Eddy said casually. “I don't have a lot of time, do you have what I need or not?”

      “Yes,” he said and continued to study Eddy with clear disapproval. “You can come back with me, Jo, but he needs to stay out here.”

      “I don't think so,” Eddy said sharply. “I don't trust this one any more than I trust you. How do I know you won't be switching out the watch while I'm not looking?”

      “Hmm,” Roger shook his head slowly. “I don't know where you find these people, Jo,” he sighed. “Fine, come on back. Let's get this over with.”

      He turned and walked back behind the curtain. Jo shot Eddy a brief glare, then she followed after Roger. Eddy stayed right behind her. The back room was filled with neatly stacked boxes and wire shelving ran the length of the walls.

      “Here it is,” Roger said when he pulled down a small box. “Now,” he turned to face Eddy with a grim stare. “This isn't the exact watch that you asked for.”

      “What?” Eddy asked with displeasure. “You said you had the watch.”

      “I did have the watch, but not anymore,” Roger explained. “I sold it almost right away. But, I have a similar watch that I'm willing to offer you.”

      “I don't want a similar watch,” Eddy snapped. Jo placed her hand lightly on his arm to calm him.

      “Listen Roger, it isn't so much the watch that we're interested in. We want to know who sold it to you,” she tilted her head a little and smiled seductively at the man. “Do you think that's something that you could tell us?”

      “Why would I?” he asked in a low growl. “I knew that you were up to something, Jo. I don't hear from you when you get out of the clink, and now you're calling in favors. What is this really about?”

      “The watch belonged to a good friend of mine,” Eddy interrupted. “It has sentimental value. I want to find out who stole it so I can pound the life out of them.”

      “Oh,” Roger laughed a little. “Well, I guess that makes more sense. Hmm,” he reached up and scratched at his cheek where a few pimples resided amidst stubble. “Well, I didn't catch his name, but I can tell you he has a tattoo on his arm. A snake.”

      “You really can't tell us anything else?” Jo pressed.

      “He doesn't need to,” Eddy said gravely. “I know exactly who it was. Thanks for your time,” he nodded at Roger and then started to walk away.

      “Wait just a minute,” Roger said. “I don't want you causing any trouble on my account,” he growled.

      “Too late,” Eddy cast his words over his shoulder. He gestured to Jo to join him. Jo hesitated for a moment as if she might want to smooth things over with Roger, then reluctantly she followed after Eddy. As soon as they were outside she turned to face him.

      “What was that?” she demanded.

      “What?” Eddy asked innocently and unlocked the doors to the car.

      “You know exactly what,” Jo said with impatience. “I told you not to act like a cop. Now Roger is going to know that I associate with the police.”

      Eddy leaned against the top of the car, his eyes locked on Jo's. He let her words hang in the air for a moment before he spoke.

      “I'm not the police,” he said calmly. “Even if I was, I thought you were ready to turn your life around, Joanne? Why would you care what a criminal thinks of you?”

      Jo glared at him and jerked open the passenger side door. She ignored him as she settled into the seat. Eddy afforded her silence, and she did the same, and started the engine. He knew he had ruffled her feathers. As he drove back towards Sage Gardens she continued to fume. After a few minutes the tension seemed to subside.

      “Who do you think it was that stole the watch?” she asked.

      He didn't look in her direction. “That's not really your concern, is it?”

      “I helped you find out who it was, didn't I?” she shot a look of animosity towards him. Eddy continued to stare out through the windshield.

      “You did your part,” he said evenly as he pulled into Sage Gardens. “Now, I'll do mine.”

      “What are you going to do?” Jo asked as she stepped out of the car.

      “Never mind that,” Eddy shrugged off her attention and began walking away from the car.

      “Wait, maybe I can help,” Jo offered as she quickened her pace to catch up with him.

      “Oh, you're feeling particularly charitable today?” he asked and glanced over at her with distaste. “You've done enough.”

      “Apparently not,” Jo shot back with obvious frustration. “You don't seem to be giving me any credit for it.”

      “Credit?” he retorted. “You're lucky I don't turn you into the police.”

      “I didn't do anything wrong,” Jo growled.

      “You associated with a known criminal,” Eddy pointed out with a mild shrug. “With my say so, you could end up back in jail for quite a bit longer than you have left to live.”

      “You really are a jerk, you know that?” Jo snapped. “Forget it. I knew that I was making a mistake when I offered to help. None of your kind will ever see me as anything but a criminal no matter what I do.”

      “What do you care?” he questioned roughly.

      “I don't,” she shook her head and stomped away.

      Eddy turned and walked across the main square towards the main office. When he reached the door he was relieved to find it unlocked. He pushed the door open.

      “Where's Dale?” he asked the woman who was sitting behind the desk. He didn't recognize her, but that didn't surprise him, as the owners had been using temporary workers lately.

      “I think he's cleaning 32,” the woman replied slowly as if she wasn't sure if she should be giving him the information.

      Eddy didn't wait to hear another word from her. He turned and walked out of the office. He walked straight towards the villa where Dale should have been working. He spotted the small, white golf cart parked outside the villa stocked with an assortment of cleaning products. Eddy walked quietly up to the door of the villa which was propped open. He paused just outside the door and looked inside. He could hear Dale moving around inside.

      “I need to speak to you,” he said sternly.

      He heard something hit the ground. “Dale,” Eddy said again sharply. “I need to speak with you.”

      Dale reluctantly walked up to the door.

      “What?” he asked with defiance.

      “I know what you did,” Eddy growled.

      “What are you talking about?” Dale demanded and started to back up further into the house.

      “I know you stole his watch, did you poison him, too?” Eddy barked out.

      “Poison? Are you crazy?” Dale’s voice rose. “You have no idea what you're saying.”

      “I know exactly what I'm saying,” Eddy shot back and grabbed Dale by the wrist. He jerked his wrist until his arm was straight, revealing the snake tattoo that was hiding beneath the sleeve of his shirt.

      “The fence identified you, Dale,” Eddy explained as Dale yanked his wrist out of Eddy's grasp.

      “All right, all right,” Dale grimaced. “Really, it was a victimless crime. You know the pay here is nothing,” Dale said dismissively. “I can't survive on it. I knew how loaded James was. He would always brag to me about it while I was cleaning his villa. He liked to talk about how he could buy and sell the entire Sage Gardens if he wanted to.”

      “And?” Eddy asked as he stared at the young man incredulously.

      “And, when he died, I just,” he frowned and shook his head. “I mean it wasn't like he was going to miss it. Right?”

      “Dale,” Eddy sighed. His lips drew into a thin line of disappointment as he studied the young man. “You stole it?”

      “I took it,” Dale corrected him. “I mean, James liked me. If he had known he was going to die, he might have given me the watch.”

      “But he didn't,” Eddy said sharply. “He didn't give anything to you. You stole it.”

      “Have you ever been in my shoes?” Dale demanded. “I have rent to pay. How am I supposed to do that with this dead-end job? I needed something to just get me by until next month. I don't think that's such a terrible thing.”

      “It is a terrible thing,” Eddy snapped back. “I've been in your shoes, pal. I've worked my whole life, and I have never stolen from anyone. I always paid my bills on time, even if it meant I had to pull extra shifts or miss out on the things I wanted to do.”

      “Oh right, of course you did, back when rent was about a dollar a day,” he waved his hand dismissively.

      “A dollar a day?” Eddy growled in return. “Just how old do you think I am?”

      “I don't care,” Dale said and glared at Eddy. “The point is that you are never going to understand where I'm coming from.”

      “No, I'm not,” Eddy replied gruffly. “Because I am not a thief.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Dale chuckled. “So high and mighty like you've never made a mistake in your life. I wasn't even the only one casing the room. Someone got there before me. He was leaving when I was walking up. So, it's not like I was the only one. Go ahead, call the cops on me, get me fired. What's the difference? My life isn't going anywhere.”

      “Maybe it would if you made an effort,” Eddy challenged him. “I've made more mistakes than I care to recount, but I can tell you none of those mistakes ever led to me breaking the law. Instead, every time I messed up, I searched for a way to fix it. I learned, I grew, but I didn't steal.”

      “Whatever, spare me the lecture. Just do what you have to do and get me locked up,” Dale shook his head. Eddy pulled out his phone. He was just about to call the police, when he remembered what Jo had said to him. Keep your enemies close. Dale had admitted to stealing the watch. But that didn't make him a murderer. Slowly he slid his phone back into his pocket.

      “All right, Dale, I'm going to give you a chance to make up for what you've done,” Eddy said grimly.

      “What?” Dale stared at him in shock. “What do I have to do?”

      “All I want you to do is pay attention. Listen in on conversations. Notice who is coming and who is going. I don’t think James died of a heart attack, I think someone poisoned him, and now to make up for you stealing his watch, you're going to help figure out who did it,” Eddy said with confidence.

      “I don't know,” Dale hesitated. “I don't want to make a murderer angry.”

      “Well, the way I see it, Dale, you have two choices. You can either make a murderer angry, or you can make me angry,” Eddy raised his eyebrows. “Lock up is one phone call away.”

      “Fine,” Dale sighed. “I'll do it. I'll find out what I can,” he paused a moment and studied Eddy intently. “You're really not going to turn me in?”

      “Not just yet,” Eddy replied darkly. Then he walked away.
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      When Eddy got back to his villa he had a decision to make. He could tell Samantha and Walt what he had learned about Dale, or he could keep it to himself. He was more than a little concerned that if he told them about Dale, they would want to have him arrested. Eddy knew that he should have him arrested. But he was hoping that Dale's desperation would prove to be valuable in the search for the murderer.

      Eddy was just about to settle into bed to try to get some rest when his cell phone rang. He glanced at the ID on the screen and found that it was Owen.

      “Hey, Owen,” Eddy said as he answered the phone.

      “Eddy, what's going on?” Owen asked with some urgency.

      “Is something wrong, Owen?” Eddy asked and sat up in his bed.

      “I heard from some of the staff that you've been tearing through the place, making demands,” Owen said quickly. “The office girl was so upset that she asked me if I thought she should call the police.”

      “I may have been a little extra passionate,” Eddy admitted. “I needed to find Dale. He's the one that stole James' watch.”

      “Did he kill James, too?” Owen asked with shock.

      “I don't think so. But I'm hoping that he can help us find out who did,” Eddy explained. “Anyway, I promise I won't scare the office lady anymore.”

      “Just be careful, Eddy,” Owen said. “I know that you're used to this kind of thing, but the last time you investigated a crime it was with a badge and a gun. This is a different kind of situation.”

      “I'm realizing that,” Eddy agreed. “Don't worry about me, Owen. I'll be just fine.”

      “Call me if you need anything,” Owen insisted.

      “Thanks, Owen,” Eddy said before hanging up the phone. It was nice for Eddy that Owen appeared to care about him. It seemed like a long time since someone had.

      Eddy closed his eyes and began running through the case in his mind. When he finally fell asleep, his thoughts were still racing. Even in his sleep his mind was filled with thoughts about James. James at his party. James enjoying a toast with his son and the rest of the guests at the party. James raising a full glass of wine while everyone cheered. James drinking the entire glass in one swift gulp.

      Eddy suddenly opened his eyes. He began to put two and two together. He remembered that there was a bottle of wine that James was drinking from that he did not share with anyone else at the party. All of the others who had something alcoholic to drink had champagne, or white wine, while James' drink was a dark, red wine that he kept with the rest of his gifts. With his heart pounding he picked up his phone. He dialed Samantha's number. She picked up after the third ring.

      “Hello?” she asked with a yawn.

      “Samantha, it's Eddy,” he said.

      “How early is it?” Samantha asked and groaned.

      “Sorry, I just woke up and remembered something from the party. I wanted to see if you remembered it, too,” he explained.

      “Okay,” she sighed and yawned again. “What was it?”

      “James was drinking his own red wine,” Eddy said.

      “Yes,” Samantha replied after thinking about it for a moment. “I do remember that.”

      “So, the wine could have been poisoned,” Eddy rushed forward. “It might not have ever been the cupcake that was the murder weapon. It could have been the wine.”

      “The wine,” Samantha repeated. “Where did the wine come from?”

      “That's what I don't know,” Eddy replied. “I remember noticing the way that James hid it under the table his gifts were on, as if he didn't want to share. You would think he would offer someone a glass, at least his son.”

      “If he was being that greedy with it, then it was probably a favorite wine of his,” Samantha pointed out. “Maybe it was a gift from someone who knew him quite well.”

      “Maybe,” Eddy agreed. “But who?”

      “I think we should go through the guest list. See if we can work out who gave him a gift and then talk to them,” Samantha suggested.

      “That will take quite some time,” Eddy said as he shook his head. “Just about everyone at Sage Gardens was at that party.”

      “Then maybe we should start with those that were not from Sage Gardens,” Samantha said thoughtfully. “Maybe even guests that showed up unexpectedly.”

      “Good idea,” Eddy nodded.

      “We'll get to the bottom of this,” Samantha said.

      “I think I might already have a lead,” Eddy said with a small smile of realization.

      “What lead?” Samantha asked curiously.

      “I'll let you know if it pans out,” Eddy replied. He hurried to dress and headed out of his villa. He thought about the promise he had made to Owen the night before, about being nicer to the staff. It was too late for that now. He hoped that Dale had seen and knew the man who walked out of James' room after he died. He wanted to know exactly who it was. With many of the staff just arriving for the day, it was easy to guess where Dale might be.

      Eddy headed straight for the office. He carefully avoided being spotted by the office worker, as he knew that she might just call the police if she saw him. He saw a few staff members walking out from behind the office and guessed it was a gathering place for them before they started work for the day. He walked around the corner of the office to see if he could spot Dale. Eddy didn't have to look far to find Dale. All he had to do was follow the curl of smoke. It led him behind the dumpster. Dale was crouched down with a cigarette dangling from his lips. He appeared to be searching for something on the ground.

      “Dale,” Eddy said. Dale jumped at the sound of Eddy's authoritative voice.

      “Oh no, not you again,” Dale said with a sigh as he caught sight of Eddy. “Look, I've got nothing else to say to you. I haven't heard anything yet. No one is talking about anything other than the heart attack. You seem to be the only one with the crazy notion that James was poisoned.”

      “Never mind that,” Eddy said. “That's not why I'm here.”

      “I've got nothing else to tell you,” Dale insisted and stood up.

      “That doesn't mean that I don't have some things to ask you,” Eddy replied and narrowed his eyes. “You told me that when you slipped back into James' room, someone else was coming out right before you did. Who was it?”

      “Uh,” Dale frowned and glanced sideways to make sure that no one was close enough to hear him. “I'm not really sure what his name was. I think he's new around here. I know he's a resident, but I'm not sure where he lives.”

      “Lying to me again?” Eddy demanded as he moved closer to Dale.

      “No way,” Dale said swiftly. “You said you weren't going to turn me in, I'm not going to jerk you around.”

      “I said I wouldn't turn you in, as long as you mended your ways,” Eddy corrected him. “So have you?”

      “I'm working on it,” Dale replied with some honesty. “I'm not lying to you. I don't know who the guy was.”

      “Did he have anything in his hands?” Eddy pressed. “You said it looked like he was stealing something, the last time I spoke to you. Did you see what it was?”

      Dale closed his eyes for a moment as if he was trying to remember exactly what he had seen. When he opened them again, he nodded.

      “Yes, I remember now,” he frowned. “It was a bottle. Maybe a wine bottle.”

      “A wine bottle,” Eddy repeated with disbelief. If the bottle of wine was poisoned then Dale had to be describing James' killer. “What did the guy look like?” Eddy asked eagerly.

      “I don't know,” Dale sighed. “I don't want to get in the middle of anything.”

      “Can't you remember anything about him?” Eddy demanded impatiently. Dale seemed to notice the shift in Eddy's demeanor and cleared his throat.

      “All I know for sure was that I've seen him around since. I just don't know where he lives. I know where just about everyone around here lives. So, I'm guessing he's a fairly new resident,” he lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “That's the best that I can do.”

      “I'm sure it is,” Eddy replied with vague annoyance. “Just do me a favor, and no more stealing, okay?”

      “Okay,” Dale nodded. “If it keeps me out of jail, I'll stay on the straight and narrow.”

      “You do that,” Eddy insisted.

      As he walked away from Dale he dialed Samantha's number for the second time that morning. This time when she answered she sounded much more alert.

      “Samantha, don't bother questioning any more of the guests,” Eddy said in a rush as he walked quickly towards her villa. “I think I know who the killer is.”

      “You do?” Samantha asked with elation. “Who is it?”

      “It's the new resident Frank,” Eddy said sternly.

      “Frank?” Samantha asked and then shook her head slightly. “I don't think that could be true. I spoke with Frank while we were at the party and after James died I checked to see he was okay.”

      “And?” Eddy asked. “Does that make him innocent?”

      “Well no,” Samantha said. She opened her door to find Eddy standing on her front porch. Eddy hung up his phone. Samantha hung up hers. “All I'm saying is that he didn't seem like a killer. Whatever was between Frank and James, James apologized for.”

      “Saying sorry doesn't always make it better,” Eddy said grimly. “I think we need to figure out what exactly James was apologizing for, and whether it was worth murdering James over,” Eddy said. “Dale, the guy who actually stole the watch said he saw Frank leaving James' room with a bottle of wine after he died.”

      “Then they wouldn't have found the wine in James' room,” Samantha said with concern. “How do you know that your thief didn't also murder James? Maybe he thought he could get some good items from James' room if he was dead. Or maybe Mike even paid him to do it.”

      “I'm not saying that it's impossible,” Eddy said and shook his head. “But we already know that there was some difficulty between James and Frank. I think getting to the bottom of that might give us a clearer idea of what happened.”

      “I can do that,” Samantha offered. “Research is my specialty.”

      “Good,” Eddy nodded and then glanced over at her. “Did you say you and Frank spoke a lot?”

      “Not really,” she replied with a mild shrug. “Like I said, he seemed nice enough.”

      “Murderers sometimes do,” Eddy frowned. “Let me know what you find out. I'm going to see if Walt found out anything more from digging into the financials.”

      “Okay,” Samantha nodded. “I'll update you.”

      “Good,” Eddy started to turn towards the door and then stopped. He turned back to face Samantha.

      “Have you heard anything from Jo?”

      “Not since yesterday,” Samantha said. “How did you leave things with her?”

      “Does it matter?” he asked. “She's a criminal.”

      “She was a criminal,” Samantha corrected him.

      “Really, Samantha?” Eddy asked and shook his head. “You know as well as I do that people don't just change like that.”

      “I know as well as you do that until you know someone's entire story, you don't know that person. Maybe there is more to Jo than you think,” Samantha frowned. “She did help us out after all.”

      “Not without a price I'm sure,” he said gravely.

      “One of these days, Eddy, you're going to have to take a chance on someone,” Samantha said knowingly. “I just hope that when you do, it's the right person.”

      “Is that another one of your riddles?” Eddy asked and raised an eyebrow.

      “You'll see,” Samantha said with confidence. “I'm going to go to the library to look into things.”

      “All right, just be careful,” Eddy said. “Right now Frank could be anywhere. If he's the killer, he might not like us sniffing into his past.”

      “I'll be careful,” Samantha promised. Eddy nodded and then walked out of her villa. Samantha grabbed her purse and headed out as well.
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      The library had once been Samantha's favorite place. When she was a girl she would spend hours reading there. When she got older she would study there. When she started her career as a journalist she would often write at the library. It was a safe place to her, quiet and insulated, a place where she had never heard anyone raise their voice. As she settled into a seat in front of one of the computers, she knew that she could have done the research she needed to at home. But she preferred to be surrounded by the scent of books and the insulation of the library.

      Samantha began looking into James' past. She wanted to find out how James and Frank’s lives had converged in their past. As she was sorting through the information she could find on James year by year, she began to get to know the man even more. He had lived a mild but lonely life. She saw a marriage on record from when he was much younger and had ended after only five years. He had one son, Michael, with his wife. Samantha frowned as she sat back in her chair. She studied the information on the screen. She had heard of marriages breaking up quickly, but something about the timing of this marriage felt off. Why had James and his wife ended things when their child was only a few years old? Samantha managed to gain access to some information regarding the divorce. It was a contentious one, in which James was accused of infidelity.

      “That was probably why Mike had a problem with him,” Samantha said quietly and made a note in her notebook. “But it still doesn't explain where Frank comes in.”

      She decided to do some research on Frank during the same year that James divorced his wife. What she discovered was surprising. Frank had a record. He had been arrested on a domestic disturbance. However, the charges were later dropped.

      “Interesting,” Samantha said to herself with a smirk.

      Samantha placed a phone call to a friend in records at the police department.

      “Martha, hi,” she said when her friend answered. “I was wondering if you could give me some information about a domestic incident.”

      “Sure, but make it quick, I'm in the middle of a sea of paperwork,” Martha replied dismally.

      “I appreciate it, Martha,” Samantha said.

      “No problem, I'm sure it's for a groundbreaking article of yours,” Martha said with warmth in her voice.

      “I don't know how groundbreaking it will be, but it might just put a killer behind bars,” Samantha offered in return.

      “Hmm, well give me the case file number and the date, I will look it up right now,” Martha said.

      Samantha rattled off the information that Martha needed. Then she waited as Martha searched the records for the file.

      “Oh wow, this is ancient,” Martha said. “Okay, the report states that it was a domestic incident. Apparently, Frank came home early from work and found his best friend James in bed with his wife. Frank was accused of physically assaulting James, and hurling furniture at his wife.”

      “Does it say why the charges were dropped?” Samantha asked curiously.

      “It looks like both victims refused to press charges, and the prosecutor's office decided it wasn't worth pursuing,” Martha replied. “You do realize that this happened over thirty years ago?”

      “Yes,” Samantha replied. “Sometimes old wounds still hurt.”

      “If there was ever a wound that would keep on hurting, this would be it,” Martha sighed. “From the details of Frank's statement he was heartbroken and just lost his mind.”

      “I wonder if it's still lost,” Samantha mused softly.

      “Anything else you need?” Martha asked.

      “I'll let you know,” Samantha replied. “Thanks, Martha.”

      “Anything for you, Sam,” Martha said before hanging up the phone. Samantha hung up as well and sat back in the wooden chair. She stared at the picture on the screen of Frank as a young man. He was handsome then as well. She turned her attention back to James. She discovered that not only had James divorced his wife about the same time Frank divorced his, James had wasted no time re-marrying. Within a year he was legally married to Frank's ex-wife. Samantha cringed as she was sure that was a fairly good motive for Frank to kill James. She gathered her purse and shut down the website she had been using. She nodded to the librarian on her way out the door. When she reached the parking lot she dialed Eddy's number.

      “We all need to get together and talk,” she said. “I found some very interesting information.”

      “Walt's place?” Eddy suggested.

      “I'll be there in ten minutes,” Samantha replied before hanging up. As she started her car she wondered just how dangerous the ground was that she was treading on. If Frank was willing to kill James to get revenge, would he be willing to kill again to keep his secret?
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      Walt set three mugs of steaming tea down on the small dinette table in the corner of his kitchen. He made sure to place each one on a coaster on the table.

      “Honey? Milk?” he offered as he looked between Eddy and Samantha.

      “No, thank you,” Eddy said.

      “A little honey please,” Samantha requested with a smile. Once they were settled around the table Samantha shared with Eddy and Walt the details that she had discovered.

      “With the history that James and Frank shared, it would not surprise me that Frank murdered him,” Samantha said before taking a sip of her tea.

      “Let's make sure we're not getting ahead of ourselves,” Eddy said and tapped the table top sharply with his pointer finger. “It's easy to get caught up in the momentum of things and jump to the wrong conclusion.”

      “You're right, just because it adds up doesn't mean that it's correct. We know that James had an affair with Frank's wife, and then married her,” Walt said with a grave frown.

      “We also know that James apologized to Frank the moment he saw him,” Samantha added. “Which means that the wound between them had festered for over thirty years. James must have been carrying that guilt if he was so quick to apologize.”

      “And, it appears that James and Frank were best friends prior to the affair,” Eddy sighed. “So, there was obviously a lot of emotional damage. That kind of emotional damage led to Frank getting charged with domestic violence.”

      “But the charges were dropped,” Samantha reminded him. “So, it can be assumed that James and Frank's wife, feeling guilty for what they did, decided not to make it worse by pressing charges.”

      “However, within a year they added insult to injury by getting married to each other,” Walt said with mild disgust. “That doesn't sound like friendship to me.”

      “They must have really been in love,” Samantha said thoughtfully.

      “Being in love doesn't excuse betrayal,” Walt said sharply. Samantha glanced up at him with surprise. He rarely spoke to her in such a tone. Eddy noticed it too and grimaced.

      “It may not excuse it, but it happened,” Eddy said calmly, hoping to discharge the tension. “So, we now have a pretty strong motive on Frank's part.”

      “But, wait a minute,” Samantha said. “The only motive for Frank to kill James was the affair. But that took place over thirty years ago. Crimes of passion usually happen within the first twenty-four hours of the betrayal, not thirty years later.”

      “That's a good point,” Eddy nodded.

      “Betrayal can hurt the same years later,” Walt argued. “I think it's possible that Frank was still angry and decided to take his revenge.”

      “But there's still Mike,” Samantha pointed out. “Really, Frank wasn't the only person that James betrayed. He also cheated on his wife, and caused his family to be torn apart. Mike was only a young child when it happened, but it may have left a lasting impression on him. Perhaps he wanted to get revenge for the hurt his mother suffered, or maybe because James wasn't part of his life for so long.”

      “That's true,” Eddy muttered.

      “And Mike had the most to gain from killing James,” Walt reminded them. “He stood to inherit a fortune, while Frank wouldn't get a dime.”

      “Of course there's always the chance that it was someone else entirely or that it wasn’t even a murder,” Samantha added with a sigh. “This is like getting stuck in a revolving door. Without any real, solid evidence we have no real direction to go in,” she shook her head. “Maybe we should just take a break from the case for a little while. Give us time to think outside the box. Whenever I get stuck on an article I walk away for an hour or two, or even the day, to give my brain a chance to process. Usually it helps my focus to loosen up enough that I can think more clearly.”

      “That's a good idea,” Eddy agreed. “We're not going to solve this today. To be honest, until we find some other clue, we're not going to be doing anything other than going around in circles.”

      “I could use a break from it,” Walt admitted and drew a deep breath. “You two are used to this kind of thing, but this is my first murder investigation.”

      “All right, then it's agreed,” Eddy said. “We'll all take a break from it this afternoon. Tomorrow, I'll see if I can get an update from the medical examiner. Maybe if we can find out what kind of poison was used we can pinpoint who recently purchased it.”

      “Okay,” Walt nodded. “Do you think they'll open an investigation if the results come back positive for poison?”

      “I know they will,” Eddy replied. “Once they do it may be completely out of our hands. Detectives have rules and guidelines that they have to follow, or the case can be thrown out.”

      “So, whatever dirt we can get on Frank, we need to get it now,” Samantha said with some urgency. “Maybe a break isn't such a good idea.”

      “Then what do you propose?” Walt asked curiously.

      “Well,” Samantha frowned. “I guess we need to find out if Frank gave James the bottle of wine.”

      “If he did, and he went to the trouble of stealing the bottle back after James was dead, then he might have kept the bottle,” Eddy said with mounting excitement. “If we find that bottle we'll be able to prove that Frank was the one who poisoned James. There will probably be trace amounts of poison left in the bottle.”

      “I didn't notice it when I was in his villa,” Samantha said thoughtfully.

      “You were in his villa?” Eddy asked with surprise.

      “Yes, when I spoke to him after the party, I just wanted to make sure he was okay,” Samantha explained. “You know I was good friends with the man, Baki, who used to live there, so I helped with his trashcan because it always gets stuck. Oh!” Samantha's eyes suddenly widened.

      “What?” Walt asked. Eddy leaned forward to listen.

      “I kept slamming the trashcan to get it to go into the cabinet the way it should, and when I did I heard a bottle clanging. I thought it was beer bottles, because there were some missing from the six pack in his fridge. But he got upset with me for trying to help. On my way out I noticed there were empty beer bottles on the table. Maybe it was the wine bottle in the trashcan?”

      “That's quite observant of you,” Walt said with admiration.

      “I always try to pay attention to small things,” Samantha explained. “It can make the biggest difference in an article.”

      “Yes, to an investigation as well,” Eddy agreed. “Do you really think the wine bottle was in there?”

      “That might explain why it wouldn't close,” Samantha said thoughtfully. “Usually it gets stuck on the track, but this time it was like something was blocking it. The wine bottle might have been too large for the small trashcan.”

      “Maybe it got wedged,” Eddy nodded.

      “Do you think it's still there?” Walt wondered out loud.

      “Well, there's one way to know for sure,” Eddy pointed out as he sat back on the wooden chair.

      “What way is that?” Walt questioned, obviously intrigued.

      Samantha looked over at Eddy curiously.

      “We break in, and we find the bottle,” Eddy uttered gravely. “If it's there, we have our proof, if it's not, we might at least find the poison that he used to kill James.”

      “You can't be serious,” Walt said and raised a thin eyebrow. “You're talking about breaking and entering, Eddy. You of all people should have respect for the law.”

      “I have plenty of respect for the law,” Eddy replied and snapped his eyes towards Walt with an offended expression. “I have zero respect for murderers. If Frank is responsible for James' death, I'm not going to let the law be the reason why he gets away with it.”

      “I disagree,” Walt said sharply. “We don’t even know if he’s the murderer or even if James was murdered for sure. I won't be involved in it. Don't even think about me breaking into anywhere.”

      “I didn't ask you to do it, did I?” Eddy countered, his voice raising with frustration.

      Samantha's words cut through the heat of the moment. “I know someone who can,” she said quietly, but with a tinge of excitement in her voice.

      “What?” both men asked as they looked over at Samantha with surprise.

      “Not me,” she said swiftly. “I mean, I don't think I'd be very good at it,” she explained. “But I do know someone who would be perfect for the job.”

      “You know someone who would make a perfect thief?” Eddy asked with disbelief. “Are you talking about Jo?”

      “One of the best thieves I have ever known,” Samantha explained with a pleased smile.

      “Now you're talking about encouraging a reformed felon to re-offend?” Walt demanded incredulously.

      “We don't know that she's reformed,” Eddy reminded them. “We still don't even know for sure that she didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      “Oh please, Eddy, why would she want to kill James?” Samantha asked and shook her head.

      “Maybe he found out about her secret,” Eddy suggested. “Maybe she panicked and decided to get rid of him.”

      “She's a thief not a murderer,” Samantha replied with shock.

      “It's a slippery slope, Sam,” Eddy said and drank some of his tea.

      “Not Jo, Eddy. I studied her. She was a cat burglar, one of the best. But she never harmed a hair on anyone's head. Even that one time when a museum guard stumbled onto her, she went out of her way to make her escape without harming him,” she reminded Eddy.

      “I guess that makes her a saint?” Eddy asked and raised an eyebrow.

      “I didn't say that, but I don't think it's fair to make her seem like a serial killer,” Samantha argued in return.

      “I think you're underestimating Jo. She had detectives in knots over how to catch her. Everyone knew who she was, but no one could prove it,” he chuckled a little and shook his head. “Detectives lost a lot of sleep over her.”

      “Like I said, she did her time,” Samantha said sternly.

      “There's one problem,” Walt said grimly. “You said you know her, but you don't really. She was reluctant to even help us find the fence. Do you really think she would help with something like this? You're asking her to risk everything, including her freedom.”

      “It can't hurt to ask, can it?” Samantha smiled a little.

      “It can if she isn't trustworthy,” Eddy said and narrowed his eyes.

      “I can't believe that we've been living in Sage Gardens with a murderer and a thief,” Walt shook his head. “Secure environment the pamphlet said. I knew I should have gotten that second deadbolt.”

      “Relax,” Samantha rolled her eyes. “You don't have anything she's interested in I'm sure.”

      “Maybe not, but maybe James did,” Eddy said with narrowed eyes. “Maybe Jo had an angle on getting his fortune. Maybe Mike even hired her to make all of this look like an accident.”

      “Are we back on this?” Samantha growled. “Eddy, seriously. She helped us find out who stole the watch.”

      “Who they claimed stole the watch,” Eddy argued sharply. “It could all be part of her plan.”

      “Wow, you are paranoid,” Samantha shook her head. “I really don't think that Jo is part of some vast conspiracy.”

      “You have to look at it from all angles,” Eddy warned her. “Right now we believe that Frank might be the killer, but we don't have any more proof that he is, than we do that Jo is.”

      “So, let's get some,” Samantha said with confidence. “If Jo's game then I think we should do it. The longer we wait, the bigger chance there is that Frank will get rid of the evidence. If he hasn’t already.”

      “I don't know,” Walt hesitated. “This is really treading in dangerous waters.”

      “Illegal waters,” Eddy growled. “And don't think that Jo wouldn't sell us all out in a second if she gets caught.”

      “Sometimes you have to have a little faith in people, Eddy,” Samantha said and gave him a light pat on his shoulder. “I'll go talk to her, you drink more tea and calm down.”

      “I'm calm,” Eddy barked.

      “Tea,” Samantha said and pointed to his half-empty cup. “He may need a refill, Walt. Let's meet in an hour down by the lake,” she suggested.

      “We'll be there,” Walt said. “Just remember she's still a criminal.”

      “I'll be fine,” Samantha assured them both before she walked out of the villa.
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      Samantha stopped at her place to pick up a box of muffins she had bought. In her experience it was always better not to show up empty handed when she was asking someone to do something for her. Once she was equipped she bravely walked up to Jo's door. All of that bravery disappeared when she prepared to actually knock. She cleared her throat, straightened her shoulders and gave three firm knocks. A moment later the door opened a crack.

      “What do you want?” Jo asked through the door.

      “Hi Jo,” Samantha said cheerfully.

      Jo reluctantly opened her door. She peered at Samantha intently.

      “What do you want?” she asked again, her voice barely hiding her animosity.

      “Just to visit,” Samantha explained and held up the box. “I brought muffins.”

      “Lovely,” Jo narrowed her eyes. “Are you some kind of stalker?” she asked.

      “No,” Samantha said firmly and slipped the toe of her shoe in the crack of the door to keep Jo from closing it. “I just have a matter I need to discuss with you.”

      “A matter?” Jo asked, her eyes still narrowed.

      “May I come in?” Samantha pressed, her smile still pleasant.

      “Do I have a choice?” Jo countered and steadily stared at Samantha. “Now that you know my secret?”

      “I'm not trying to cause any trouble for you, Jo,” Samantha said. “Though we all know that our past can come back to haunt us.”

      “Sure, we all know that,” Jo replied with a glare. She reluctantly stepped back and allowed Samantha to slip inside the door. When Jo closed the door behind her, Samantha was abruptly aware of the dangerous position she had put herself in. In all of the research Samantha had done on Jo there had never been one incident of violence involved in her crimes. But that did not mean that the woman was not capable of being violent if she wanted to be. If she thought it would benefit her to get rid of Samantha she might just do it.

      “There's two other people that know I'm here,” she abruptly blurted out. Jo took the box of muffins from her and set them down on the counter. She turned to face Samantha with a hint of a smile.

      “I'm not going to murder you, Sam, if that's what you're thinking,” she said with a short laugh. “You know that was never my style.”

      “I know,” Samantha said nervously. “I guess I just don't know what to expect.”

      “Well, that makes two of us,” Jo said as she folded her arms lithely across her slender stomach. “You have a lot of power over me right now, Samantha. You could make my life quite difficult if you wanted to. So, I think it's only fair that you be aware that I could make your life just as difficult, if I felt the need to.”

      “So, we're on the same footing,” Samantha pointed out. “There's no reason why we can't have a civil discussion.”

      “Okay,” Jo said, though she still eyed Samantha skeptically. “Then discuss.”

      “I want to thank you again for helping us out with finding the person who stole the watch,” Samantha said.

      “Oh, and here I thought you might apologize for not keeping my secret, like you promised,” Jo said darkly. “And for accusing me of stealing.”

      Samantha cringed. “I am sorry about that,” Samantha said as politely as she could. “But you can't blame me for suspecting you, considering your past.”

      Jo flicked her eyes away from Samantha with obvious irritation. Samantha continued to speak before Jo could decide to make her leave. “Anyway, James’ death has been ruled a heart attack, but a few of us believe he might have been murdered.”

      “Oh?” Jo lofted a pencil thin black eyebrow. “What makes you think that?”

      “We just have a suspicion that he might have been poisoned,” Samantha explained. “The tox screen is pending.”

      “Who is we?” Jo asked with determination.

      “Uh, just two friends,” Samantha explained dismissively. She didn't think it would be a good idea to bring up Eddy's name.

      “Their names?” Jo pressed. Her gaze was unrelenting. “I like to know who knows more about me than they should.”

      “Walter Right, and John Edwards,” Samantha replied with a faint grimace. “They're not going to cause you any trouble either.”

      “So you say, I think Eddy would say different,” Jo said and shook her head. “Not that your word should mean a lot to me, considering that you used to lie for a living.”

      “Lie for a living?” Samantha retorted. “What are you talking about? I am a highly acclaimed journalist.”

      “You won all of those merits on the backs of your investigations, many of which were flawed,” Jo countered. “Don't think I don't know a little bit about you Samantha Smith.”

      Samantha stared at her with surprise. She hadn't expected Jo to know much about her.

      “Listen, I'm not here to argue with you about the honesty of our professions. I'm here to ask for your help,” Samantha finally said in a wavering voice.

      “I helped you once already,” Jo snapped in return. “Why would I help you again?” she asked skeptically.

      “We want to find out if Frank was involved in James' death. The only way we can know for sure is if we get some proof that the poisoning took place,” Samantha explained. “We believe Frank is hiding the bottle of wine that he poisoned inside his villa. We want to break in and see if we can get the bottle.”

      “So, what does that have to do with me?” Jo shrugged.

      “Well, I,” Samantha hesitated and glanced at her shoes.

      “Oh, I see,” Jo nodded. “You don't want to break in yourselves, so you figured you'd recruit an expert.”

      “Is that so bad?” Samantha asked shyly. “I mean, it is what you do, isn't it?”

      “I'm retired,” Jo reminded her and sighed. “It would be a big risk for me you know. If I got caught I could be in trouble for a lot more than just breaking into a villa.”

      “I know,” Samantha agreed. “I just don’t know if we’ll be able to do it ourselves. But, I guess it was a bad idea to ask. I'm sorry,” she shook her head and started to turn away towards the door.

      “Wait a minute,” Jo said sharply. “I didn't say I wouldn't do it. I just said that it would be a risk. You could use it against me if you wanted to, since you know about my past.”

      “No,” Samantha shook her head. “I wouldn't do that, Jo. You would be doing me a favor. It’s not like we would be stealing anything valuable, it is for the sake of proving the truth. I would never get you in trouble with the law.”

      “You can say that now, yes,” Jo replied. “But you can never know what the future might hold.”

      “That's true,” Samantha agreed and looked into her eyes. “So, you'll help us?” she asked hopefully.

      “I'll help you, Sam,” Jo said with a small smile. “On one condition. I don't want to have to see or speak to that oaf of a man, Eddy. He's never going to believe that I have changed no matter what I do. I want a chance to live my life without always having to look over my shoulder. I don't think that's so wrong of me to want.”

      “Of course it isn't,” Samantha agreed and smiled warmly at her. “Fine, then just you and I will go to Frank's. When do you want to go?”

      Jo pursed her lips for a moment. She glanced at the clock on the wall, then looked back at Samantha. “Tonight?” she suggested. “Do you think that you could get him out of the house?”

      “I'm sure we can come up with something,” Samantha agreed. She studied Jo for a long moment. She didn't know what she had expected from the woman, but she did know that this was not it. She seemed to be a kind person, who was willing to help others. It didn't compute to Samantha that she had once been a criminal.

      “Are you just going to stare at me?” Jo asked. “Because that's rather creepy.”

      “Sorry,” Samantha squeaked out. “I'll text you tonight.”

      “Fine, but we should have a code. Texts can be used against us if we get caught. Just say something like, dinner is ready, okay?”

      “Good idea,” Samantha nodded. “Thanks again, Jo.”

      “Don't thank me until we don't end up in jail,” Jo said with a shake of her head. “I have a feeling that this is a really bad idea.”

      “It’s just stealing a bottle of wine for the sake of justice. It's going to be fine,” Samantha promised her. As she walked out of the villa she felt her heart racing. She had no idea if it would actually be fine.
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        * * *

      

      When Samantha returned to the meeting point at the bench by the lake, she found only Walt waiting for her.

      “Where's Eddy?” she asked before even greeting him. She shifted her gaze in the direction of Eddy's villa but did not see him walking up.

      “I don't know if he's coming,” Walt replied and shook his head slightly. “He was ranting this afternoon about crime and how we can't work with a known criminal.”

      “Did he say he wasn't coming?” Samantha asked with concern.

      “No, he didn't outright say it, but I don't know,” Walt frowned and gazed out over the water. “He's right you know. We really shouldn't be working with someone who has a criminal past.”

      “So, Frank should just get away with murder?” Samantha demanded. “It was the poor man's birthday, Walt, and he was murdered in front of his son and all of his friends.”

      Walt sucked some air through his teeth and ran the palm of his hand back over the curve of his bare scalp.

      “We don't even know if James was murdered. And if it is murder we don’t know for sure that Frank is the one who did it. It still could have been James’ son or anyone else for that matter. I've seen some good actors in my time. People that you would never think would be dirty, who are up to all kinds of scams, you can't always rely on a person's word that they wouldn't do something,” he glanced over at Samantha. “You studied this woman, didn't you?” he asked.

      “I think that you are missing the point,” Samantha said grimly. “Jo's past isn't in question. She did her time, and now she's out. She's already helped us once, and now she's willing to help us again.”

      “Which makes her all the more suspicious, doesn't it?” Eddy asked from a few feet away from Samantha. Samantha jumped a little at the sound of his voice and turned to face him.

      “Nice of you to show up,” she muttered with disappointment.

      “I'm allowed to have my misgivings,” he replied, his expression detached.

      “And now?” Samantha asked. “Are you on board with this?”

      “You're going to go through with it whether I am or not, aren't you?” he asked as he took a step closer to her. “It doesn't really matter what my opinion is.”

      “Of course it matters,” Samantha said gruffly. “But I think you're being awfully stubborn about Jo. I think if you could look past her history for just a second, you'd see that she's changed a lot.”

      “Prison can tame a criminal,” Eddy said calmly. “But it does not change a criminal. She's still in the afterglow of experiencing freedom again. When she starts getting used to the idea, when she starts feeling entitled to be free again, then you'll see her true colors come out.”

      “I see it now,” Samantha said quietly.

      “You see what?” he asked as he studied her.

      “I see why Jo hates us both. The way you're talking about her, is the same way I wrote about her,” she shook her head with dismay. “It's easy to judge a criminal when you don't see them as a person, you just see them as their crime.”

      “Or maybe you're just getting soft, Samantha,” Eddy said as he locked eyes with her. “Maybe you're falling for a con, and you're too eager for a friend to see Jo for who she truly is.”

      “I don't think so,” Samantha replied, she was not intimidated by Eddy's intent stare. “Maybe you've just gotten so bitter that you don't know a good person when you meet them.”

      “A good person?” Eddy shook his head. “Jo is a criminal. She wouldn't think twice about turning against any of us. Sam,” he sighed and wiped a hand across his face. “Look, I admire your desire to think this woman is somehow magically a good person, but I'm just trying to look out for you.”

      “Don't bother,” Samantha said with a laugh. “I made it through so far without you looking over my shoulder, Eddy, and I'm sure I can make it through much more. It's happening tonight. I'll let you know what we find,” Samantha spun on her heel and stalked away from the two men. She could hear them murmuring to each other behind her.

      “You got her riled up,” Walt said and scratched at the back of his neck.

      “She's not making any sense,” Eddy complained as he stared after Samantha. “How could she consider Jo a good person?”

      “Well, she did help us with the watch,” Walt reminded him. “Besides, why does it matter so much to you? If Samantha wants to believe in the good in someone, let her,” he sighed. “Too much of life is hard, Eddy, if she can still find something good, let her.”

      “I'm not arguing that point,” Eddy frowned. “I'm trying to keep her from mistaking something deceitful for something good.”

      “And who is trying to keep you from mistaking a friend for an enemy?” Walt countered. He clapped his hand lightly against Eddy's back. “It's all about perspective, don't you think?”

      “Not when it comes to crime,” Eddy said gravely.

      “Well, you keep trying to convince Samantha of that, and let me know how it works out,” Walt chuckled. “I've never met a more stubborn woman.”

      “I just hope she isn't being more stubborn than smart about this,” Eddy said with concern. He tugged his hat down lower on his head and sighed. “I'll have to keep an eye on things.”

      “Just don't get caught,” Walt warned.

      “I'll do my best,” Eddy laughed.
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      Samantha burst through the door of her villa, still annoyed with Eddy for the way he had spoken to her. She'd dealt with enough cops in her time to know when one was on a power trip. She closed the door behind her and walked over to her computer. She needed to find a reason for Frank to be out of his villa that evening. She searched for local events that she thought might interest him. Then she picked up her phone. She blocked her number from appearing on caller ID and dialed Frank's number. He picked up after two rings.

      “This is Frank,” he said.

      “This is your lucky day, Frank,” Samantha said in a slightly higher pitch than her normal voice. She made sure that she sounded very excited. “You've won two free tickets to a concert tonight.”

      “A concert?” he asked skeptically. “I didn't enter any contest.”

      “Are you a new resident of Sage Gardens?” Samantha asked cheerfully.

      “Well yes,” Frank replied.

      “All new residents of Sage Gardens are entered into our contest. It's our way of helping new residents to get to know the area,” Samantha explained. “Your tickets are completely free, but you have to be at the concert by seven tonight, or you will not get the free tickets.”

      “That's pretty short notice,” Frank said with annoyance.

      “Sorry, we had some technical issues and had been calling the previous resident's old number,” Samantha explained swiftly. She had learned how to make up a good story in a short amount of time when investigating crimes for her articles.

      “Oh?” Frank sighed. “Well, I guess it would be good for me to get out. Can you give me the address?”

      “Sure,” Samantha agreed and rattled off the address of one of the concerts that was taking place in town that night. She knew that by the time Frank got there and realized that there were no free tickets, Jo would be done searching his villa for the bottle of wine and the poison.

      “All right, before seven, right?” he asked again.

      “Yes, before seven. Don't be late,” Samantha warned.

      “I'll be there,” Frank said, then he hung up the phone. Samantha hung up her phone and sighed with relief. She had been fairly certain that he wasn't going to believe her a few times during their conversation, but it seemed as if he had bought it in the end. She sent a text to Jo's phone.

      Can we get together around 7?

      Within seconds she received a text in response.

      Sounds good.

      Samantha smiled and then set her phone down on the table. She decided to spend the rest of her afternoon going through the articles she had written about Jo.

      Samantha got so lost in the articles that she didn't realize it was nearly seven o'clock until her phone rang. She glanced at the clock and then snatched up the phone.

      “Jo?” she asked.

      “No,” a voice replied. When Samantha recognized it, her heart skipped a beat. “It's Frank,” he said. Samantha began to panic. Had he figured out that she was the one who had called him?

      “Hi, Frank,” she said carefully.

      “Listen Samantha, I won two free tickets to a concert tonight. I was wondering if you might like to go along,” Frank offered. “We'd have to leave in a few minutes though.”

      “Oh, I'm sorry, Frank, I can't tonight,” Samantha stumbled out quickly. “I'm not feeling very well.”

      “All right then, I hope you feel better soon,” Frank said before hanging up the phone. Samantha was startled by the call, but she was glad that Frank was actually planning on going to the concert.

      She stepped out of her villa and locked the door behind her. She made her way slowly towards Frank's villa. Her slow movement paid off, as she was able to see him get in his car. She ducked behind a tree as he drove out of Sage Gardens. Samantha texted Jo a quick message.

      Dinner is ready

      Jo didn't answer right away. As the minutes ticked by, Samantha began to wonder if she was coming at all. She was starting to think that Eddy had been right and she had misjudged Jo. When it seemed like she wasn't coming she began to peek in Frank's windows.

      “Thinking of a career change?” Jo asked from just behind her. Samantha nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “I wasn't sure if you were coming,” Samantha admitted.

      “I'm here, aren't I?” Jo asked. She smoothed down the black turtle neck that she was wearing. “Any ideas where the wine bottle might be?” she asked.

      “Maybe in the trashcan under the sink,” Samantha replied.

      “All right, let's get to it,” Jo said with a nod. Her expression was impassive. She reached up to the edge of the black knit cap she was wearing and pulled it down. It covered her whole face aside from cut outs for her eyes and mouth.

      “Are you sure that you can pull this off?” Samantha asked nervously as she looked into Jo's eyes. The deep nearly black spheres gazed back at Samantha with impatience.

      “You know me so well, what do you think?” she asked.

      Samantha smiled a little as she recalled the article she had just read over. Jo never made a mistake. That was why she was never caught.

      “Jo, why did you turn yourself in?” Samantha suddenly asked her.

      “You want to talk about that now?” Jo asked with disbelief.

      “I'm just wondering,” Samantha mumbled.

      “Please, back off,” Jo said sharply. Then she disappeared around the side of the villa. Once she was gone, Samantha ducked behind the next villa. She didn't want to be seen loitering. Her heart was racing. She wondered if Jo would make it out okay. She wondered what it meant to be encouraging a crime, and whether her morals were really as bad as Eddy had implied they might be. She didn't have much time to worry, as within five minutes Jo was walking casually back towards her. Her hands were empty.

      “Couldn't you get in?” Samantha asked with disappointment.

      “Yes, I got in,” Jo replied. “Now, just start walking.”

      “Was it there?” Samantha asked breathlessly as she fell into step beside Jo. She matched Jo's casual pace.

      “It was,” Jo replied.

      “Well, where is it?” Samantha asked impatiently.

      “Would you please be quiet?” Jo demanded and shot a glare in her direction. “Do you want all of Sage Gardens to know what just happened?”

      “Sorry,” Samantha said darkly. She wanted to say more than that, but she knew that Jo had just gone out on a limb to help them, when she didn't have to.

      “Let's go to your place,” Jo said. “I'll give you the bottle there. I couldn’t find any poison.”

      “No, not mine,” Samantha said fearfully. She wasn't sure that she would handle the bottle correctly to preserve the evidence. “Let's take it to Eddy's place.”

      “Are you insane?” Jo asked sharply. “I will do no such thing.”

      “Don't worry, Eddy isn't going to give you a hard time,” Samantha assured her. “He's just going to take care of the bottle so he can turn it in as evidence.”

      “I agreed to steal it, I didn't agree to turn it over to a cop,” Jo snarled in return. “Unbelievable. Was all of this a set up? Was it your way of getting revenge on me?”

      “No, of course not,” Samantha shook her head quickly. “It's not like that at all. Eddy still has connections at the police department so he's hoping to turn the wine bottle over to the police in order to find out if it had poison in it and then prove that Frank was the one who poisoned James.”

      “I don't know,” Jo said hesitantly.

      “We're already here,” Samantha said as she paused in front of Eddy's villa. Eddy opened the door and stepped outside. Walt was just behind him. Both men stared at Jo. Jo shifted uncomfortably. She felt very exposed, especially with so many people gathered in one place.

      “Let's get inside before someone notices the crowd,” she said with a sigh. “We don't want to attract any attention.”

      Eddy watched her closely as he held open the door for both women to step inside. Once the door was shut behind them, he cleared his throat.

      “Was it there?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Jo replied without looking in his direction. She pulled the wine bottle out of an inside pocket in her jacket and handed it over to him.

      “What about the poison,” Eddy asked.

      “I couldn’t find any,” Jo said.

      “Maybe he hid it,” Eddy suggested.

      “I'll just be going,” Jo said and started to walk towards the door. Before she could reach the handle Eddy had his hand on her wrist. Jo gasped and looked over at him fearfully.

      “Eddy, stop!” Samantha snapped out.

      “I just wanted to say thank you,” Eddy said as he met Jo's eyes. “It's nice to know that you still have it in you, to break into someone's home and steal from them.”

      “Seriously?” Jo shook his hand off her wrist. “This is the last time I help. I mean it, Sam,” she said and stormed out of the villa.

      “What was that?” Samantha demanded as she turned on Eddy.

      “If she had really changed, she wouldn't have broken in,” Eddy pointed out. He dropped the wine bottle into a plastic bag.

      “Eddy, you're being ridiculous. She did this for us,” Samantha said. “To help us solve a possible murder.”

      “I don't have time to argue about it right now, Samantha. I'm going to run this over to my contact. He's meeting me for dinner,” he gestured to the door. “You two can find your own way out, I assume.”

      Then he brushed past them without the slightest hesitation.
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      Eddy had observed the entire break in. Watching Jo work had made him feel such a strong urge to stop her and arrest her that it was hard for him to keep quiet. Luckily, neither woman had noticed him. At least he didn't think they did. He just couldn't stop seeing Jo shimmy in through the window and disappear into the darkness of the villa. She had a certain grace that he had never actually witnessed before. But to him it was anything but beautiful. It was criminal. As he drove to the diner where he was meeting his friend he tried to focus on the fact that hopefully soon Frank would be in jail, rather than Jo's actions. He parked in the diner parking lot and hurried inside. His friend was waiting for him at the table, with a plate of food already in front of him.

      “You're late,” he said as Eddy sat down across from him.

      “Sorry,” Eddy said. “It doesn't look like you waited for me.”

      “There's more coming,” he shrugged. Eddy swept his gaze over Vincent Dank. He was one of the worst detectives that Eddy had ever known. Eddy had taken him under his wing when he was a young detective and attempted to train him, but it didn't make much difference in the long run. All that mattered was that he was a connection that Eddy could use.

      “I have the evidence,” Eddy said and placed the bag with the wine bottle on the table. Dank regarded it for a moment and then looked up at Eddy.

      “I'm telling you right now, Eddy, without a confession your suspect is going to get away with this murder,” Dank said as he brushed a napkin across his lips. “You've got no evidence to connect him to the crime.”

      “But the bottle of wine,” Eddy pressed, his eyes wide. “Can’t you do something with it?” Eddy asked hopefully but he knew that the chance of it being used as evidence in James’ murder was close to zero. He had hoped that Dank might run some tests and use it to investigate more. The waitress set down a plate of food in front of Eddy that Eddy hadn't even ordered. She knew him well enough to know what he liked.

      “Maybe, if it could have been entered into evidence. But since you and your friends broke in and took it out of the man's house, there's no way for you to prove that it's the same bottle of wine that he gave to James as a gift. Meaning, you could have planted it if you wanted to. I can’t even use it to justify looking into the case further,” he raised an eyebrow. “I know you meant well, but that's why you have to follow procedure, Eddy.”

      “I know, I know,” Eddy sighed and ran his palm along his face. That was one of the biggest problems he had with his captains when he was a detective. They always wanted the details, and he never took the time to follow the proper steps. “So, I guess it's a total loss,” he said morosely.

      “No, not necessarily,” Dank said and pointed to his plate. “Are you going to eat that?” he asked. Eddy glanced down at his uneaten french fries. He pushed the plate across the table to Dank.

      “Go for it,” he said. “Now, what were you saying about the murder?”

      “Like I said, all you need is a confession, right?” he shrugged and chomped down on a french fry. “You believe he's guilty. This guy isn't exactly a career criminal. Just get him to admit to it. You're one of the best interrogators I know, Eddy,” he chuckled a little before taking a sip of his soda.

      “Thanks,” Eddy nodded respectfully. His mind was already churning about the idea of interrogating Frank. “But I don't think that I'll be able to get him into a police station.”

      “You're a legend, Eddy, you don't need a police station,” Dank said. He tapped his fingertip lightly on the side of his forehead. “Think outside the box.”

      His words ruffled Eddy, as they were the same words that Samantha had spoken to him recently.

      “Is that a thing now?” he asked. “Is everybody supposed to think outside the box?”

      “Well,” Dank chomped down on another fry. “I guess it depends on the box.”

      Eddy smiled a little at that. “I guess you're right about that,” he said with a nod. “Enjoy your meal, Dank. Thanks for the information,” he said as he stood up from the table.

      “Sorry I couldn't be more help,” Dank said through a mouthful of french fry.

      “You were plenty of help,” Eddy assured him. He tossed a twenty down to cover their meals and then walked out of the restaurant. As he drove back towards Sage Gardens he thought about what Dank had said. If their only hope really was to get Frank to confess, then there were a few ways that he could make that happen. But he wasn't going to be able to do it alone.
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      “Hello?” Samantha answered her phone, knowing that it was Eddy calling.

      “Sam, we need to meet. See if you can get Walt to join us,” Eddy said without greeting her.

      “Okay, is there good news?” she asked hopefully. “Is your friend going to arrest Frank?”

      “Not just yet,” Eddy replied. “Let's meet at your place, okay?”

      “Okay,” Samantha agreed with a little more worry in her voice. When she hung up the phone she dialed Walt. He answered on the second ring.

      “Walter speaking,” he said.

      “Walt, it's Samantha. I just got a call from Eddy and he wants us all to meet at my place,” Samantha explained swiftly.

      “Is Frank getting arrested?” Walt asked.

      “Doesn't sound like it,” Samantha replied with disappointment. “Let's just see what Eddy has to say when he gets here.”

      “All right,” Walt replied. “I'll be there in a few minutes.”

      Samantha hung up her phone and then went about tidying up the few things that were a mess in her kitchen. She knew any kind of disorder would drive Walt nuts. She opened the fridge to see what she could offer them to drink. As she was rummaging around she heard a voice that made her skin crawl.

      “Got any beer?” Frank asked from a few feet behind her.

      Samantha slowly stood up and turned to face Frank. “What are you doing in my house?” she asked him, her voice strangled with fear.

      “What am I doing in your house?” Frank asked with a low chuckle. “Well, let's see, Samantha, maybe I should have asked you that, when you broke into my house and stole from me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Samantha asked innocently. “Did someone break into your villa?”

      “Oh yes, plead ignorance,” he shook his head and stepped further into the kitchen. “Doesn't matter if you want to pretend you have no idea what I'm talking about. I know it was you. You're the only one who would have thought about the wine bottle in my trashcan. What I don't understand is why you would steal my trash?” he asked dismissively.

      “I didn't steal any trash from you,” Samantha said crossly. “Maybe it got stuck behind that malfunctioning waste bin of yours.”

      “Ha, sure,” Frank nodded and leaned back against the counter beside her. “Only, I know that you broke in or made someone else do it. I know that you stole from me, so all of this nonsense is pointless. Don't you think?”

      “I don't have a clue what you're rambling on about, Frank. To be honest I'm not comfortable with you being in my house, especially with the way you are talking. I think you should leave, before I have to call security,” Samantha warned him.

      “Oh?” he laughed again. “Please do. Let's call security and let them know that you broke into my villa. I'm sure that they would be very interested in that.”

      Samantha shifted uncomfortably. She wasn't sure if he had any real proof that they had broken into his villa. But if he did and she called security, then they would be in a lot of trouble.

      “Just go, Frank,” she said sternly.

      “I'm not going anywhere,” Frank said in return. His eyes were shining with an emotion that Samantha couldn't quite grasp. It was something between dominance and drunkenness. She felt her stomach twist as she wondered exactly what he intended to do to her. “I want to know why you were in my house,” he bit out each word as he leaned close to her.

      “I wasn't,” she sputtered out.

      “You must have been,” he argued. “Because when I left the house, the wine bottle was in the trash. When I came back, it was gone. Does that make sense to you, Samantha?”

      “Maybe you just forgot that you put the trash out,” she suggested fearfully.

      “I didn't put the trash out,” he growled. “The bag was still in the trashcan. I'll give you one more chance, Samantha,” he said and placed his hand firmly on her shoulder so that she was pinned back against the counter. “Why were you in my house?” he demanded.

      Samantha was terrified as she looked into his eyes. She had never felt so frightened before, and the certainty that he had been responsible for James' death made it even worse. She was trembling too much to speak.

      “Get your dirty hands off her,” Eddy growled from the doorway of the kitchen.

      Frank was clearly startled by his presence. He abruptly let go of Samantha and turned around to face Eddy. “We were just having a conversation, my friend. No need to be jealous.”

      “Jealous?” Eddy snapped. “Since when does a conversation involve holding someone hostage?”

      “Look, I just had some business to discuss with her,” Frank insisted as if everything was casual. “I don't want any trouble with you, Eddy. I just had a few questions for Samantha.”

      “Frank thinks I broke into his villa,” Samantha said quickly. She looked into Eddy's eyes with a mixture of gratitude and lingering fear.

      “Frank knows you did,” Frank corrected her with a slight glare. When he looked back at Eddy he was not the least bit intimidated by his presence. “Do you mind? This really is a private conversation.”

      “I'm not going anywhere,” Eddy said darkly. “I think it's time for you to leave, Frank.”

      “Oh, do you?” Frank shook his head and leaned back against the kitchen counter. “I think it's time we got a few things straight.”

      “Fine,” Eddy said as he moved over in front of Samantha. “Then maybe you would like to start by telling me why after over thirty years you decided to get your revenge on James?”

      Frank was silenced by Eddy's question. He stared at him with a hint of panic in his eyes.

      “James had a heart attack,” Frank finally said calmly. “It was unfortunate and unexpected, but it was just a heart attack. Are you saying that somehow I'm responsible for his heart attack?”

      “It must have been upsetting for him to see you,” Eddy suggested and lightly guided Samantha to step back from the conversation. Samantha lingered close to Eddy. Not only did she not feel the need to be protected, she also didn't want to miss a word of the conversation that was unfolding.

      “For him to see me?” Frank asked with a sharp chuckle.

      “With your past,” Samantha piped up from behind Eddy. Eddy shot her a glare of warning over his shoulder when she spoke up. Samantha pretended not to notice.

      “I think he was surprised,” Frank said solemnly. “What man wouldn't be surprised when he was confronted with the person whose life he ruined?”

      “It was a long time ago,” Eddy pointed out.

      “Not really,” Frank shrugged a little. “For me it was every day. You see, I actually loved my wife,” he smiled. “A lot of men say that, don't they?” he shrugged. “They love their wives, if someone asks them, if it's their anniversary, if their wife should get sick, or unexpectedly pass away. But not too many men mean it. I guess there are different kinds of love. I've loved women since my wife, at least I told them I did. But I really only enjoyed their company. Elena, I was head over heels in love with. She was the one, my one and only. We were supposed to have children together, grow old together,” he shook his head slowly. “Do you know what that's like? I couldn't even imagine having a child with anyone else, or spending my life with someone else. It wasn't a choice that I could make, it was a necessity. So yes, he came along and ruined that. He seduced her with his money, he made her think that she could have a better life with him.”

      “That must have been incredibly difficult for you,” Samantha supplied quietly.

      “There isn't a word for the emotions I experienced,” Frank admitted. “But pure hatred, no matter how deserved it is, doesn't cause a person to have a heart attack, does it?” he asked. “So, why are you implying that I am responsible for James' death?”

      “You're right, hatred alone doesn't cause a heart attack, but there are some poisons that can mimic a heart attack,” Eddy pointed out as he studied the man before him and did his best to shield Samantha behind him, despite her attempts to avoid him.

      “Poison?” Frank asked and shook his head. “Now, you've really lost it pal. He died of a heart attack.”

      “That's not necessarily true,” Samantha replied. “The medical examiner is investigating the possibility that James was poisoned.”

      “Oh?” Frank asked and stood up from the counter. “I didn't know that.”

      “We think maybe something he ate or drank, maybe one of his gifts, was laced with poison,” Eddy explained as he watched Frank closely.

      “Can't say the jerk didn't deserve it,” Frank glowered. “I guess someone decided to do me a favor.”

      “Is that how you're going to play this, Frank?” Eddy demanded as he moved away from Samantha and towards Frank. “You're going to pin your actions on someone else?”

      “I had nothing to do with James' death,” Frank shook his head. “I was at the party celebrating his birthday. I even talked to Samantha there, didn't I Samantha?”

      “Some,” Samantha nodded.

      “And you really think I'm capable of murder?” Frank questioned. He sought Samantha's eyes intently.

      “I think that anyone is capable of anything when they are pushed past their breaking point,” Samantha explained in return.

      “Well, that may be, but there is no way you can prove that I killed James,” Frank said and offered a subtle smirk. “I'm innocent.”

      “We have the wine bottle,” Samantha blurted out.

      “Oh, do you?” Frank asked with fury in his eyes. “As if I didn't already know that.”

      “Then you aren't denying what you did?” Eddy asked and slipped his hand into his pocket. He set his cell phone to record.

      “What I did?” Frank repeated. “I bought my old friend, who I clearly forgave, a bottle of his favorite wine. What's so wrong with that?”

      “You poisoned the wine,” Samantha accused.

      “I did no such thing,” Frank argued. His eyes were wide with shock.

      “If you didn't poison the wine then why did you sneak into James' room to steal the remainder of the bottle?” Eddy asked.

      “I took my gift back,” Frank said with a slight shrug. “It wasn't really stealing. I knew that James wasn't going to finish the bottle if he was dead. It was an expensive bottle of wine. I'm not stupid. I was sure the staff around here would pick James' room clean of anything valuable. So, I went and got the bottle before anyone could take it. That wasn't really a crime.”

      Eddy stared hard at the man before him. His heart was pounding. It was suddenly becoming very clear to him that Frank was going to get away with murder. Without the bottle to enter as evidence, there was only going to be one way to bring the man to justice. He would have to confess.

      “You think you're really slick, don't you?” Eddy demanded as he pointedly stepped between Frank and Samantha again. Samantha watched Eddy's movements closely as she wondered exactly what he was up to.

      “I think that you're really trying to play detective,” Frank replied with a faint smile on his lips. “You want to make this interesting, when it's not. It's a simple heart attack. James finally paid for all of his sins. Just because you want there to be a crime here, so that you can fill your boring endless days of retirement with something fun, that doesn't mean that there is actually a crime.”

      “I know differently,” Eddy bit out his words. “I know what you have done, Frank, and I am not about to allow you to get away with it.”

      “Oh? Tough one are you?” Frank shook his head. “You can't do anything to me that hasn't already been done.”

      Eddy glanced briefly over at Samantha who was watching him closely. She seemed to be attempting to predict what his next move was going to be. Eddy knew what it would be, but he wasn't sure if Samantha would go along with it. It was a very risky move, but one that he had already decided had to happen.

      “Let's find out,” Eddy said and crossed the distance between them.

      “Watch it!” Frank growled and lunged for the back door of the villa. “I'll just be on my way.”

      “I don't think so,” Eddy growled and grabbed Frank by the crook of his arm. He spun him back around to face him before he could get out through the back door.

      “What do you think you're doing?” Frank shouted and glared into Eddy's eyes.

      “Samantha, lock the door,” Eddy said sternly. Samantha was frozen as she watched the two men interact.  She had no idea how to react to such a dangerous and escalating situation.

      “Sam!” Eddy said again in a more commanding tone. Samantha jumped and moved quickly to the back door. Her fingers trembled as she locked the door.

      “Eddy,” she began to say when she turned back to face him.

      “In here,” Eddy said and shoved Frank towards the small spare room in Samantha's villa. Samantha used it as office space for her writing. It was pretty bare aside from a wooden desk and chair as well as her desktop computer.

      “Let go of me!” Frank demanded and struggled with Eddy. Eddy had handled enough criminals to defend himself. He easily shoved Frank into the room. Samantha started to follow him into the room. She was still uncertain of what exactly to do. Eddy took care of that uncertainty by closing the door behind him before she could enter.

      “Eddy!” Samantha gasped and knocked on the door.

      “We just need a few minutes, Sam,” Eddy said. She heard the lock click on the door. Samantha's eyes widened with fear. She wondered what Eddy was going to do to Frank in the room alone. As she started to panic she reached for her phone. Her fingers were still trembling as she dialed Walt's number.

      “Hello?” Walt asked.

      “Walt, I think Eddy has lost it,” Samantha said fearfully into the phone.

      “What? Why?” Walt asked.

      “He's got Frank locked in my office and he won't let me in,” Samantha gulped her words out. She was trying to keep her voice low as she didn't want Eddy to know that she was calling Walt.

      “What was Frank doing at your place?” Walt asked with confusion.

      “He just let himself in,” Samantha replied. “But now Eddy has him trapped, and I'm not sure what he's going to do to Frank.”

      “Okay, okay, just take a deep breath, Samantha,” Walt instructed her. “Eddy might be acting like he's going to hurt Frank, but I doubt he really will. Remember, he's a professional.”

      “He's retired, Walt!” Samantha reminded him impatiently. “What if he decides to cross the line?”

      “This is all because the police aren’t going to use the wine bottle as evidence or as justification for further investigations,” Walt sighed. “Eddy must think that Frank is going to get away with murder. All right, I'll be right over,” he said before hanging up the phone. Samantha hung up the phone and shoved it back into her pocket. She began pacing back and forth outside the office door.
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      Eddy grabbed the wooden office chair and slid it across the laminate floor. He pushed it up against the wall of the room. Then he tugged down the shade until the room became dim.

      “You are going to be arrested for this you know?” Frank demanded. “This is insane!”

      In the shadows of the room it was quite clear that Eddy was an intimidating presence. He had the brim of his hat pulled down low to cast an even thicker shadow over his face. His eyes were narrowed sharply, the glint of his gaze shimmering in what little light existed in the small room.

      “We're just going to continue our discussion,” Eddy explained.

      “What are you thinking?” Frank demanded with increasing animosity. “You can't lock me in here. I haven't done anything wrong. You are going to pay for this!”

      “I'm going to pay for it?” Eddy asked with a chuckle. “I don't think so, Frank. Why don't you just tell me, why did you kill James?”

      “I didn't kill anyone,” Frank shot back and then glared at Eddy. “I don't care who you think you used to be, you can't hold me here like this. You're basically kidnapping me.”

      “I'm having a conversation, Frank,” Eddy replied and lifted his hat off his head. He ran his hand back over his thinning brown hair and then smiled at Frank. “Just two neighbors, chatting it up a bit.”

      “The door is locked,” Frank reminded him flatly. “Neighbors don't usually lock each other up.”

      “Oh, that lock, Samantha has reported it to management a few times, but they haven't gotten around to fixing it yet. It's always acting up. Sometimes you can't lock it, sometimes you can't unlock it. So, to pass the time, we're just having a conversation.”

      “I'm not having any conversation with you,” Frank shot back. “I don't know what you are thinking, but whatever it is you should know that you have the wrong man.”

      “You know something, Frank, in my career as a detective I have to say that I was wrong many times. Sometimes I was wrong about the way I handled things. Sometimes I was wrong about the motive behind a crime. But one thing I never got wrong, was the suspect,” he narrowed his eyes. “I have never gotten the wrong man.”

      “Then you must be getting rusty, because you got the wrong one this time,” Frank shot back and tried to stand up from the chair. Eddy easily pushed him back down.

      “No, you're not going anywhere. I want to talk to you about the man you used to be,” Eddy explained.

      “What?” Frank stared up at him with disbelief. “You don't know anything about me.”

      “I think I know a lot more than you think I do,” Eddy corrected him. “I think once, you were a romantic.”

      “A romantic?” Frank asked sharply. “Would you stop with this nonsense and let me go!”

      “You fell in love. Not just with a woman, but with the love of your life. You married her, and you were ready to start the rest of your life with her. It never even entered your mind that your lovely lady wasn't as happy as she was pretending to be,” Eddy smirked arrogantly.

      “No, that's not what happened,” Frank growled. “I was busy with work. I wanted to make enough so that we could buy the bigger house that she wanted. She didn't want to have any kids until we had a larger space. So, I took on extra hours and shifts to try to build up a solid savings account for us.”

      “Very noble of you,” Eddy said with a slight nod.

      “It's what a man does,” Frank said darkly. “It's what he does when he starts a family. He takes care of that family, he provides for that family.”

      “That's all well and good, but it's not what every man does, is it?” Eddy asked and raised an eyebrow. “While you were out working so hard, your wife was sitting at home alone. She was wondering why she had even gotten married if her husband was only going to neglect her.”

      “No!” Frank tried to stand up again. Eddy shoved him firmly back down into the chair.

      “Sit,” he muttered. Frank was too lost in his emotion to even argue.

      “Yes, I was working a lot, but she loved me for it. She would tell me how hard I worked, and what a good man I was,” Frank insisted. “At least, at first she would. Then James started coming around more often. I was working so hard, so when things needed to be fixed in the house, I would ask James if he could stop over and take a look at it for me.”

      “James, your best friend,” Eddy said softly. “Sometimes friendship can be even stronger than having a brother.”

      “James was my brother,” Frank admitted sadly. “In my mind anyway.”

      “But your wife started to notice that your brother was around and interested in her,” Eddy suggested. He wanted to keep Frank bristled and on edge.

      “No,” Frank growled again. “You're wrong. She loved me. But James had this way with women. He could get them to do anything he wanted. He seduced her.”

      “You think he forced her?” Eddy asked with a slight laugh. “Trust me, Frank, a woman doesn't turn around and marry a man who attacks her.”

      “I didn't say he forced her,” Frank said through gritted teeth. “I said he seduced her. He manipulated her and convinced her that she wanted to be with him, not with me.”

      “I bet that was upsetting,” Eddy suggested in a murmur.

      “It was!” Frank shouted. “Of course it was!”

      “Even more upsetting was finding out that she never loved you in the first place, wasn't it, Frank?” Eddy asked with feigned sympathy. “What was it that set you off, Frank? After all these years? Did you finally realize that it was James she loved all along?”

      “No, no, no,” Frank shook his head quickly. “It was all lies, all of it.”

      “What did Elena tell you, Frank?” Eddy asked in a whisper. “How did she confess it?”

      Frank squeezed his eyes shut tight and groaned. “I wish I'd never seen that damn letter.”

      “What letter?” Eddy demanded. “What did the letter say, Frank?”

      “Elena knew she was going to die. She was terminally ill. So, she thought she'd get right with the world before she passed. She wrote letters to everyone she thought she had wronged. She sent me one. It said that she had married me because she thought I would make a good husband and father, and that the passion would come later. But it never did. She only had passion for,” he growled and couldn't finish his sentence.

      “For James,” Eddy supplied. “So, after all this time of believing that James had stolen her from you, you had to face the fact that she just had stronger feelings for James than you. Is that why you poisoned him, Frank?”

      “When I saw him again,” Frank muttered without answering Eddy's question. “When I looked into his eyes and I realized that he was the man that had ruined my life, I couldn't believe it.”

      “So, you knew that James lived here?” Eddy pressed.

      “I didn't, not until after I moved in. I saw him walking by, he didn't see me. I started to think about the things I would do to him if I could,” Frank admitted. “He took everything from me. But they were just fantasies. I wasn't going to do anything.”

      “Fantasies that led you to lacing a bottle of wine with poison?” Eddy prompted.

      “It wasn't like that,” Frank moaned and hung his head. “It wasn't like I walked up to him and shot him. It wasn't murder.”

      “How is killing a man, poisoning him, not murder?” Eddy demanded. “Don't lie to me, Frank!”

      Frank stepped back from the sheer volume of Eddy's voice.

      Outside the office, Samantha heard the shout. She cringed at the sound of it. Her front door swung open and Walt came walking in with a scowl.

      “Is that Eddy I just heard?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Samantha gasped out. “I don't know what he's doing in there, but I've never heard him so angry before.”

      “He's yelling loud enough for the entire block to hear,” Walt said with concern.

      “What do you think we should do?” Samantha asked. She was beside herself with worry. Her mind was spinning as she considered calling the police, but she didn't want Eddy to be punished for trying to do what they had all set out to do, capture a murderer.
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      Eddy leaned close to Frank, his eyes boring into the other man's. “I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what really happened, Frank.”

      “All right fine,” Frank muttered and wiped a hand across his forehead. “I'm not lying though. I'm not a murderer.”

      “Yet, you just admitted to poisoning James,” Eddy pointed out and slid his hand into his pocket to make sure that his phone was still recording.

      “Yes,” Frank stared hard at his own palms. “Sometimes things happen in life that take a good man, and turn him into a murderer”

      “All those years of being a good man do not make up for the murderer that you became,” Eddy said sternly. “The only way you can be a good man again is if you tell the truth. You made a mistake. You let your emotions take over. After the letter you received from Elena and being faced with James again, it's understandable that you couldn't control yourself,” Eddy sighed and shook his head. “What I don't understand is how did you do it?'

      “It was the strangest thing. It was like everything just fell into place. I was helping the committee set up. I found out who the party was for. I decided rather than being petty I would buy James a bottle of his favorite wine. I intended to kill him with kindness. When I got the bottle of wine, I remembered the times we had shared together. We were best friends all through high school. We went to college together. We shared that wine on so many occasions. The only time I really thought everything was right with the world was when James was by my side, and then,” he paused and looked up at Eddy tearfully. “And then all I could think about was finding him with Elena. They didn't even try to hide it,” he shook his head. “When I walked in, James just shrugged and told me it was good that I knew and that we could all move on.  As if I was supposed to just move on from something as upsetting as that,” Frank's eyes widened. “How could I ever move on from that?”

      “So, you relived the entire scene in your mind,” Eddy urged him to continue.

      “It was more than that,” Frank admitted. “It was all I could think about. Over and over in my mind. I tried to push it out of my head. I tried not to think about it. But I couldn't stop it. Some of the fantasies I had about how I would kill him if I could began to surface again as well. One was to poison his food. Then I was in the shop buying the wine and suddenly I thought about poisoning it.  As soon as I thought about it, I remembered the cyanide I kept from my days in the jewelry business.”

      “That was a damaging thought,” Eddy said softly. He didn't want to do anything to stop the flow of Frank's confession.

      “It was just a thought,” Frank said with a sigh. “I wasn't going to use it. It was just like a joke. But then on the drive home, I just kept thinking about it. All of a sudden it began to make sense. James didn't really deserve to live. He had stolen my life. He had gotten to live all of the best parts that I was supposed to live, so it was only fair that I end it. It wasn't murder. It was balancing the fates.”

      “But that wasn’t your decision to make, Frank,” Eddy reminded him darkly. “And a bottle of wine didn't kill James. The poison that you put inside it did. What if James had decided to share it with everyone at the party?”

      “Like I said, I didn't think about it,” Frank sighed. “I just did it. I didn’t even know if it would kill him or just make him sick. I certainly didn’t expect it to have such a strong effect so quickly. When James died, it didn't even feel real to me. I didn't think that it could really be my fault. When it started to dawn on me I panicked. I was afraid someone else would drink what was left of the wine, that's why I stole it,” he shook his head and gazed down at his own hands. “I didn't really kill him, it just happened.”

      “No, you poisoned the bottle of wine and gave it to a man who was once your best friend to drink. You killed him. It was your way of getting even,” Eddy said sharply.

      “If he had never done what he did, then it never would have happened,” Frank said harshly. “It doesn't matter anyway, you can't prove any of this.”

      Eddy stared at him for a moment, then he turned away from Frank. He unlocked the door and pulled it open.

      “Samantha,” Eddy said. Samantha and Walt turned around quickly to face Eddy. “Call the police.”

      “Are you sure?” Samantha asked nervously.

      “We have everything we need,” Eddy said with confidence and started to reach into his pocket for his phone. As he was sliding his hand into his pocket, Frank suddenly grabbed his shoulders from behind him. He yanked Eddy back into the room, and slammed the door shut.

      “Eddy!” Samantha gasped and jerked at the handle of the door. It wouldn't budge. She turned towards Walt who was already on the phone calling the police. Frank shoved Eddy into the wall beside the computer table. Eddy felt his shoulder hit the wall hard and cried out in pain. It had been a long time since he was on the receiving end of violence and it didn’t help that his body was much older. Frank shoved his hand into Eddy's pocket and grabbed his cell phone.

      “Did you really think I didn't know what all of this was about?” Frank demanded. “Just how stupid do you think I am?”

      “I don't know what you mean,” Eddy growled in return and tried to wriggle out of his grasp.

      “I knew you were recording me,” Frank held up Eddy's phone in front of his face. “You thought you had me, but without this you have nothing.” He shoved Eddy down into the same wooden chair that he had been sitting in. Then he opened the window behind him and threw the cell phone out through it. “Now, what do you have?” he asked as he turned back to face Eddy. “Nothing. But do you know what I have?” he smiled darkly. “I have a crazy man locking me up and harassing me. You're going to jail, Eddy, maybe you'll see some old friends there.”

      Eddy's heart sank as he heard the sirens outside. The police were arriving which meant that he had to do something or he risked being arrested.

      “That's right,” Frank said. “You should have just left it alone. James had a heart attack. He deserved to die. I didn't deserve anything that he did to me. Now you're going to get what you deserve,” Frank laughed a little. There was pounding on the door.

      “Eddy?” Samantha called through the door. “The police are here.”

      “Oh, good,” Frank said and unlocked the door. He opened it up. Then he glanced back at Eddy with a slight smile. “I think they're going to be looking for you.”

      “Come in, he's in the back room,” Walt said as he opened the front door. Two police officers walked into Samantha's villa with some confusion.

      “We got a call about a murder?” the first officer asked.

      “Well yes, but the murder didn't happen today,” Samantha explained. “The killer is right here,” she pointed to Frank who was just stepping out of the back room.

      “Is that what he has you believing?” Frank asked and shook his head. “Officers, there is a mentally ill man here, he has taken me hostage and he's been ranting the entire time. He's really lost his mind.”

      “I haven't lost anything,” Eddy said sternly as he stepped out of the room. “I am a retired police detective, and I know this man is guilty of murder.”

      “You do?” the first officer asked and looked at Eddy skeptically. “Do you have any proof of that, Sir?”

      “Well, I did,” Eddy frowned. “I had a recording of his confession but he threw it out the window. I'm sure the phone is still there, we'll just have to look for it.”

      “Do you hear this insanity?” Frank demanded and shook his head. “He thinks I killed someone, a resident here who recently died of a heart attack. I guess that he is having a hard time dealing with the loss.”

      “All right, Sir, you're going to have to come with us,” the first officer said and began moving towards Eddy.

      “No!” Samantha gasped out. “You can't do that, he didn't do anything wrong!”

      “She's just as crazy,” Frank sighed.

      Suddenly, Frank's voice filled the room, but it was not coming from his mouth.

      “Like I said, I didn't think about it, I just did it.”

      “Where is that coming from?” Frank demanded. He was suddenly irate, causing the second officer to close in on him.

      “There's a lot more to hear,” Jo said as she stepped fully into the villa. “Should I let it keep playing?” she asked. She was doing her best not to look directly at the police officers.

      “That's my phone,” Eddy said with a mixture of relief and shock. “Everything you need is on there,” Eddy insisted.

      “All right, let's just get all of this sorted out,” the first officer said with a sigh. “You, you, and you,” he pointed at Frank, then Eddy, then Jo. “You're all coming down to the station with me.”

      “No,” Jo said and started to back out of the villa.

      “She had nothing to do with this,” Eddy said. “She must have been walking by when Frank threw my phone out the window.”

      The two officers looked at each other and then nodded. “All right then.”

      Jo looked into Eddy's eyes with relief.

      “Eddy, are you going to be okay?” Samantha asked. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “I'll be fine,” Eddy assured her. As he walked out with the officers, he glanced over at Jo.

      “Thank you,” he whispered to her. Jo lowered her eyes.
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      By the next morning Frank was in jail. Eddy was back at Sage Gardens, standing beside Samantha. Owen had called Mike the moment he heard the truth from Eddy. Mike was just leaving after his conversation with Owen.

      “It's a terrible shame,” Samantha said in a murmur as she watched Mike's car pulling out of the parking lot.

      “Hmm?” Eddy asked as he looked over at her.

      “His son was finally able to forgive him for what he had done in the past, but then Frank came along and took his revenge,” she sighed and shook her head. “I know that there is never an excuse for murder, Eddy, but I can't begin to imagine how betrayed Frank must have felt when he discovered James and his wife together.”

      “And then to have to live with that betrayal for so many years,” Eddy agreed solemnly. “Poor James had his own regrets, but apologies aren't always enough.”

      “Have you ever had your heart broken like that?” she asked curiously and offered him a sidelong glance.

      “Oh, no you don't,” Eddy said with a playful scowl. “I'm not falling into that trap.”

      “What trap?” she asked. “It's an honest question.”

      “An honest question that there is no right answer to,” he clarified. “I could say, no I've never felt that way before, and you'll think I'm lying, or that I'm too cold hearted to have ever been in love. I could say yes, I've been heart broken, so badly that I could barely bring myself to get out of bed in the morning, then you will have a thousand questions about that. Nope, it's a deep hole that I'm not falling into, Samantha.”

      “You know something, Eddy?” Samantha asked with an exaggerated sigh.

      “What?” he asked in return and met her eyes.

      “It was just a simple question. What is it with men? They can't ever answer, just yes or no,” she smiled slyly at him.

      “Clever,” he chuckled and slid an arm around her shoulders to give her a soft squeeze. “Let's go see if Walt has survived all of this. I'm sure he's already missing us.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that,” Samantha laughed. “He's probably busy putting everything back into place that we got out of order during our visit.”

      “Yes, that does seem highly likely,” he agreed as they began to walk towards Walt's villa. Samantha caught sight of Jo walking towards the mailboxes. She had her eyes trained to the ground. Samantha knew that she could just pretend that she didn't see her. That they could go right back to pretending they had no idea who each other was. But something about the way she didn't bother to look up left Samantha aching with sympathy for her. After all she had done to help them, Samantha simply couldn't fathom the idea of not speaking to her again.

      “Hey Jo,” she called out and raised her hand in a wave. Jo glanced up, obviously annoyed and reluctantly waved back to Samantha.

      “What are you doing?” Eddy asked through gritted teeth.

      “I'm saying hello to a friend of mine,” Samantha replied stubbornly.

      “Some friend,” Eddy said gruffly.

      “She helped you by getting the tape,” Samantha pointed out.

      “It doesn’t change what she did in the past,” he replied. His gaze lingered on Jo for a long moment. “Let's go,” he said and steered Samantha away from Jo. Jo had already started to walk to the mailboxes again. Samantha shrugged Eddy's arm off her shoulder and looked up at him.

      “She's paid her debt, if I want to be friends with her, then I will,” she said sternly.

      “If that's a risk you really want to take, I can't stop you,” Eddy replied. “I just hope that she proves to be as rehabilitated as you seem to think she is.”

      “I guess time will tell,” Samantha replied. As they continued towards Walt's villa, Sage Gardens grew still with the quiet of evening. Everyone had forgotten about the heart attack that had turned out to be murder. They were all tuned into their televisions, card games, or novels. But there were four people who lived in Sage Gardens that would never forget.
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      The sparkling water of the lake gave Samantha the peace that she had been anticipating. Once in a while her mind would wander back to less pleasant times in her life. Occasionally a nightmare would wake her far earlier than the dawn. It was one of these mornings that had led her out to a table by the lake along with her cup of tea. She often spent an hour or so in the morning just gazing out at the water. No one was around this morning and it was a far cry from the busy lifestyle she had been accustomed to before she had retired.

      Looking back, Samantha questioned why she had never allowed herself to slow down and just appreciate the fresh air that filled her lungs, or the sound of the birds chirping. As she sat back in her chair she smiled to herself. She had fought retirement tooth and nail. She wanted to keep working as a crime journalist. She wanted to still be on top of what was happening in the world. But when she had finally given in to the idea, she had found that retirement could be just as adventurous.

      Moving into the retirement community, Sage Gardens, had made a huge difference in her life. Her neighbors were nice, if not a little quick to gossip. There were many social activities that she often took part in. Most of all, the view of the water was stunning. There was something fascinating about being tucked away in a beautiful environment. Sure, she felt a little disconnected from the rest of the world now and then, but on the flip side, she felt as if Sage Gardens had become her own little world away from the rest of the world. There certainly was no dearth of drama to be had, and the few friendships she had made were ones that she could rely on.

      As she took another sip of her tea, she swept her eyes once more over the water. The unblemished surface greeted her, until she was startled by a lump near the water's edge. At first she thought it was a gnarled tree root emerging from the surface. When she leaned forward to take a closer look she could see that it was much larger than a tree root. It appeared to be made from cloth. She stood up and walked to the edge of the water. Upon closer inspection she realized that it was a backpack. The residents of Sage Gardens would often lose things. Many of the older residents were a little forgetful, and so it was not unusual to find purses or jackets laying around. But Samantha could not remember seeing anyone with a backpack.

      Samantha reached for it, but as she did the slick grass beside the water threatened to make her lose her footing. She frowned and glanced around. There was an abandoned fishing pole nearly hidden in the tall grass. She grabbed it and tried to pull the bag closer with it. The pole was too weak to force the bag closer. She pulled it back and wound it beneath one of the straps of the backpack. This was enough to steer it to the very edge of the water.

      Samantha leaned forward again and this time was able to pluck the bag out of the water. Once it was on the grass she looked at it for a moment. It was just a plain, dark blue backpack. Although there was nothing unusual about it, her curiosity was piqued. Who would have a backpack like this and why would it have ended up in the water? It might have been her investigative nature, but she had a burning need to know.

      She unzipped the backpack and peered inside at the contents. She hoped to find some ID in it so she could return it to its owner. On the very top there was a ratty baseball cap with the emblem of a local sports team on it. She moved it aside to see what was underneath. There was what looked like a granola bar, a pair of socks and a flashlight. All of it seemed pretty normal to pack if someone was taking a hiking trip, or even camping. But when she brushed aside the socks to see if there might be a wallet to identify the owner she was greeted by a brick of what she could only assume was cocaine. The sight of it made her eyes widen. Not since her days as a crime journalist had she seen anything like it. Yet, there it was right in front of her in the middle of Sage Gardens. She couldn't think of a more unlikely place to find drugs. Maybe a little pot here and there, some of it medicinal, but nothing stronger than that.

      Samantha was very nervous as she eyed the bag. Her first instinct was to get as far away from the bag as possible. But what if someone else came across it? She would feel terrible if someone else got into trouble because she had left it by the side of the water. The only thing she could think to do was get the bag to Eddy. Eddy was a retired detective, and she was sure that he would know what to do. When she picked up the bag water streamed out of it. She cringed and held it away from her clothes. She hoisted it up the gently sloping hill to her porch. She thought about taking it inside, but she didn't want the water dripping all over her floor. She set it down near the side door behind some plants to hide it and stepped inside. If whoever had lost the backpack was out looking for it, she didn't want it to be spotted with her. As soon as she was inside her villa she pulled out her cell phone and dialed Eddy's number.

      “Oh, please answer, please have your phone on!” Samantha muttered. Eddy was known for having a cell phone, but very rarely actually turning it on. Luckily, on the fourth ring he answered.

      “Hello?” Eddy's brusque voice carried clearly through the phone.

      “Eddy, it's me, Samantha.”

      “I know that, I have caller ID,” Eddy reminded her with some impatience.

      “Listen, I don't have time for your antics. I need your help.” Samantha felt the sense of urgency within her building with every moment that passed.

      “What's wrong?” Eddy's concern was clear.

      “I found something, and now I don't know what to do with it. Can you come over? Please?” Samantha clung to her phone tightly. It wasn't often that she asked for help, but in this case she felt she needed it. Being a retired detective she was sure Eddy would know what to do. Not only that, he was a take charge kind of guy who could handle a crisis well. She didn't want to mention anything over the phone as she had no idea who might overhear her.

      “I'll be right there.” Eddy knew it was unusual for Samantha to be so demanding. She was normally polite with a sunny personality that verged on irritating. He placed his gray fedora on his head, grabbed his jacket and headed straight out the door.

      Cars were an afterthought in Sage Gardens as just about everything that the residents needed was within walking distance. If they wanted to go to the mall or somewhere further a bus was usually available to take them. Eddy didn't have to walk far to get to Samantha's villa. When he knocked on the door she opened it immediately as if she had been waiting on the other side.

      “Come in!” Samantha grabbed his hand and tugged him inside. Eddy was a little flustered. It wasn't often that she was so forceful.

      “What's going on?” He frowned.

      “I found something in the water.” Samantha wrung her hands together and tried to calm down.

      “It's not another dead duck, is it Samantha? I told you Simon will take care of that.” He shook his head. “I'm not going near it.”

      “No, it isn't a dead duck.” Samantha felt impatient as she glared at him. “It'll be easier if I just show you. Follow me.” She turned towards the side door. With every step towards it she felt her blood pressure rise. She had no idea what she was going to do about the situation that she had gotten herself into.

      Eddy followed her to the side door of the villa. She opened it and pointed to the tiled floor behind some plants where she had left the backpack. “You will not believe what's inside.”

      “Inside of what?” Eddy looked around with confusion. All he saw were some pot plants and dead leaves.

      Samantha turned to look as well. “Oh no! It's gone!” For a split second she was relieved, then the fear kicked in.

      “What's gone? The duck?” Eddy was confused.

      “Stop it about the duck! It's not a duck!” Samantha had desperation in her voice. “Eddy, it was drugs, hard drugs,” her voice rose with her panic.

      “Samantha!” Eddy grabbed her firmly by the elbow and steered her back inside the villa. “You can't be yelling about drugs out in the open like that. Do you want to get us both arrested?”

      Samantha barely heard him. She felt dazed and a little numb. She wasn't sure if she had hallucinated the entire incident. If it were not for the small puddles on the tiled path where the bag had been she might have believed that none of it had happened.

      “I was just sitting out by the water, when I saw this backpack floating. I pulled it out. I thought maybe someone had lost it. But when I looked inside there were just a few normal things and then a brick of, well, I think it was cocaine. I mean, I don't know for sure, but that's what it looked like.” She wiped sweat from her brow. She was so flustered that her heart was racing. “Now it's gone. But how is that possible? Where could it go?”

      “That is a problem.” Eddy swept his gaze over the hill and water by Samantha's villa. “It certainly didn't just get up and walk off. Which means that someone took it. If that someone decides it’s lost and turns it into the police your fingerprints are going to be all over everything in it. Did you touch the drugs, Samantha?” He turned back to look at her. His expression was one she recognized. Eddy had a look that she called his 'cop look'. His jaw would tense, and his eyes would narrow just enough to get his point across.

      “Of course not, I don't use drugs.” Samantha looked at him with disgust. Not even in her youth had she touched anything that might alter her mental state. She was always very cautious to remain as alert as possible.

      “I meant, did you touch them with your hands. Did you leave your prints on them?” Eddy frowned. “I'm not accusing you of anything, I just need to know the whole story.”

      “Oh well, I might have touched them, just to get a closer look.” She closed her eyes as she realized the mistake she had made. “It's not like I expected the bag to be stolen.”

      “All right, then there is only one thing we can do.” He reached into his pocket for his cell phone.

      “What are you doing?” Samantha asked. She looked at him anxiously.

      “Samantha, we have to call the police.” Eddy frowned as he looked through the open side door at the puddle on the tiles. “The sooner we notify them, the better.”

      “No! We can't! What are we going to tell them?” Samantha asked incredulously. “Hello officer, I found some drugs, but then I lost them?” She looked at Eddy with frustration. “I called you here to help me, not get me arrested.”

      “It's better than that backpack turning up somewhere with your fingerprints all over it, Samantha,” Eddy snapped out his words. When he saw the flinch of fear on Samantha's face he sighed. “I'm sorry, I don't mean to be harsh. But it's very important that you report this. I have connections at the department. No one is going to think that they were your drugs if you tell the truth now. If you don't, and the police find the backpack with your fingerprints, it will be less likely that they will believe you.”

      Samantha shook her head as a wave of panic washed over her. If only she had left that bag alone, maybe she wouldn't be in this situation. “If you really think it's the right thing to do, Eddy, I guess it's what we should do.”

      “I'll make the call.” He dialed his phone and spoke quietly and quickly to the officer who picked up. He made sure that the responding officers would know that he was a retired detective. That still seemed to get him some leeway when it came to the police. Samantha felt her stomach churn. Her heart was pounding too loudly for her to be able to focus on what Eddy was saying. When he hung up the phone he looked over at her with sympathy. “You have to calm down, Samantha. If I were the detective looking into this I'd think you had bodies buried in the garden.”

      “Eddy! How is that supposed to help me calm down?” Samantha growled. She closed her eyes for a moment. She tried to visualize a peaceful sight to calm her, but she kept seeing that backpack instead.

      “I'll get you a cup of tea.” Eddy held open the side door for her. Samantha stepped inside and walked over to the couch. She sank down into it, as if the weight of the world was on her shoulders. Eddy fumbled his way through her kitchen to make her some tea. When the kettle whistled Eddy grabbed it without thinking. “Ouch!” he cussed under his breath.

      “Eddy, are you okay?” Samantha asked.

      “I'm fine, I'm fine, just relax.” He poured her a cup of tea and carried it out to her.  “Careful, it's hot.”

      Samantha nodded and took the tea from him. She began to blow on the surface of the tea lightly. As the steam drifted with the force of her breath, there was a knock on the front door. Samantha gulped down a mouthful of burning hot tea. She felt it singe all the way down her throat.

      “I'll let them in,” Eddy called out as he walked over to the door. Samantha thought about telling him to stop. But she knew it was too late. The police were already there. If they didn’t answer the door they weren't just going to shrug and drive away.

      Eddy opened the door. “Come in, come in.” He stepped aside. Two officers made their way inside. Even though Samantha knew that Eddy was a retired detective, it was different having two active police officers in full uniform in her living room, especially since she had both found and lost quite a bit of drugs. The two officers looked almost identical with close-cropped, light brown hair and nearly matching brown eyes, but one of the officers was at least a foot taller than the other.

      “You called in the report?” the taller officer asked Eddy.

      “I did. But I'm not the one who found the backpack. She is.” Eddy looked over at Samantha. She shifted from one foot to the other as the two officers focused their attention on her.

      “Ma'am, where is the backpack?” the shorter officer asked.

      “It's gone.” Samantha frowned. She looked between the two officers anxiously.

      “Gone?” the tall officer questioned. “What do you mean?”

      Samantha took a deep breath. She knew that the best thing to do was tell the truth. “I pulled it out of the water, and took a look inside. When I saw the drugs I carried it up to my villa. I put it by the side door behind some plants, and when I went back to show Eddy it was gone.”

      “You're saying you left a backpack full of illegal drugs out in the open?” the short officer asked.

      “They weren't my illegal drugs.” Samantha felt her desperation rising. “The bag was in the water, it was all wet. I didn't want it dripping across my carpet.”

      “Why didn't you make the report right away instead of calling a friend?” the officer asked with some irritation.

      “Well I, I just didn't know,” Samantha stumbled over her words and then her voice trailed off. She looked at Eddy helplessly. Eddy offered her a sympathetic smile and turned towards the officers.

      “She wanted to make sure that it was what she thought it was,” Eddy said. “She didn't want to waste your time, if she was mistaken about what she had found. That's why she called me.”

      Samantha felt a sense of relief. She was very grateful that Eddy was there to help her deal with the situation. The shorter officer nodded and then looked over at Samantha again. “How long has the bag been missing?” he asked.

      “About ten minutes,” Samantha replied quickly. “Eddy called as soon as he saw that it was missing.”

      “So, you never actually saw the bag?” The taller officer made a note in his notebook and then looked up at Eddy.

      “No, I didn't. But if Samantha said it was there, it was there.” He nodded with confidence. Samantha was a little warmed by the gesture of support. “You can see where there is some water on the tiles from the bag dripping.”

      The officers exchanged a long look, then the taller of the two spoke again. “We'll take a look around. Without the backpack there's not much that we can do.” The officer nodded at Samantha and Eddy. As Samantha watched the two officers walk out through the side door, she felt foolish.

      “What they must think of me,” she muttered. Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment.

      “They don't think anything about you other than that you are a concerned citizen.” Eddy watched the officers as they walked down to the water where Samantha had found the backpack in the first place. “Let's see if they find anything.”

      Eddy held the door for her and Samantha stepped out. They trailed after the police officers, leaving enough space that they wouldn't interfere with the investigation. From what Samantha could see it wasn't much of one. The officers stood at the water for a few minutes. They spoke casually to one another. The shorter officer peered over his shoulder back up at the side door of Samantha's villa. Then he looked back out over the water again.

      “Do they think it's going to jump up out of the water like a fish?” Samantha asked.

      “They're probably checking to see if someone tossed it back into the water,” Eddy suggested. He tucked his hands deep into the pockets of his trousers. His lips set with displeasure as he watched the two officers turn around and walk back towards them. They hadn't even walked the entire lake.

      “Nothing there.” The short officer pursed his lips. “So, I guess, if you find it again, hang onto it this time and give us a call.”

      “That's it?” Samantha asked. She looked between the officers with surprise.

      “Well, like I said, not much we can do with no evidence, no crime.” The taller officer shrugged. “We have your report, and if you notice anything out of the ordinary be sure to let us know. We'll take one more walk down by the water on our way out.”

      “Thanks,” Samantha said feeling embarrassed. Not only had she found and lost a bag full of drugs, she had also wasted the officers’ time for absolutely nothing. It seemed to her that if she had just slept in, all of the drama could have been avoided.

      “We'll be in touch.” Eddy nodded at the two officers. Inwardly, he was considering calling in a report on both of them. They had barely evaluated the situation and didn't have a very helpful demeanor. They hadn't even bothered to identify themselves. But he recalled that when he was a young officer he had a bit of an attitude as well. Something about the badge and the gun could make a young man arrogant.

      “I'm sorry, Eddy. I don't know what I was thinking.” Samantha shook her head.

      “You didn't do anything wrong, Samantha. You were just trying to help. Why don't we take a look around together?” Eddy gestured to the tiled area. “We can start where you left the bag. If someone snatched it, they must have been on foot. Maybe there's something that the officers overlooked.”

      “I think that is a definite possibility,” Samantha mumbled. While looking along the side of the villa Samantha noticed that there was a smudge of mud on one of the tiles. She had just cleaned it, and she knew that she hadn't tracked anything onto the tiles. It looked like half of a footprint. “Look at this, Eddy!” She pointed it out to him.

      Eddy walked over to her and looked down at it. “Where there's mud, if someone has been here, there's going to be a footprint in the mud nearby.” He began scanning the area surrounding the side door for any evidence of a footprint. It didn't take him long to discover that there was one just beside the bushes that shielded Samantha's side window. “Here it is!” He peered closely at the impression in the mud. Samantha stepped up behind him.

      “Do you think it is from whoever took the bag?” She studied the footprint as well.

      “I think it probably is. It rained early this morning, so this must have happened between that time and now. I don't think too many people would have been lurking around the side window. Can you get a picture of it with your phone? It might be a good way for us to find matching prints. We might be able to figure out at least in which direction they went.”

      “Do you think that it could be one of the officer's shoes?” Samantha suggested. She aimed the camera on her phone towards the footprint.

      “No, I don't think so. The pattern of the sole looks more like the pattern you would find on the bottom of tennis shoes. Don't you think?” He pointed to the ridges in the soil. Samantha nodded and took a close-up picture of the footprint.

      “Well, we found one. Now, we just have to see if we can find anymore,” she suggested.

      “Let's look more towards the water. The ground is softer there, and my guess would be that whoever it was approached from that direction.”

      Eddy and Samantha began scouring the grass and mud that led down to the water. As Samantha inched her way towards the edge of the water the wind rustled the tall grass that surrounded it. As they walked in silence Samantha's mind raced. She still couldn't believe that she had lost the backpack. It had only been a few minutes between the time she set it down, and the time she went back to look for it. Had the person who took the backpack been watching her the entire time? One thing was for sure, whoever it was knew where she lived.

      “I don't see anything.” Samantha shook her head as she continued to look at the ground.

      “All it takes is one footprint.” Eddy kept his eyes locked to the ground.

      “That's true.” Samantha had to look up. Her neck was starting to ache. She turned to look at the officers who were still down by the water. She could see from where she stood that their shoes were definitely not tennis shoes. As she watched the two officers suddenly hunched down. One whipped out his radio while the other pulled back the tall grass.

      “Eddy, I think they found something,” Samantha said as she watched one of the officers run up the hill to the parked patrol car.

      “It must be something bad. Police officers don't move that fast over a backpack.” Eddy grimaced. “Let's go take a closer look.”

      Samantha nodded and followed after him down the slope of the grass towards the edge of the water. The shorter officer was still hunched down beside the tall grass. When he heard them approaching he whirled around with his gun drawn.

      “Hey, calm down!” Eddy demanded. He positioned himself between the gun and Samantha. Samantha's breath caught in her chest.

      “You both need to step back.” The officer slowly lowered his gun.

      “Yes, officer,” Samantha replied. She moved back slowly. When the second officer returned he had a small medical bag.

      “Clear the way,” he commanded as he brushed past Samantha and Eddy. The tall grass parted as the officer pushed through it. Eddy took a sharp breath as he saw what was beyond it.

      “Don't look, Samantha!” Eddy moved between her and the tall grass. “Trust me.”

      Samantha frowned. She knew that she could handle the sight of whatever Eddy was hiding, but she didn't want to upset him by forcing the issue. She was certain that she would find out soon enough.

      “Who is it?” she asked.

      “The bus driver.” Eddy frowned. “It looks like he was murdered.”
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      “Oh no!” Samantha gasped in shock at the realization that the bus driver was dead.

      The driver of the activities bus was at Sage Gardens nearly every day. He was a nice enough man. Samantha hadn't really gotten to know him very well. She didn't often participate in the activities as she preferred to drive on her own wherever she pleased.

      “We should give them some space.” Eddy took her gently by the elbow and steered her away from the grass. Samantha was still a little stunned. The morning had started out in the strangest way, and now before noon it had become tragic. She wasn't sure what to think about the possible connection between the backpack and the body.

      They had both been near the water. Was it possible that the backpack had belonged to Vince, the driver? If it didn't belong to Vince then could it possibly belong to the killer? Could the killer have taken it from outside her door?

      “I see that brain spinning.” Eddy gave her elbow a gentle squeeze. “What is it?”

      “I was just wondering if there might be a connection between the backpack I found and Vince being murdered.” Samantha frowned as she looked back at the flurry of activity by the water. More officers had arrived as well as the coroner's van.

      “It could be a coincidence.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “But I think it's unlikely. Would you excuse me a moment, Samantha?”

      “Sure.” Samantha nodded and followed his gaze up the hill towards the parking lot. A man was climbing out of a white SUV. Eddy headed straight for the SUV. Samantha took another step back and watched what was unfolding around her. The officers had the crime scene cordoned off.

      Samantha noticed a few of the residents of Sage Gardens poking their heads out of their villas to see what was happening. She knew that the murder would be all anyone would talk about. Since Samantha was involved, she would be battered with questions the moment they could get her alone. Samantha didn't care about that. She cared about the young man who was now dead. Had he been there in the grass when she was drinking her tea that morning? She felt awful at the idea. She had been enjoying the view and trying to relax, all the time not knowing that someone had been murdered only a few feet away. She shivered and started to walk back towards her villa.

      “Samantha, wait,” Eddy called out to her as he made his way down the hill. The man from the SUV was trailing right behind him. Samantha squinted against the mid-morning sun as the man drew closer.

      “Samantha, this is Detective Brunner, he's running the investigation into the murder.” Eddy gestured towards the younger man who was searching through his cell phone.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Detective Brunner.” Samantha waited for the man to look up, but he did not.

      “I thought Detective Brunner might want to speak with you since you are the one who found the bag,” Eddy explained.

      “Of course,” Samantha replied with some hesitation. She wasn't sure if she wanted to speak to the detective. After all, she hadn't seen anyone. She had only fished out a backpack. She wasn't sure what good that could do the investigation. Yet again she would have to face her own foolishness when she admitted that she had let the backpack go missing in order to protect her carpets.

      “Now, you say that you were down by the water when you spotted the backpack.” Detective Brunner did not look up from his phone.

      “That's right.” Samantha nodded. “I was having a cup of tea.”

      “You noticed the backpack in the water, and you thought you should get it out, is that right?” Detective Brunner tapped lightly on the screen of his phone. Samantha didn't think it was very polite not to even look in her direction, but she also knew that Detective Brunner was a busy man and he was focused on the crime, which was important. He was likely perusing photographs of suspects, or close ups of the crime scene.

      “Well, I figured it must belong to someone. I thought maybe someone had left it behind and somehow it got pushed into the water.” She wondered if it would have been better if she had left the backpack in the water. Maybe no one else would have found it. What did it matter that she had found it? It was gone now, and she was stuck answering questions.

      “I see.” He jerked his hand with the cell phone in it. Then he grunted. “Lost again,” he muttered. When he tucked his phone into his pocket Samantha caught a glimpse of the screen. He had been playing some kind of game. Her eyes widened at the sight. She glanced over at Eddy but he didn't seem to notice.

      “Maybe the backpack was with the body?” Eddy swept his gaze over the tall grass. “Maybe the body washed up in the grass.”

      “No, it looks like he was murdered where we found his body.” Detective Brunner glanced over his shoulder. “The body was hidden by the grass. If we hadn't been looking for the backpack it probably would have taken a few days before the body was found. It makes me think that whoever did this didn’t have time to move the body or was planning on getting out of town pretty fast.”

      “How terrible.” Samantha shook her head. “He was a nice man.”

      “Did you know him well?” Detective Brunner looked at her with interest.

      Samantha felt a pang of guilt as she thought about whether she should have taken the time to get to know Vince better. He was the type that would crack a joke and always seemed to be laughing. She hadn’t really made the effort to talk to him. She felt like she had tried her best to connect with people at Sage Gardens, but had found that she was rejected by the social butterflies that ran all of the events. She had settled into a strange but satisfying friendship with Eddy and a few others. That was enough for her.

      “No, I didn't know him well. I just saw him come and go. He was the driver for the activities bus,” she explained. “I don't think I have ever even had a conversation with him.”

      “Then what made you think he was nice?” Detective Brunner asked.

      “He was courteous. He would help his passengers up the steps if they needed it. He always said hello to the office staff. Any time I saw him he was smiling or laughing,” Samantha said as she looked back over at the grass. “I can't understand why anyone would want to kill him.”

      “Maybe for the backpack full of drugs?” Detective Brunner spoke in a dry tone.

      Samantha narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. She felt as if Detective Brunner was making fun of her.

      “If she remembers anything else, I'll let you know.” Eddy offered his hand to Detective Brunner. Detective Brunner gave it a quick shake. Then he began walking over to the crime scene.

      “He's a new detective,” Eddy muttered, as if that explained the detective's behavior. “He's still getting his feet wet.”

      “Eddy, I know that he is a detective, but I don't think he's taking this case very seriously.” Samantha frowned with concern. She didn't think it was appropriate at all that he was playing a game during an investigation.

      “You have to understand, Sam, that detectives see these types of crimes all the time. Just because it may not seem like he's focused on the case, doesn't mean that he isn't. It's just that finding a dead body isn't as shocking to them after seeing so many.” Eddy shrugged. “I'm sure he'll do a fine job.”

      “I think that it should be shocking every time,” Samantha said heatedly as she watched the body bag being loaded into the back of the coroner's van. “He was somebody. He deserves a thorough investigation into his murder.”

      “You're right. I'll keep an eye on him. If he's not up to snuff then I'll look into it further. All right?” He placed a hand lightly on the curve of Samantha's shoulder. Samantha relaxed a little at the touch. Despite how tough and standoffish Eddy could be, he often knew the right moment to be tender.

      “I think that we need to find out some things for ourselves, too. I mean the backpack is still missing. Plus we found that footprint.” Samantha started to walk back up the hill. “We should see if we can pick up the trail.”

      “Samantha.” Eddy followed after her. “This really isn't the kind of case to get into the middle of. I mean we have no idea who this man was. Maybe this happened because of criminal activity. Maybe someone was getting revenge. It's best to let the authorities look into it.”

      “Oh, I'll let them all right. But the moment that they don't follow through, I'll be looking into things for myself.” Samantha's eyes narrowed with determination. She felt that there was more to the murder than the police would assume. Something just did not feel right about it.

      “I bet you will.” Eddy offered her a tolerant smile. “Why don't we go have that tea that you missed out on? We should let Walt know what happened. You know he doesn't handle surprises well.”

      “Good idea.” Samantha looked towards Walt's villa with concern. As a retired accountant Walt liked things to be a certain way, and finding a body in the grass near his home was sure to make him uneasy. As they walked towards Walt's villa, Samantha couldn't help looking back at the crime scene. She saw that the police had roped off a good portion of it, but she thought that they should have roped off more. Everyone who lived in Sage Gardens was at least a little nosy. The police could lose a lot of evidence if residents began trampling so close to the crime scene. “I just want to take one more quick look at the crime scene. Okay?”

      Eddy tried not to smile at her. She had the mind of a cop whether she wanted to admit it or not, and he admired her for it, whether he liked to admit it or not. He nodded. “A quick look.”

      The two walked back over to the roped off area. Samantha was careful to give the crime scene a wide berth. She crouched down and looked towards the tall grass. “How was he positioned, Eddy?”

      “His head was towards the water.” Eddy glanced over the blood stained grass. “It looked like he had fallen backwards.”

      “So, the attacker probably came from up the hill.” Samantha looked up towards the hill. “But that doesn't make much sense.”

      “Why not?” Eddy asked.

      Samantha stood up and turned to face the hill. “If I was standing here, I could see anyone who was coming.”

      “That's true.” Eddy looked up the hill and then back down at the water. “If I saw someone who I was afraid of, I certainly would not have run towards the water.”

      “So, it's possible that the killer is someone that Vince knew.” Samantha smiled.

      “Good eye, Samantha.” Eddy was about to turn away from the crime scene when he noticed something just beyond the yellow tape. There was another indentation in the soil. He leaned closer. “Samantha, get your phone out. I think we've found another footprint.”

      Samantha pulled out her cell phone and aimed it where Eddy pointed. The footprint was not as well defined, but it was there. The imprint seemed similar to the other footprint, but it was difficult to tell for sure.

      “Got it,” she said confidently.

      “Great. Can you send those pictures to me?” he asked hopefully as he wasn't quite sure how that worked.

      “No problem. They should be in your e-mail in a few minutes.”

      “Thanks. Maybe we can get a good enough image to make a match if we make the pictures larger. Let's head over to Walt's and see what he thinks of all of this.”

      Eddy began walking up the hill. Samantha followed after him. As she climbed the hill she imagined what it would have been like to see her killer looking down at her. Did Vince know him? Did Vince call out his name? Was he happy to see him? She shuddered at the thought.
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      Walt was already on his porch when Eddy and Samantha walked up to his villa.

      “What's going on?” Walt looked anxious as he gripped the railing of the porch. “I saw the police cars taking off.”

      “We're here to tell you. But maybe we should go inside?” Eddy nodded towards Samantha. “Samantha needs something for her nerves.”

      “I'm fine, Eddy.” Samantha shot him a stubborn look.

      “Sure you are.” He gestured for all of them to step inside. Walt held the door for Samantha. Once they were inside he set a pot of tea on the stove to brew.

      “It must be something bad. It's something bad isn't it?” Walt frowned. He ran his fingertips along the tea bags to make sure that they were all evenly placed inside the box.

      “The police found the body of the activities bus driver in the grass by the water,” Eddy explained.

      “Vince, wasn't it?” Walt asked. “How terrible. He seemed like a good person.”

      “Did you ever talk to him?” Samantha asked.

      “Not really. You know I can't stand the idea of getting on one of those buses.” He cringed at the very idea. “They are very unsafe, and impossible to keep clean.” He poured tea for each of them and set the cups down on napkins on the table. “How did he die?”

      “It looks like he was stabbed,” Eddy's voice lowered slightly. Samantha was suddenly glad that Eddy hadn't allowed her to take a closer look. From his expression she could tell that it was a gory sight.

      “How terrible,” Walt repeated. “This is going to get all of the residents pretty upset.”

      “So, none of us really knew him?” Samantha added. “It seems sad, doesn't it? That someone can be a regular part of your life without you ever getting to know them?”

      “Well, it's a bit like the gardener I suppose.” Walt shrugged.

      “I actually know Simon pretty well.” Samantha smiled. “He always gives me tips for my little garden.”

      “Simon is very friendly.” Eddy nodded his head in agreement.

      “Well, I didn't mean this gardener, but I mean when we are in our daily routine it is easy to overlook the people that only play a small role,” he said. “If that makes sense.”

      “I guess.” Samantha nodded a little. “I just wish I hadn’t let the backpack out of my sight.”

      “Backpack?” Walt questioned.

      “Samantha found a backpack in the river before the body was found,” Eddy explained. “It had drugs in it, cocaine. But when she brought it up to her villa she left it outside, because it was wet, and a few minutes later when she took me to see it, it was missing.”

      “Wow!” Walt said with wide eyes. “I wonder who took it. You need to be very careful, Sam.”

      “I will be.” She nodded. “I still think that it's important that we find out what really happened to Vince. I have a feeling that the police will be eager to dismiss the murder as quickly as they discovered it.”

      “What makes you think that?” Eddy asked. He spoke with a bit of defensiveness in his voice.

      “I think it will be easy to just assume that Vince's death was drug related, rather than looking into it thoroughly. I don't mean that they won't do their job, Eddy. I just think they’ll try to solve the murder as quickly as possible. I doubt that they will consider Vince an important person,” she said grimacing. “It's not right, but it's the truth, isn't it?”

      “Not always. You have to have a little more faith in the police, Samantha. Let's give them their chance to investigate and see what they turn up. Like I said before, if I don't think they're doing a good job of it, then we'll decide if we want to get involved. All right?” He looked at Samantha, hoping that she would agree.

      Samantha was silent as she stared down at the table. Walt stood up and began to clear the tea cups from the table.

      “Eddy is right, we need to let this rest for now, Samantha,” Walt said sternly, but his gaze was gentle. “There's no need to get in the middle of things when we don't know any more information than the police do. I mean, what could we possibly find out that they couldn't?” He carried the cups over to the sink and set them carefully inside.

      “I'm not sure. But I just feel like we need to try.” Samantha frowned. She fidgeted with the napkin that had been under her cup.

      “I think you feel a little guilty,” Eddy suggested. He looked at her with a hesitant smile. “It's not your fault, Samantha. You know that, don't you?”

      “Why would she feel guilty?” Walt asked. He looked very confused as he carefully washed the tea cups.

      “Because, she didn't hear or see anything. Samantha, I'm sure the murder took place before you ever even woke up this morning. How could you know?” He met her eyes directly. “There was nothing that you could have done.”

      Samantha nodded a little, but she didn't really agree. If she had slept with her window open she might have heard screams or an argument. If she had gotten up to use the bathroom, she might have noticed someone running past her window. Instead, she had been oblivious to the fact that someone was being murdered just outside. It seemed impossible to her that she had gone about her morning, making tea, walking down to the water, without ever sensing that something wasn't right.

      “There was nothing you could have done,” Walt repeated Eddy's words. “What happened wasn't good, but you know, it seems like Vince made his own bed.”

      “What does that mean?” Samantha asked. She looked at Walt intently.

      “I mean, he was probably involved in drug dealing. That's not exactly good for your health.” Walt sat back down at the table.

      “Walt, I didn't expect you to be like that.” Samantha frowned with distaste.

      “Like what? Statistically speaking those that engage in criminal behavior run a much higher chance of meeting an untimely death. It's just math.” He looked up at Samantha with a puzzled expression. “Did I say something upsetting?”

      “I think that Samantha just means that Vince is not a statistic, he's someone we all knew,” Eddy explained.

      “Samantha, I didn't mean to offend you.” Walt looked at her with concern.

      “You didn't, Walt, it's okay. I think this entire experience is catching up with me.” She stood up from the table. “I'm going to head home. It's been a long morning for me,” Samantha muttered. She was still annoyed with Walt. He was brilliant, but sometimes his intelligence seemed to limit his empathy. Eddy watched as she walked out of the villa. Samantha's shoulders were slumped with the weight of the burden that she was carrying.

      As Samantha walked towards her villa, she noticed some commotion near the office. There was a police car, as well as two officers talking to the gardener. Samantha stared as the two officers stepped closer to the gardener. Simon was a gentle giant, well over six foot and with a forehead as broad as a billboard. He didn't talk much, but he worked hard at keeping the grounds tended. She couldn't imagine what business the officers would have with him.

      “If you're going to stare, you might as well get closer.” Eddy stepped up from just behind her.

      “Eddy, what have I told you about sneaking up on me?” Samantha shot him an annoyed look.

      “It's not my fault that your observational skills have become rusty over the years.” Eddy smirked.

      “Oh trust me, there's nothing rusty about my observational skills. But I've become accustomed to people not popping up out of nowhere.” She looked back at the officers in time to see them handcuffing Simon. “What are they doing?”

      “Looks like they have a suspect in mind,” Eddy's voice grew grim. He didn't look any more convinced than Samantha was. “Maybe, we should find out before they drive off.”

      “That's ridiculous!” Samantha frowned as she watched the officers restrain Simon. “Simon would never hurt anyone. You're right, let's go see what's going on.”

      Samantha and Eddy walked towards the police officers. Simon was barely holding back tears. “But I didn't do anything. I didn't do anything,” he kept repeating. Samantha could hear the tears in his voice. Her heart ached for him as she knew that he had to be terrified. “I don't know how it got in there, honestly I don't.”

      “We'll figure that out when we get downtown,” the officer said sternly. He steered Simon towards the police car. The problem was he was quite large and his hands were cuffed so it was difficult to get him into the backseat of the patrol car.

      “What's the meaning of this?” Samantha demanded. She walked right up to the officers.

      “Samantha,” Eddy chastised. But it was too late. The officers had just managed to get Simon into the backseat. They both turned to face Samantha with irritated expressions.

      “Is there a problem?” the taller officer asked.

      “Why are you taking this man into custody?” Samantha demanded. Her tone was verging on disrespectful.

      “He's in custody because he's suspected of murder.” The officer looked between Eddy and Samantha. His demeanor shifted from annoyed to stern. “Is there something that you know, that we don't?”

      “Just that Simon is not a killer,” Samantha said with clear confidence. She had a tendency to be very protective. She had seen a lot of injustice during her time as a crime journalist. Just because a person was convicted of a crime, that didn't always mean that they were guilty of that crime. She didn't want to see Simon go through that, too. Although, she didn't like to cross the police, she would if she thought someone was being wrongfully accused.

      “Oh? How do you know that?” The officer took a step closer to Samantha.

      “I just do. He's a good man. He keeps to himself.” Samantha straightened her shoulders and planted her feet firmly. She was determined not to be intimidated.

      “So, he puts on a good show and remains isolated?” The officer shook his head. “Classic psychopathic behavior.”

      “Someone's been watching too many crime shows,” Eddy muttered under his breath. He could feel the tension building between the officer and Samantha. He knew that it was only a matter of time before she blew and that could lead to her being in handcuffs. “Look, what possible proof could you have that Simon is the killer?”

      “Although, you are not someone I have to prove anything to, if you must know, we found the murder weapon in his toolbox.” The officer gestured to an open metal toolbox on the ground beside him. “Now, do you have anything else that you would like to add?”

      Samantha watched as the other officer bagged the bloody screwdriver for evidence. Her stomach flipped anxiously. If it was true that Simon had the murder weapon, the case against him would be a slam dunk. She wondered if it was possible that she could have been so off base about him.

      “So, he was just walking around with the murder weapon in his toolbox?” Eddy said with disbelief. “That doesn't make much sense to me.”

      “Murder doesn't make much sense to me.” The officer narrowed his eyes. “So, I don't expect killers to make sense either.”

      “Good point,” Eddy agreed. He glanced over at Samantha. She was still staring at the bagged murder weapon.

      “Here is my card.” The officer handed over a business card to each of them. “If either of you think of anything that you feel has something to do with this case, please feel free to call.”

      Samantha clutched the card tightly. She nodded as the officer walked over to the car.

      “Strange case,” Eddy's quiet words trailed after the car as it drove out of Sage Gardens.

      “I just find it very hard to believe, Eddy. Of all the people I have met since I have moved to Sage Gardens, Simon would be one of the last that I would consider dangerous.”

      “I have to say he's never struck me as someone to watch out for, even with his size. He's always been friendly enough to me,” Eddy retorted with a puzzled frown. “But with the murder weapon in his toolbox, it's hard to question the arrest.”

      “Why would he hide it in his toolbox?” Samantha questioned. “Wouldn’t he just get rid of it?”

      “Maybe he panicked,” Eddy said. “Didn’t think it through.”

      “I guess it’s possible,” Samantha said but she wasn’t convinced.

      “Let me walk you back to your villa.” Eddy smiled sympathetically at her. “I want to make sure you get some rest.”

      “How could I rest knowing that Simon has been arrested for something that he didn't do?” She shook her head. “No, I won't be resting. Not until Simon is out of jail.”

      “I think you're taking this far too seriously, Samantha. It's not as if they're going to hang him by his toes and torture him. They'll question him. With the murder weapon in his possession they might book him, but if he’s innocent they’ll uncover the truth. Simon will be fine.” Eddy began to lead her back towards her villa.

      “Will he, Eddy?” Samantha asked. “Have you ever thought about how traumatic it is for a person to be wrongly accused and held against their will?”

      “It's not exactly the same thing as being taken hostage,” Eddy pointed out in a grim tone. They paused outside Samantha's villa.

      “Isn't it? I think it's exactly like it. If two armed men walked up to me, tied my hands and threw me in the backseat of their car, wouldn't that be an abduction?” She met his eyes with growing irritation. “How can you not see that?”

      “I don't see that because the two men that have taken Simon into custody are not criminals, they are well trained officers of the law. They are sanctioned by the government of this country to be able to make decisions in order to keep the citizens of this country safe. Really, Samantha, sometimes I wonder if you're hoping for complete anarchy.” He frowned and met her eyes with his own flashing gaze. “Get some rest.”

      With that he spun on his heel and stomped away. Samantha stared after him, just as flustered. Whenever she and Eddy discussed politics or police it did not go well. Samantha bit her tongue to keep from saying a few more words about what she thought of his opinion. She knew better. Once Eddy was done with a conversation he was done.
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      Once inside her villa Samantha hoped to be able to relax. But she felt uneasy. The tea cup she had left behind when the police arrived was still waiting for her. She picked it up and dumped the contents into the sink. She had planned to drive into town for some groceries. She was going to stop off in a little thrift shop to look for something to brighten up the hallway.  It was hard to simply continue with her day after such a jarring experience. She knew she couldn't go shopping, her mind was filled with blood and drugs. She wasn't sure if she would be able to rest. All she could think about was Simon and how scared he probably was.

      Samantha was not someone that assumed everyone was innocent. In fact more than once she had proven someone was guilty of something. She often felt a bit of frustration towards the people around a perpetrator who acted as if he or she was innocent even though the evidence obviously indicated otherwise. However, when it came to Simon there was no question in her mind. She didn't think he had anything to do with the murder. The only problem was the pesky issue of the murder weapon being found in Simon's toolbox. It struck Samantha as a little strange that he even had a screwdriver, but she assumed some of the tools he used, such as the leaf blower, might require it for repair, or for when he hung up flower pots for the residents. So, had someone taken it out of his toolbox? Why would someone go to the trouble of breaking into the garden shed just to get a screwdriver?

      Nothing about the murder made sense, right down to the body being found in the tall grass. Why had the murderer left his body in such an easy place to find? It might have taken longer if the police weren't looking for the drugs, but it still wasn't a place to leave a dead body. It led her to think that the crime might have been one of passion. Perhaps the murderer hadn't planned anything and had instead just become enraged. Maybe in a panic the murderer had simply abandoned Vince's body. If that were the case then hopefully it wouldn't take long to figure out who had actually committed the crime.

      Samantha shook her head in an attempt to clear her thoughts and began preparing a late lunch. She needed a chance to clear her mind, and sleep wasn't going to do that. On a whim she decided to call her friend, Jo. She could fill her in on the crime that had taken place, and have a sounding board for her frustrations with Eddy. When she called Jo, she almost didn't expect her to answer. Although Samantha considered Jo a friend, the jury was still out on Jo's opinion about her. Jo was a hard woman to get to know, and a harder woman to befriend. To Samantha's surprise, she did answer.

      “Hi Sam. I was wondering when you would get around to calling me.”

      “What do you mean?” Samantha asked.

      “I heard about the murder. I knew you'd be calling to fill me in sooner or later.” She laughed a little. Samantha was relieved to hear that she was in a fairly good mood.

      “I was wondering if you'd like to join me for lunch.” Samantha gripped the phone tensely. She hoped she wasn't making a mistake by having Jo over. Although Samantha had a lot of respect for the woman, her friends, Walt and Eddy, didn't always share the same opinion. They were more interested in Jo's past than the present.

      “I'd love to. I'll bring some wine!” Jo hung up before Samantha could argue about the wine. The truth was Samantha could really use a glass. She put together a salad to go along with some chicken for lunch. Within a few minutes Jo knocked on the door.

      “Come on in!” Samantha called. She carried the food from the kitchen to the dining room table. Jo opened the door and stepped inside. Samantha was always a little dazzled by the sight of Jo. While Samantha had more of a simple beauty, Jo's looks were quite exotic. Between her olive skin and her thick, black hair she looked as if she could have walked right off a runway, even though she was in her sixties just like Samantha was. While Samantha's copper-red hair had a smattering of gray in it, Jo's was pure black. While Samantha's bright green eyes were crinkled by smile lines, Jo's face still had a youthful tautness to it. The woman was in immaculate shape as well. Despite her younger looks, it only took one look into her dark, haunted eyes to make her seem much older.

      “Hi Sam.” Jo placed the wine on the table and smiled at Samantha. “So, are you ready to give me the details? Did you solve the crime yet?”

      “Not even close,” Samantha said shaking her head. She walked back into the kitchen to get two wine glasses. When she returned, Jo had already opened the wine. She poured glasses for both of them. “The only thing I know for sure is that the police have arrested the wrong man.”

      “Oh really?” Jo raised an eyebrow. “Are you championing the underdog, yet again?”

      Samantha took a sip of her wine. “I guess you could say that. But I know I'm right. They arrested the gardener, Simon.”

      “He seems harmless.” Jo frowned and sipped her own wine. “Why did they arrest him?”

      “He had the murder weapon.” Samantha cringed.

      “Well, that's a pretty good reason. But it certainly doesn't make him guilty. How did you find out why they arrested him?” Jo eyed her curiously.

      “It's a very long story.” Samantha sighed and closed her eyes a moment. “Have some lunch.”

      Jo began eating her salad. She was still watching Samantha when Samantha opened her eyes again.

      “So?” Jo prompted.

      “So, I found this backpack filled with drugs…” Samantha began.

      “Wait, what?” Jo set down her fork. “What kind of drugs?”

      “Cocaine, I think. I don't know for sure because before I could turn it over to the police it disappeared. When I left it outside because the bag was wet someone took it.” Samantha took a bite of her salad.

      “Samantha, this isn't good. You shouldn't be involved in any of this.” Jo frowned. Her voice was heavy with concern. “Does anyone else know that it was you that found the backpack?”

      “Only the police and Walt. I suppose it might have gotten around Sage Gardens, but I'm not sure. I think the news of the murder probably swept away any rumors about a backpack. Oh, and Eddy, of course,” she added as an afterthought.

      “Of course.” Jo's eyes narrowed a bit. “Well, I think you should be very careful about who you tell, Samantha. You really should stay out of this. Understand?” She met Samantha's eyes across their glasses of wine.

      “Yes, I do. But why?” Samantha frowned.

      “Trust me, Samantha, getting involved would be the worst thing that you could do now.” She took the last bite of her salad. “Be glad that someone took the backpack.”

      “But, what about Simon?” Samantha asked. “Am I supposed to just let him rot in jail?”

      “He wouldn't be the first, and he won't be the last, besides I’m sure the police will discover the truth.” Jo finished her wine. “This is not a crusade you should make your own, Samantha. It’s too dangerous when drugs are involved. Don't say I didn't warn you. Thanks for lunch.”

      She stood up from the table. Samantha looked up at her with a mixture of confusion and a hint of anger. She had expected Jo of all people to understand. Jail was a horrible place for an innocent person. But then Jo hadn't exactly been innocent. She had been an infamous cat burglar that had given the police the run around for many years. Maybe that was why she didn't feel sympathy for Simon.

      “You're welcome,” Samantha finally spoke very quietly. She didn't stand up from the table. She didn't show Jo to the door. She felt as if all of the wind had faded from her sails.

      “Remember what I said, Sam,” Jo said. She stepped out the door and closed it behind her.

      Alone once more Samantha wondered if her friends were right. Should she stay out of it? Her stubborn nature told her not to. But her stubborn nature had gotten her into plenty of messes before. Samantha finished her lunch and then sprawled out on the couch. She decided to take Eddy's advice and at least try to rest a little. She yawned as she stretched out. When she closed her eyes she saw an image of the backpack floating in the water.
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      Samantha woke up to her phone ringing. She shifted uncomfortably on the couch. She had finally fallen asleep in an awkward position and it was difficult for her to sit up at first. She fumbled on the coffee table for her cell phone. As she answered she didn't even take the time to check the caller ID.

      “Hello?” she mumbled.

      “Samantha, I need you to come over.”

      “Who is this?” Samantha asked groggily. She blinked a few times to try to get her mind to focus.

      “It's Eddy,” he sounded a little insulted.

      “Oh sorry, Eddy, I was napping. What did you need?” She wiped her hand across her eyes and yawned.

      “I need you to come over. I want to show you something.”

      “Okay, I'll be there in a few minutes.” Samantha hung up the phone. She felt fairly groggy still. “That wine must have really done its work.” She shook her head and stood up. As she got her balance she wondered what Eddy might have to show her. She was sure it was about the case. She grabbed her purse and slid her shoes on. She was out the door before she could even think about the state of her hair or her wrinkled clothing. She realized that she must have slept for a few solid hours as the sun was beginning to set.

      In the twilight, Samantha noticed that there weren't any other residents of Sage Gardens out walking around. Normally in the warmer weather there were people everywhere on the grounds. It seemed as if they had all been scared off by the news of the murder. Even with a man in custody they were being more cautious. Samantha understood why. It was easy to feel vulnerable when age had begun to limit your ability to defend yourself.

      Samantha often found herself off balance when she used to have very sure footing. As she walked towards Eddy's villa, she heard a splash in the water near her. Her stomach tightened. Just the reminder that the water was there was enough to bring back all the stress of the morning. She had been able to sleep away some of her thoughts about the murder, but now they all came flooding back. She remembered Jo's warning about what she was getting herself involved in. Samantha frowned and quickened her pace towards Eddy's villa.

      As Samantha walked, she heard yet another splash. She shuddered at the sound. Her feet grew heavy, preventing her from walking much further. A crazy thought occurred to her. Could it be Vince trying to get her attention from the grave? She turned uneasily to look in the direction of the water. The tall grass rippled in the wind. Bold yellow crime-scene tape whipped and wobbled around the spot where Vince had been killed. That was not where the sound of the splashing was coming from.

      As she stared, she heard another splash. She turned towards the sound. It was further along the water's edge, in the opposite direction of Eddy's villa. She knew that she should just continue towards his villa, but her curiosity was now piqued. Not only that but she had a tendency to want to confront anything that made her afraid. Her father had told her when she was just a little girl, that things aren't so scary once you stand up to them. So, she had always done her best to stand up to whatever frightened her.

      Without really deciding to, she began to walk in the direction of the splashing sound. It sounded much too small to be a fish. It sounded as if someone was tossing something into the water. Sage Gardens did allow fishing in the lake, however it was not the season for it just yet. A few of the residents had been known to toss in a line even when they were not supposed to. Samantha guessed that might be what she was hearing. But she still wanted to see for herself.

      As she slowly approached the area of the shore that she had heard the sound coming from, she noticed a man reclining in a chair. He looked quite comfortable. He held one hand in a loose fist. The other was poised in the air, about to throw something. As Samantha watched, the man threw a pebble into the water. She heard the sharp splash of it landing in the water. She immediately felt foolish for being disturbed by the sound. As she turned to walk away, the man shifted his gaze towards her. Only when she saw his face, slightly out of the shadows, did she realize who it was. Jacob, the maintenance worker who did odd jobs around Sage Gardens. She felt relieved that he wasn't just some vagrant that had somehow wandered into Sage Gardens.

      “Hello, Samantha,” Jacob said. He locked eyes with her. Samantha was surprised that he knew her name. She hadn't really spoken to him since he was only hired recently and she didn't often have a job that needed to be done in her villa that she couldn't do herself. As she studied him, his lips curved into a slow smile. “Not so wise to be out so late alone.”

      Samantha felt an icy wave wash over her. Something in his voice made her think that he was threatening her.

      “Are you working?” Samantha asked. It wasn't until after she said it that she realized how rude she sounded. “I mean, do you often stay so late?”

      “I'm just taking a little time before I head home. I need to rest a bit. It's a long drive. I'm sorry if I bothered you.” He smiled again. This time his smile seemed genuine. “Do you want me to walk with you, wherever you are going?”

      Samantha immediately warmed to him at the offer. It wasn't often that men of the younger generation still remembered the simple courtesies that their fathers and grandfathers had displayed.

      “No, thank you. I can make it on my own.” She returned his smile and began to walk away.

      “It's not safe you know, to be out all alone,” Jacob's voice carried along her spine. She glanced back over her shoulder almost expecting him to be pouncing on top of her. Instead he was casually reclining in his chair. He tossed another pebble into the water. Samantha stared at him a moment longer. She knew that she was being paranoid. Jacob had probably heard about the murder and was offering her good advice. She turned and hurried towards Eddy's villa. She wasn't sure if Jacob's words had spooked her, or if she was just starting to think he was right. When she reached Eddy's villa she knocked hard on the door.

      A moment later the door jerked open.

      “Samantha, what's wrong?” Eddy asked. His eyes filled with concern as he took in the sight of her. Samantha realized that she must have looked terrified. She pushed past him into the villa.

      “Sorry, I got a little nervous.”

      “You? Nervous?” Eddy looked at her with wonder. “I didn't think that was possible.”

      “Please Eddy, I don't want to talk about it,” Samantha mumbled. She made sure that the door was closed tightly behind her. Even though she had no real reason to be frightened, she still felt very on edge.

      “Hey, whatever you want.” Eddy studied her for a moment longer. “I know better than to argue with you.”

      “Ah, if only that were true.” Samantha managed a laugh and shook her head. “So, what did you want to show me?”

      Eddy hesitated as if he might want to press the topic of what she was afraid of during her walk. Then he turned to his kitchen table. “Do you remember those pictures we took of the footprints?”

      “I remember. One by my side door, and one by Vince's body,” Samantha said.

      “I had a hard time seeing them clearly on my computer, so I decided to have them printed out.” Eddy pointed to the photographs on the table. “I had it done at the police station so I could have the highest quality photographs I could get. A few things are clear to me now.”

      “What things?” Samantha asked.

      “Look at these pictures.” Eddy stared down at the photographs on the table.

      “You had them blown up?” Samantha asked. She rested her hands on the table and leaned closer.

      “I did. Because something about them was really bugging me. This first one is from the ground behind your villa, where the backpack was taken. This one is from the ground beside the bus driver's body. I didn't think too much of it at first, I knew that anyone could have walked in that area. Now, that I've looked at them more closely and measured them, I am certain that they match.” He frowned. “I wish I could have used the program at the police station to analyze them, but my retired cop status doesn't always get me far enough. If my buddy had been working in the lab I could have gotten it, but he wasn't in.”

      “I don't think that you need a program to show that they are the same.” Samantha pointed to the similar curve. “It's pretty clear.” Samantha furrowed her brow. “Do you think that they are Simon's?”

      “Not unless he has a magic shrinking pill.” Eddy smiled a little at his own dry humor. “Look how small those feet are. They can't be more than a size ten tops. I'm pretty sure that with Simon's gigantic feet he has to specially order his shoes.”

      “You're right.” Samantha nodded as she recalled the time she had nearly tripped over Simon's feet. He had been tending the small garden on the side of the office building and just as she had rounded the corner he was stretching one leg out. They had managed to avoid a collision, but she had gotten a very good glimpse of the size of his foot. “He has to be beyond anything a regular store would sell. So, what do you think? Does this eliminate him as a suspect?”

      “I think it makes him unlikely and I didn't like him for it in the first place, but no, I can't say it rules him out. What we have here are footprints in a heavily frequented area. If we were to look hard enough we would probably find yours in both places as well. But you're not the killer.”

      “Oh! Maybe a witness?” Samantha's eyes widened. “What if someone saw the crime, but is too afraid to come forward?”

      “That's possible.” Eddy picked up the photographs from the table. “But that doesn’t explain why they were behind the bushes by your window. Although, maybe the backpack had nothing to do with the murder.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha nodded.

      “What I am fairly sure of is that if we find the owner of these shoes, we might be able to find more information about the owner of the backpack and about this murder.”

      “Shall we have a fitting for everyone that lives in Sage Gardens?” Samantha laughed shortly. “I don't think anyone is going to go for that unless we stage some kind of ball.”

      “Oh, the idea.” Eddy shook his head. “You know how much the women around here like to dress up.”

      “I do.” Samantha grinned. “I wonder if we could get Walt to do the measuring.”

      “Could you imagine Walt with all of those stinky, sweaty feet?” Eddy laughed out loud. “I think he would end up passing out before he measured the first foot.”

      Samantha also laughed as she pictured Walt fainting in front of a big, sweaty foot. It was just what she needed to shake off the fear of her walk to Eddy's villa. She felt much better as her laughter died down.

      “Okay, so we certainly can't measure everyone's foot in Sage Gardens. Besides, we don't know for sure if the killer is someone who lives in Sage Gardens. Just because the body was here, doesn't mean that it couldn't have been an outsider who committed the crime.” She tapped her chin lightly. “No, I think we can assume that whoever's footprints these are is likely someone who did not live here. I've never seen any of the residents having trouble with Vince. In fact the only out of the ordinary thing I recall seeing was when he was flirting with Lily.”

      “Lily? The new office assistant?” Eddy questioned. “She seems nice enough. I've never noticed them flirting, but then I'm not sure I even know what flirting looks like.”

      Samantha guessed that he hadn't the faintest clue, but she kept that to herself.

      “I asked Walt to come over and have a look, too. You know with his attention to detail he should be able to tell for sure if they match.” Eddy walked over to the front door just as someone knocked. He opened it and Walt stepped inside.

      “Samantha.” He nodded to her with a hint of nervousness. Samantha offered him a warm smile to put him at ease.

      “Here are the pictures.” Eddy gestured to the photographs on the table.

      “They look the same to me. What do you think, Walt?” Samantha looked over at him.

      “They don't just look the same. They are the same.” Walt pointed out a faint pattern in the mud. “That's from the sole of the shoe. I would say a shoe with a fairly worn down sole. The wear patterns match. There is no way two different shoes would have the exact same wear pattern.”

      “You can tell all of that from this?” Samantha asked. “That's amazing.”

      “Thank you,” Walt replied smiling with genuine warmth. “Does anyone have any ideas about who these shoes might belong to?”

      “They're small enough to possibly be a woman's,” Samantha observed.

      “Some men have small feet.” Eddy glanced down at his own shoes.

      “Really, there isn't enough of an outer rim to know the exact size of the shoe.” Walt pointed to where the edge of the footprint faded into the soil. “It is possible that the shoe is a few inches longer, though certainly no more than that.”

      “So, it still rules out Simon.” Samantha felt a sense of validation. “I knew he couldn't have been the one who did this.

      “I wouldn't say that it rules him out entirely. We don't even know if these footprints are connected to the murderer. What we have are assumptions that we are trying to connect together, but that does not equal evidence.” Eddy tapped his finger lightly on one of the photographs. “But at least we have something.”

      “If the killer isn't Simon as the police suspect, do we have any idea who it might be?” Walt asked.

      “Not really.” Samantha shook her head slowly as she thought about it. “I've never noticed anyone arguing with Vince. To be honest I never noticed Vince much. But I would have if I saw him fighting with someone.”

      Samantha looked towards the window. She wondered if someone she knew was out there waiting to be arrested for murder.

      “What about the office assistant, Lily?” Walt tapped his finger lightly on the table. “She's someone to look into.”

      “Lily? Why would you suspect her?” Samantha asked. She glanced away from the window towards Walt. “I've only seen Vince and Lily being very friendly with one another.”

      “Yes, they used to be. But I've noticed Lily and Vince arguing a few times. It's not that I'm trying to be nosy, but when people are right there in the middle of the office and squabbling, it's hard not to notice.” He frowned. “I actually noticed them arguing twice. I remember, exactly two times.”

      “Do you remember what they were arguing about?” Eddy asked.

      “That, I don't know. I heard the anger in their voices, but I didn't hear exactly what they were saying. I can tell you that she seemed to be the angrier one. I think it at least warrants looking into. Even if she isn't the murderer she might have a more intimate knowledge of his associates.” Walt frowned. “I do hate pointing fingers.”

      Samantha had grown very quiet. She seemed to be lost in thought. Eddy eyed her curiously. “What's going on in that head of yours?” he asked.

      “I'm just thinking about something I saw about a month ago. I didn't think anything of it at the time. Now, that all of this has happened, and after what Walt said, I think maybe there was a lot to it.” She frowned and shook her head. “I saw Lily and Vince in the parking lot beside the bus one morning. They weren't exactly being friendly, but they weren't arguing either. Vince gave Lily some money. It wasn't just like a twenty, it was a stack of cash. You don't see that too often anymore, that's why it stuck in my mind. I thought it was odd, but obviously it was none of my business, so I didn't ask any questions.” She shook her head. “Maybe if I had paid more attention I could have figured out why they were exchanging money, but I didn't want them to notice that I noticed.”

      “There was no reason for you to be overly suspicious,” Eddy commented. “But it's clear that Walt is right. Lily and Vince had a strong connection.”

      “But what kind of connection?” Samantha asked.

      “Why would Vince be giving Lily money?” Eddy asked. “Maybe they were dating?”

      “Even if they were, why would he be handing her a stack of cash?” Walt questioned further. “I mean, sure couples exchange funds, but not in the middle of a parking lot. Unless things have changed vastly over the past twenty years, I don't recall stacks of cash being part of the courting ritual.”

      “Courting ritual?” Samantha raised an eyebrow. “Walt, things have definitely changed.”

      “I think we need to find out what Lily was up to with that money,” Eddy spoke in a decisive tone. “Whatever it was, she should be able to tell us. If she doesn't, then we'll know she is trying to hide something.”

      “Well, she will have already gone home for the day more than likely,” Samantha suggested.

      “I'll go up and check. Maybe she stayed late. After all, if she and Vince were as close as we think, then she must have been impacted by the murder.” Eddy nodded to Walt and Samantha as the three walked out of Eddy's villa.  “Just be careful. The closer we get to figuring this out the more danger we could all be in.”

      As Eddy turned towards the office, Walt began to walk towards his villa. Samantha cleared her throat. Walt looked back at her.

      “Are you okay, Samantha?” he asked.

      “Do you think you could walk with me to my villa?” She frowned. She knew that it was the opposite direction, but she was still feeling spooked.

      “Of course.” Walt fell into step beside her. As they walked Samantha thought about the fights that Walt had witnessed.

      “How do you know that Lily was the angrier of the two, Walt?”

      “Well, she kept pointing her finger at him. She snapped her words. He was more cajoling, as if he was trying to convince her of something.” He shrugged. “It's possible that I interpreted it wrong.”

      “No, I don't think that you did.” Samantha frowned. “In fact it sounds like whatever was between them might have been intense.”

      “I imagine it was.” Walt laughed a little. “Ah, to be young again and so concerned about every little thing, hmm?” He glanced over at her.

      “I suppose.” Samantha smiled a little. She had spent most of her younger years hunting stories and dodging the well-intentioned questions of her mother. She didn't regret the adventures she had. But once in a while she wondered about what might have been if she had chosen a different path.

      “Here we are.” Samantha looked over at Walt. “Thank you for walking me. I just feel a little nervous. Whoever took the backpack knew that it was left by my villa.”

      “Make sure you keep things locked up tight. Or if you want, you could stay with me tonight.” Walt met her eyes. “I mean, if you're scared to be alone.”

      Samantha felt very touched. With how Walt needed everything to be a certain way and in a special order, she knew that it was a stretch for him to invite someone to be a house guest.

      “Thank you, Walt. But I think I will be okay. Besides, you and Eddy are only a few villas away.”

      “That's right. If you need us, call us.” Walt waved to her. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

      “Good night, Walt.”

      Samantha still had a smile on her face when she stepped into the villa. It was wonderful to have such good friends nearby.
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      As Eddy walked up to the main office he noticed Owen walking towards the parking lot. Owen was the nurse that the property manager had hired to tend to residents on a daily basis. It was easier than driving to the doctor for simple check-ups or minor injuries. It was one of the perks that Sage Gardens offered, especially for the older residents.

      “Owen!” Eddy wanted to catch him before he reached the parking lot. Owen turned towards the sound of Eddy's voice.

      “How are you doing, Eddy?” Owen asked. “I haven't seen you around much lately.”

      “I got caught up in this new television show.” Eddy smiled a little.

      “I doubt that.” Owen eyed Eddy curiously. “Have you been feeling all right?”

      “Just a little more tired than usual.” Eddy sighed with the admission. He hated to show any sign of weakness. In his mind he was still thirty years old and fit enough to pass the police fitness test.

      “Could be your sugar, or your blood pressure, let me check you out.” Owen gestured to the small office where he saw residents.

      “No really I'm fine, you were just leaving.” Eddy shook his head.

      “Nonsense, if you've been avoiding me, there's a reason.” Owen opened the door to the office. Eddy smiled some. Owen had become a bit of a surrogate son to Eddy and he appreciated that Owen had taken such an interest. “In with you!” Owen pointed to the office and then stepped inside. Eddy chuckled and followed him inside.

      “Thanks, Owen.” Eddy sat down on the small padded exam table.

      “So, how long have you been experiencing exhaustion?” Owen asked. He wrapped a blood pressure cuff around Eddy's arm.

      “Ever since I met Samantha,” Eddy replied in a dry tone.

      Owen met his eyes with a short laugh. “Are you pulling my leg, Eddy?”

      “Honestly, I haven't been tired. I've been laying low because some new single ladies have moved in. You know how they like the men in uniform.” He winked lightly at Owen.

      “So, that must mean that you wanted to get me alone for another reason?” Owen asked.

      “Aha, you are starting to pick up on the detective skills,” Eddy lowered his voice slightly. “I wanted to talk about Vince.”

      “Vince.” Owen nodded. “It's a terrible thing, what happened to him. I still can't wrap my head around Simon being involved.”

      “Neither can I. I don't think he was.” Eddy frowned and leaned closer. “What I'm trying to figure out is, who was? Samantha said she saw Vince talking to Lily a few times. Walt mentioned that he had seen them argue. Did you notice anything strange between them?”

      “Between them, no.” Owen put the blood pressure cuff away. He looked a little tense as he turned back to Eddy.

      “Between whom then?” Eddy pressed.

      “To be honest with you, I'd rather not say.” Owen set his jaw.

      “Owen, this is me.” Eddy looked at him with disbelief. “You can tell me what you suspect.”

      “It's not that I don't trust you, Eddy, it's just I've tried to make it my policy to not spread rumors.” Owen sighed. “I mean, if you share a rumor enough times it pretty much becomes the truth. This rumor could get someone in a lot of trouble.”

      Eddy was intrigued. He stood up from the padded bench.

      “Well, I think Vince got into plenty of trouble. Don't you?” He met Owen's eyes directly, leaving him no room to argue. “If what you know might have anything to do with that, I suggest you tell me.”

      Owen shook his head as he looked at Eddy. “I bet you were fierce in the interrogation room.”

      “That's putting it mildly,” Eddy's tone was hard as he continued to fix Owen with a steady gaze. “So?”

      Owen peeked his head out the door of the office to make sure that no one was nearby. Then he closed the door again. He turned back to look at Eddy.

      “You have to understand that when you work with people, there's a certain sense of loyalty.” Owen frowned.

      “That loyalty goes out the window when someone ends up dead.” Eddy clenched his jaw briefly, and then released a sigh. “Listen, it's me, Owen. I'll keep your name out of anything this might turn into. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Owen nodded, but he still appeared reluctant. “Petty cash has been going missing over the past month or so. There are rumors that Lily is stealing it. So far no one has been able to prove it. But she is the main suspect.”

      “Lily?” Eddy asked. “That's surprising.”

      “Isn't it?” Owen's eyes widened. “I didn't want to believe it at first. She's always so sweet and seems to really care about the residents here. But I've got to admit that the more rumors I hear the more I begin to wonder. I mean, who else could it be?”

      “Hmm.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “That is a good question. What about Vince? Did anyone suspect him of stealing?”

      “I don’t think there's any way he could have. The petty cash is locked in the safe and only a few staff members have the combination.” Owen crossed his arms. “I don't know for sure that Lily was involved in stealing, but she did seem pretty cozy with Vince. Then again, she's friendly with everyone.”

      “Thanks for the information, Owen.” Eddy opened the door.

      “Just remember that I don't know anything for sure,” Owen said firmly. Eddy smiled at him. He could always count on Owen's honesty, that was one of the first things that had bonded the two of them together. Now he was curious about Lily's behavior. Was it possible that Vince had found out about the stolen money and decided to turn her in? Would Lily be capable of killing someone to protect her job and her freedom?

      Eddy frowned as he walked back towards his villa. It was never a good thing when a suspect list kept growing instead of getting smaller. It was going to take a lot of sorting to figure out exactly who was responsible. Unfortunately for Simon, he was the easiest target. Eddy had worked with many detectives who believed the simplest answer was usually always the right answer. He knew that Detective Brunner would probably be inclined to go after Simon if there was adequate evidence rather than looking for any other suspects.
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      Early the next morning Samantha received a call from Eddy.

      “I want to speak with Lily. Do you want to join me?” Eddy asked.

      “Yes, I have a few questions for her, too. I'll meet you there.” She hung up the phone before Eddy could argue. She was used to him thinking that he could always take the lead in things like this, and she was going to make sure that he knew that he couldn't. When she met up with him outside the office he regarded her warily.

      “Morning, Samantha.”

      “Morning, Eddy.” She smiled at him. “Did you find out any information last night?”

      “Only that Lily may be a thief.” Eddy tilted his head towards the door of the office. “I'm going to go in there and find out one way or the other.” He held Samantha's eyes as if awaiting a challenge from her.

      “I think that you should let me do the talking.” Samantha shot a look in his direction.

      “You? Why? I'm the one with experience.” Eddy shook his head. “I did this for a living remember?”

      “You were trained to get information out of someone you had trapped in a box. You used intimidation and force to get your answers. In my career I had to get information from people by being as kind and often as manipulative as possible. People don't willingly speak to a crime reporter you know, I had to be quite charismatic,” she said confidently as they neared the office.

      “That I believe.” Eddy winked lightly at her. “You have enough charm to get anyone to do anything.”

      Samantha regarded him for a moment. She wasn't sure whether to take his words as a compliment or as an insult. Either way she was fairly certain that she was not going to find a way to convince him to let her take the lead.

      “Listen Eddy, women don't like to be cornered and questioned. We don't have any real evidence against Lily. The moment she thinks that you're accusing her of something, she's going to turn tail and run,” Samantha emphasized. “If we go in there with guns blazing we're both just going to be wasting our time.”

      “Just let me do what I do, Samantha. You have to learn to trust me sometime,” he smiled faintly at her.

      Samantha raised an eyebrow and was about to explain that she did trust him but some things should be left to her, but it was too late. Eddy was already opening the door to the office. Lily hung up her cell phone the moment they walked in. She was a young and petite woman. Her wavy, light brown hair was always perfect and her nails were pristine. She took care of herself very well. Samantha had asked her a few times about the shade of lipstick she wore or where she had her nails done, as Lily always looked so beautiful. Samantha didn't preoccupy herself with things like that, but once in a while she liked to make the extra effort to look nice.

      “Hi Lily,” Eddy spoke up before Samantha could. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

      “Uh, Eddy, right?” Lily asked. “You're a friend of Owen's, aren't you?”

      “Yes.” Eddy nodded and offered her what he hoped was a charming smile. “I just need to ask you a few questions.”

      That sentence caused her lips to tighten and her eyes to harden. She looked from Eddy to Samantha and then back to Eddy. “About what?”

      “Oh, just a few things we want to clear up,” Samantha said in a softer tone. She wanted to put Lily at ease since it was clear that Eddy had already ruffled her feathers. “Do you think we could sit?” She gestured to the two chairs in front of the desk.

      “Oh, I wish I had the time, but I was actually just heading out. I hope you understand. If you have any complaints about the property I can give you the manager’s number.” She smiled. When Lily smiled her entire face lit up and she looked even younger. She had cherubic features that gave her an air of innocence.

      “I'm sure you can answer these questions quickly. Don't you have a minute or two?” Eddy asked. His voice was stern enough that his words didn't sound very much like questions. Lily looked at him with mounting suspicion.

      “I don't know what this is about, but I have to go.” Lily stood up from behind the desk. “Like I said, I'd be happy to give you the manager's number if you need to speak to someone right away. Is there a maintenance problem? I can call Jacob for you.”

      Samantha cringed at the mention of Jacob. She recalled the way he had looked at her when she walked past him. The last thing she wanted was Jacob's help.

      “No, we don't need Jacob. We need to speak to you.” Samantha decided to say something before Eddy could get more aggressive and frighten Lily. “Weren't you friends with Vince?”

      Lily lowered her eyes a moment. She nodded silently.

      “We are only here to help, Lily,” Samantha spoke in a softer tone. She stepped closer to Lily. “I can only imagine what a shock it was for you to hear the news.”

      Lily looked up at Samantha with tears in her eyes. “I really can't talk now,” her voice trembled with each word.

      “I understand. We're not trying to cause you any trouble, Lily. We just wanted to know if you knew anything about what Vince might have been involved in. Was he in with a dangerous crowd?” Samantha met Lily's eyes with genuine sympathy. But whatever bond Lily had begun to form with Samantha immediately snapped.

      “I said I don't have time to talk. All you want to do is spread rumors. Vince was a good man, and no one should be talking behind his back.” Lily whisked by Samantha. “I have to go.”

      “Lily wait!” Samantha started to go after her, but Eddy grabbed her lightly by the wrist.

      “Don't bother. We're not going to get anything else out of her right now.” He frowned.

      “What are we going to do?” Samantha sighed. “We didn't find anything out.”

      “Samantha, would you say that Lily might just be hiding something?” Eddy's voice held a hint of sarcasm.

      “I'd have to say, yes. The question is, what?” Samantha asked. “She was in an awfully big hurry to get out of here.”

      “Well, then maybe we should follow her.” Eddy pulled his keys out of his pocket. “Care to join me for a drive?”

      “Absolutely.” Samantha smiled. She was chomping at the bit to find out what Lily was up to.

      “Let's hurry,” Eddy said leading her towards the parking lot. Lily's car was just pulling out when Eddy and Samantha got into Eddy's car. Eddy did his best to appear casual and waited a minute before pulling out as well. The road leading out of Sage Gardens was long and had no other turns until it reached the main road. Eddy could afford to leave Lily a little space.

      “Where do you think she's going?” Samantha asked.

      “Maybe to a doctor's appointment. Maybe to meet with a lawyer. Who knows?” Eddy peered through the windshield and kept a close eye on the tail lights of Lily's car.

      “Did you do this often?” Samantha asked.

      “Do what?” Eddy glanced briefly at her.

      “Tail criminals?” Samantha grinned. “You seem very good at it.”

      “Not really.” Eddy chuckled. “My career as a police officer wasn't as exciting as the shows you see on television. Before I became a detective it mostly involved driving around in circles and waiting for a call to come through and then I spent a lot of time investigating and interrogating. But there were times that I was involved in some situations that were quite tense.” His expression grew solemn. “There are moments I wish I hadn't lived, trust me.”

      Samantha grew quiet as she studied his profile. Eddy was often brusque but occasionally he gave her a glimpse of what his inner world was like. She could tell that there were things that haunted him. She hoped that one day he would consider her a good enough friend to confide some of those things. As far as Samantha knew, she, Walt, and Owen, were Eddy's only real friends. He had many contacts in the police department, but none of them seemed to be his friends.

      “I'm sure you had some experiences that you wish you could undo,” Eddy commented turning the car to follow after Lily.

      “I did,” Samantha agreed. “I have to say everything felt tense, you know? Sometimes situations seemed a lot more dramatic than they actually were. But I was always waiting for things to get hairy.”

      “You are one brave woman, Samantha.” Eddy looked over at her with a brief smile. “Or foolish, I'm not sure just yet.”

      “Oh, thanks for that almost compliment.” Samantha laughed. “Oh look, she's turning into that plaza.” Samantha pointed through the side window.

      “Great, we tailed her to her manicurist.” Eddy shook his head as one of the shops in the plaza was a hair and nail salon. He started to drive past the plaza as he didn't see a reason to continue following her. Samantha grabbed the crook of his elbow.

      “Turn in!” Her words were hissed with urgency. Eddy was startled by her tone and almost took the curb when he turned into the entrance of the plaza. He managed to straighten the car without losing control of it, but his cheeks were red with anger.

      “Samantha, you could have gotten us both killed,” Eddy said sharply as he looked over at her. He pulled the car into the parking lot.

      “She didn't go into the salon.” Samantha frowned. “She went around behind the building.”

      “So, maybe there is more parking back there?” Eddy suggested.

      “Why would she need more parking? The place is practically empty.” Samantha pointed to all of the empty parking spots right in front of the salon. Eddy nodded a little.

      “That's still no reason to nearly kill us.” Eddy steered the car slowly around the side of the building.

      “I'm sorry, I just reacted.” Samantha's gaze was fixated to the window. “I am certain she is up to something. Every secret meeting I've ever heard of takes place in an empty parking lot.”

      “I can't disagree with you there.” Eddy nodded. He stopped the car at the corner of the building. “If we pull all the way around she's going to know that we're here.”

      “On foot?” Samantha asked.

      “Only if you promise to listen to me.” Eddy met her eyes. “We have no idea what Lily is up to. At the very least it's probably something to do with the money. She may be stealing from petty cash. At worst it could have something to do with Vince's murder. If you're not going to listen to me, then you need to stay in the car.”

      “Oh Eddy!” Samantha looked at him with a soft smile. “You're so sweet and naive.”

      Eddy stared at her with confusion. “What?”

      “To think that anyone gets to tell me what to do.” Samantha smirked. She climbed out of the car before Eddy could stop her. She had been in enough dangerous situations to handle herself, and she had never been armed in any of them. As she crept towards the corner of the building, Eddy caught up with her. He shot her a glare, but didn't argue. He peered around the corner as well. There were only two cars behind the building, Lily's and a brown sedan.

      As Samantha and Eddy watched, the driver's side door of the brown sedan swung open. A man stepped out, dressed in one of the most ridiculous suits that Samantha had ever seen. That was saying a lot considering the places that she had been. The suit was mostly white with splashes of color on the lapels, stripes on the pants, and a neon yellow dress shirt under the jacket. She had never seen anything like it before. The hat perched on top of his head had a thin, short brim and was just as colorful as his suit.

      As he walked towards Lily, Samantha felt some anxiety. What if Lily was in danger? What if they just stood there and watched as she got herself into a bad situation? Samantha looked over at Eddy. He was completely focused on the scene that was unfolding. Samantha knew how important it was to find out what Lily was up to, but she felt such an urge to intervene. Lily greeted the man with a slight nod. There wasn't a hint of affection, or even fear.

      “Do you have it?” he asked sternly.

      “I said I would, didn't I?” she spat her words in return. It was clear that there was no love lost between the two of them. Samantha could sense the tension building as they glared at one another. Eddy handed his phone to Samantha and indicated to her to take a photo of the man.

      “So? Where is it? I don't want you playing any more games with me, Lily,” his voice carried across the parking lot. His words were rumbled in a way that made everything he said sound like a threat. Samantha positioned the phone and took a photo as she listened closely.

      “I'm not playing any games,” Lily said as she reached into her purse and pulled out a thick envelope. Samantha suspected that it had money stacked inside. As she watched, Lily handed it over to the man. “This is the final payment.”

      “All of it?” The man looked genuinely surprised. He flipped the envelope open and just as Samantha had suspected he lifted a stack of cash halfway out of the envelope. He began sorting through the bills. “Did you win the lottery?” He chuckled.

      “That's not really any of your concern,” Lily said sternly. “Our business is finished. I don't expect to hear from you again.”

      “That hurts, Lily,” he said mockingly. “After all I've done for you, that's how you treat me?”

      “Goodbye.” She turned and started to walk back towards her car. Samantha's heart fell. She had hoped that Lily would turn out to be innocent, but from the way it looked, she was definitely involved.

      “We should go,” Eddy hissed beside Samantha's ear. “We don't want them knowing that we were here.”

      Samantha nodded. She looked once more in Lily's direction. Then she followed Eddy to the car. As Eddy sped out of the parking lot, Samantha stared out the window.

      “What's wrong?” Eddy asked. He looked over at her with some concern. “I'm not used to you being so quiet.”

      “It just seems to me that Lily hired that man to kill Vince. I mean it's the only thing that makes sense, isn't it? The way she said that their business was finished. It made me sick to my stomach to think that she could have hired someone to slaughter Vince.” She closed her eyes briefly. “I really wanted her to be as nice as she seemed.”

      “Wait a minute, pump the brakes.” Eddy shook his head. “You're making an awful lot of assumptions.”

      “Am I? What else could it be about?” Samantha replied. “She was stealing from petty cash to pay for Vince's murder. It's disgusting. In a way our rent probably funded a murder for hire.”

      “If that's what happened.” Eddy pulled back into Sage Gardens. “Things are not always as they seem, Samantha. I didn't peg Lily for a killer.”

      “I didn't peg her for one either, but that doesn't mean that she isn't.” Samantha sighed. “It's much easier to pay someone to do your dirty work than to do it yourself.”

      “But it's also possible that Lily was paying him for something else, like drugs.” Eddy frowned. “We still don't know what happened to that cocaine, or even where it came from. She might have bought it from the man in the parking lot, and needed to pay her debt for it.”

      “That's true.” Samantha nodded slowly.

      “The best way to find out what she was doing with him, is to find out who he is. We've got his picture, I'm going to take it to one of my guys in the lab at the police station. He can run it through facial recognition and we might get a hit. I find it very unlikely that he doesn't have a criminal history.” He parked the car.

      “That's a good idea.” Samantha opened her car door to get out.

      “Samantha, wait just a minute,” Eddy asked. He looked at her with a pleading expression.

      “What is it?” She turned back to look at him.

      “Listen, I know that sometimes I get a little forceful. Old habits die hard. No hard feelings?” He met her eyes with concern. Samantha was touched that he seemed worried about whether he had offended her.

      “No hard feelings. Just remember, next time I'm putting you on your back.” She smiled saucily and closed the car door behind her. As she walked away she could hear him chuckling behind her. Her friendship with Eddy had its strained moments, but she was beginning to see that he really only had the best intentions.
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      Eddy was still troubled by the way he had spoken to Samantha as he drove to the local police station. He knew that a young lab tech, Chris, would be working, and he wanted to be there in person to make sure that he would evaluate the photograph that Samantha had taken. He parked in the public lot and walked up to the police station. He noticed a few looks from officers and staff that recognized him, but he didn't stop to talk. Instead he just kept walking towards the lab. He knew that at any moment someone might stop him as he was entering a private area, but he didn't care. If he was questioned then he would explain himself, otherwise he would just keep going. As he reached the lab Chris was just stepping inside. He paused when he saw Eddy.

      “Eddy!” He smiled from ear to ear. “It's so good to see you.”

      “And you.” Eddy smiled in return. “I'm sorry I haven't dropped in much lately.”

      “Hey, that's all right. What can I help you with?” Chris lifted an eyebrow. “I know that you're not here just for a visit.”

      “Actually, I have a picture of someone. I was hoping that you could run it through the facial recognition program, if it's not too much trouble.”

      “No trouble at all.” Chris glanced around as if he was looking for someone in particular, then he gestured to the door of the lab. “Go ahead. We'll upload the picture and get the program started.”

      “Great.” Eddy stepped into the lab. He noticed that Chris looked around again before shutting the door. The door did not provide much privacy as the lab was mostly windows.

      Not long after Eddy uploaded the photograph to Chris' computer there was a swift, sharp knock on the door of the lab. Chris looked up fearfully. Eddy followed his gaze to the face in the window of the door.

      “Oops, looks like I've been spotted,” Eddy muttered as Detective Brunner opened the door to the lab.

      “What's going on in here?” Detective Brunner asked. His annoyance was clearly depicted by the crease in his forehead and the curl of his upper lip.

      “Nothing of interest.” Eddy met the detective's eyes without hesitation.

      “You don't have clearance to be in the lab.” Detective Brunner gestured to the door. “Leave please!”

      Eddy gritted his teeth, but he did not argue. He didn't want to do anything that would put Chris' job in jeopardy. Once he was out in the hallway, Detective Brunner followed after him.

      “Look, Chris is a friend, I was just visiting.” Eddy frowned.

      “I don't believe that at all.” Detective Brunner narrowed his eyes. “I think you're poking your nose into things.”

      “Shouldn't I?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. “I don't see you doing the job properly.”

      “Excuse me?” Detective Brunner shook his head. “We have a suspect in custody.”

      “Wrong, you have an innocent man in custody.” Eddy tried to stay calm as he didn’t want to antagonize Detective Brunner unnecessarily. “When the truth comes out you're going to have a scandal on your hands.” Eddy eyed him grimly.

      “And you know this, how?” Detective Brunner asked.

      “I think you need to do a more thorough investigation.” He fixed Detective Brunner with a hard gaze. “I don’t think this murder is as simple as it seems. You need to stop rushing it and look into it further.”

      “Or maybe you need to remember that you are retired.” He pointed to the exit. “Now leave, before you get arrested.”

      Eddy stared at him with disbelief. He felt an extreme urge to get into a scuffle with the man, but he forced himself to resist. He would never sully the sanctity of a police station with violent behavior.

      “I'll leave, just remember what I said.” Eddy sneered with disgust. As he walked out of the police station he felt a pang of regret. He missed belonging to the police force, he missed the detectives he had once known and worked with, who would have turned every rock to make sure the murder was adequately investigated and solved. He felt as if so much had changed since he wore the badge. Despite the fact that he was no longer a detective, the obligation he felt to seek justice still weighed on him just as heavily as it always had.

      Samantha was waiting for Eddy in front of his villa when he returned.

      “Where have you been?” She noticed the troubled look on his face.

      “I took the photograph into the police lab to have it analyzed for facial recognition.” He unlocked his door and opened it for her.

      “What happened?” Samantha followed him in. “Did you get a match?”

      “No match yet. I don't think.” He frowned and tossed his keys into a small ceramic bowl on the table and placed his hat on the coat rack. “I should hear soon.”

      “Are you doing okay, Eddy?” Samantha asked. He had barely looked at her.

      “Yes, I just wish that we were a little closer to finding the actual killer. I mean we have theories, but none of them really hold water yet. We need the missing pieces.”

      “I know you're frustrated. So am I,” Samantha said. “I hate to admit it, but I'm not comfortable in my own home. I keep thinking about what will happen if the killer is spooked.”

      “Samantha, you shouldn't have to worry about that. I will do my best to make sure that you don't have to.” Eddy looked as if he was about to say more, but the ring of his cell phone interrupted him.

      Eddy picked up his cell phone on the first ring.

      “What do you have for me?”

      “I have the identity of the man in the picture you gave me,” Chris said. “He's a well-known loan shark.”

      “A loan shark?” Eddy asked.

      “Doesn't that sound right to you?” Chris sounded troubled. He was always eager to please Eddy.

      “No, I'm sure it's right, it's just not what I expected. Did he have any involvement with drugs in the past?”

      “No, nothing like that.”

      “What about working as a hitman? Or even hired muscle?” Eddy suggested.

      “No, his only arrests have been non-violent,” Chris insisted. “I don't even see any known associates that were involved in violent crime or drugs. He seems to be purely a financial predator.”

      “Thanks for your help, Chris.”

      “I'm sorry if I didn't get you the answers that you're looking for.”

      “You did great, Chris. Thanks a lot.”

      “What did he say?” Samantha asked eagerly as Eddy hung up his phone. He looked puzzled as he thought about what Chris had told him.

      “It seems that our drug dealing hitman is neither. He's just a loan shark.” He shrugged.

      “A loan shark?” Samantha pursed her lips for a moment as she replayed in her mind the encounter they had witnessed. “So, the money she gave him was likely to pay off a loan.”

      “Well, we don't know that for sure. It's possible that he branched off into more violent activity recently. It's unlikely given his lack of violent history, but it's always possible.”

      “I suppose. It just seems like we're going around in circles with this.” She sighed.

      “There's really only one way to find out exactly what he was up to. We can go to him and ask him.” Eddy smiled.

      “As if it's that simple?” Samantha laughed at the idea. “I don't think that he's going to talk that easily.”

      “Maybe not, but we won't know unless we ask, will we? I can have Chris text me some of the places he frequents. I don't think that it will take us long to find him, as outlandish as his style is.” He chuckled at the memory of it.

      “That's true. I suppose that it couldn't hurt to try. Shall we go together?”

      “I was hoping you'd agree.” He picked his keys up out the bowl. “I'll drive.”

      “All right.” Samantha nodded. As they walked towards the parking lot, Walt waved to them from the office. The three met in the middle of the courtyard.

      “Where are you two off to?” Walt asked.

      “We're going to pay a visit to a loan shark.” Eddy looked towards the office. “Were you in the office?”

      “Yes, I was just giving Lily my rent check,” he said as he ushered the two of them away from the office. “I just saw Lily on one of those online poker sites,” he whispered.

      “Really?” Eddy asked with wide eyes.

      “Yep.” Walt nodded. “When she saw I was there she quickly closed down the page.”

      “Maybe she is involved in gambling,” Samantha said thoughtfully.

      “Maybe that’s why she needed the money,” Eddy suggested.

      “Yeah, maybe she has a gambling problem,” Walt agreed.

      “So, Lily was gambling?” Samantha said thoughtfully. “Maybe she got in too deep and that’s why she borrowed money from the loan shark.”

      “That still doesn't explain why she killed Vince, or if she did. I think we still need to talk to the loan shark.” Eddy glanced at Walt. “Want to come along?”

      “No, thank you. I don't do seedy well.” He shook his head sharply.

      Samantha tried not to laugh at his reaction.

      “Okay, we'll let you know what we find out,” Eddy promised.
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      Eddy and Samantha stopped at several clubs and hangouts throughout the city. It was getting to be very late by the time they stopped at the last potential location for the loan shark. The parking lot was half-filled with cars. It was just getting to be happy hour, and Samantha was sure that more people would be arriving soon.

      “Might be crowded.” Eddy frowned as he stepped out of the car.

      “I don't think that he'll be very hard to spot.” Samantha smiled at Eddy and climbed out the passenger side.

      “Let's hope that you're right,” Eddy replied. He slid his arm through Samantha's as they walked up to the building. On the outside it just looked like an abandoned strip mall. But when Eddy opened the door flashing lights and throbbing music poured out of the luxurious interior. Everything was carpeted. The floors, the seats, and the walls. To Samantha, it felt like being swallowed up by carpet. The music was loud and pounding.

      Samantha had been in places like this in the past, but had no good memories of them. It was easy to get into trouble when the lights were too dim to see who was lurking, and the music was too loud for anyone to hear a scream. She was relieved to feel Eddy's arm hooked snugly in her own. As if he was thinking the same thing he tightened his grasp. Samantha did not resist. She searched the crowd for any sign of the man they were looking for.

      “There he is.” Samantha tilted her head towards the multi-colored hat that stuck out in a group of dark hats and bare heads. They walked a bit closer as Eddy removed his arm from hers so they could fit through the crowd. “Looks like he has quite a few friends,” Samantha said as he was surrounded by several other men. They were laughing and joking loudly.

      Samantha felt her muscles tense. Confronting a loan shark was one thing, but doing so while he was surrounded by potentially unsavoury people was quite another. “Should we wait it out?” she said as she turned towards Eddy only to find that he was no longer beside her. When she looked back at the loan shark she realized that Eddy had already inserted himself in the group of men, and was laughing right along with them. Samantha might have been annoyed if she wasn't so impressed.

      Samantha made her way casually towards the group, but remained on the edge of the gathering. She knew that it would be quite strange for a lone woman to walk up to that many men when she knew none of them. She was close enough to hear their conversation, but far enough away to be just another patron of the club.

      “So, what brings you here?” The loan shark slung an arm around Eddy's neck. “I don't think we've had an old legend in these parts in a long time.”

      Samantha raised an eyebrow. She had no idea what he meant by that.

      “You know, I've been busy, Maury.” Eddy shrugged.

      “Well, it's good to see you, old man. I've heard so many stories about you. I'm just glad that I've never been across the table from you.” He chuckled at that.

      “Oh, but you are right now, Maury.” Eddy locked eyes with the man. “There may not be a table, but we need to talk.”

      Maury's smile faded. He slowly drew his arm away from Eddy's shoulders. “What's this about?” he asked in a gruff tone.

      “I want to know why you were meeting with Lily Cabressi.” Eddy straightened his shoulders and stood his ground.

      Maury looked over at his gaggle of friends. “Give us a minute.”

      His friends all began to scatter throughout the club. Samantha took the opportunity to move closer to Eddy.

      “Just some friendly questions, Maury.” Eddy smiled.

      “With you, Eddy, nothing is friendly.” Maury shook his head. “I knew that woman would get me in trouble eventually.”

      “Hey, I don't want to cause any trouble. I'm just looking for some information.” Eddy met his eyes again. “Nothing but a conversation.”

      “I don't believe you,” Maury scowled. “But what is it that you want to know?”

      “Lily, what was your business with her?” Eddy braced himself for Maury's response.

      “My business, is my business, Eddy, and it has nothing to do with you. I thought you hung up the badge?” He glared at Eddy.

      “We're not here as police.” Samantha stepped up to the two men. “We're here because we're trying to free an innocent man.”

      Maury stared at Samantha for some time. Eddy grimaced with barely restrained frustration at the interruption.

      “A free man, eh?” Maury looked more intently at Samantha. “I'm all about freedom. Too many people getting locked up for no reason.”

      “Exactly.” Samantha nodded. “All we need to know is why you were meeting with Lily.”

      Maury looked past the two as if searching for any backup they might have called in. Then he looked over at Eddy. “She owed me money, that's all.”

      “From a gambling debt?” Samantha suggested.

      “Gambling is illegal outside of a casino, ma'am.” Maury wagged his finger at her. “I don't ask what the loans are for, I just try to help out my friends anytime I can. But you know, they have to pay me back eventually.”

      “Or your friends start losing appendages?” Eddy muttered.

      “My business is my business, Eddy. It's all between friends.” He crossed his arms.

      “All right, fine. So, you loaned her a large sum of money?” Eddy asked.

      “It was quite a bit, yes.” He nodded.

      “Did she ever mention a man named Vince?” Samantha asked.

      “No, we didn't really discuss anything beyond the cash. She was having a hard time paying it back. But we're all settled up now, no worries.”

      “Even if the money she paid you with came from committing a murder?” Samantha challenged.

      “Samantha,” Eddy spoke sternly.

      “Look hon, I don't care where the money comes from as long as it ends up in my pocket. All right? Now, if you two are going to start slinging around the big M word, this conversation is over. I'm not getting any murder pinned on me.” Maury turned and walked away. Samantha started to go after him.

      “Don't you even think about it,” Eddy warned. “He won’t tell you anything else. When he decides a conversation is over, it is over.”

      “But I'm sure that there is more that he could tell us,” Samantha stated firmly as she watched Maury disappear into the crowd.

      “I'm sure you're right. He might have told us a lot more, if you hadn't interrupted us.” He turned towards the door and glanced back. He expected her to follow. Samantha felt terrible as she trailed after him. She thought she was helping, but she was also trying to take over. She wanted the chance to question Maury as much as Eddy did.

      Outside, Eddy opened the passenger door for Samantha. “Let's get out of here before Maury comes back with his friends.”

      Samantha slid into the seat silently. She didn't even bother to look in his direction. After Eddy started the car and got on the road, Samantha's mind shifted back to the encounter between Eddy and Maury.

      “You didn't tell me that you knew Maury.”

      “Did I need to?” Eddy's response was short.

      “No, I was just surprised that you two seemed to know each other quite well.” She sighed. “Are you going to stay angry with me?”

      “I'm not angry. I just wish that you would trust me to do my job. Yes, Maury and I knew each other in the past. I didn't recognize him until I saw him properly face to face. I didn't think he would remember me. We worked on a small potatoes sting together years ago. He got paid for it, and we went our separate ways. It was nothing really. When he recognized me, I just went with it.” He shook his head. “You may know how to get information out of people, Samantha, but when it comes to a loan shark like Maury you have to be very careful about what words you use. The moment that you mentioned murder, he wasn't going to say another word.”

      “I'm sorry,” Samantha apologized and looked out the window. “I guess I got a little ahead of myself.”

      “Don't feel too badly. I don't think he had much more to tell us. He loaned Lily a large amount of money, probably to pay off her gambling debt to someone else. I'm just not sure how Vince is involved in any of this.”

      “Remember, Vince gave Lily money. Maybe he had a loan from Maury, too.” She clucked her tongue lightly. “I don't know if we're going to figure out how this all connects.”

      “We will,” Eddy spoke with confidence. “There's one person who knows the truth about everything. It's time we speak to her again. I want you to meet me at the office first thing tomorrow morning. We're not going to let Lily slip away this time.”
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      Samantha had trouble sleeping. Her mind kept returning to the look in Lily's eyes. Her thoughts were a muddle of suspicion. She had no idea who to suspect anymore. The thought of Simon still being in jail weighed on her mind as well. She tossed and turned most of the night.

      When the sun began to rise she remembered that she needed to get up and meet Eddy. She decided to close her eyes for just a moment. That moment passed very quickly. When she opened her eyes again it had been almost an hour. She jumped out of bed. Half-asleep she rummaged through her closet for something to put on. Then she rushed out the door. Her fingers stumbled over the menus on her phone in an attempt to see if she had missed a call from Eddy. When she reached the office, she didn't see him waiting for her outside. She hurried towards the door. At the same time she typed out a text to Eddy.

      Where are you?

      She looked up in time to see two figures through the front office window. It only took her a second to recognize one as Lily and the other as Eddy. Her stomach lurched as she realized that Eddy was already inside. Samantha jerked the door open and stepped inside.

      “Samantha, do you want to call off your dog?” Lily asked. Her eyes were shining with fury as she glared at Eddy.

      “Dog?” Eddy shot back. “I don't think that you have a right to be insulting me when Vince is laying dead in a morgue somewhere. Do you think you had nothing to do with that?”

      Samantha cringed as the tension between the two increased. “Lily, we all just want to figure out what happened to Vince. That's all,” Samantha kept her voice soft in an attempt to soothe the nerves of both of them.

      “Really? Like either of you care about Vince?” Lily snapped. “I've never even seen either of you speak to him. But all of a sudden you're best friends?”

      “We know that you're stealing,” Eddy growled. “It doesn't take much to go from a thief to a murderer, now does it?”

      “What?” Lily shrieked. “You keep quiet! You have no idea what you're talking about! I would never hurt Vince!” Lily's eyes brimmed with tears. Her hands balled into fists at her sides as if she might decide to haul off and punch Eddy right in the nose. Instead, her tears began to fall. Her body trembled with the force of her grief. Samantha recognized her genuine sorrow.

      “Oh Lily,” she said gently. “You two were in love, weren't you?”

      “You're falling for this?” Eddy asked incredulously.

      Samantha shot him a look of impatience. Then she looked back at Lily. “I'm sorry that he's gone, Lily,” she spoke gently.

      Lily began to cry. Samantha grabbed a tissue from the desk and offered it to her. Lily took it and dabbed lightly at her eyes.

      “I still can't believe it,” she whispered. “I can't believe that he's gone, after all that we've been through.”

      Eddy shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. It was clear that he was still trying to adjust to the change of mood in the room.

      “Just tell me what happened, Lily. I want to get justice for Vince, just like you do,” Samantha said as soothingly as she could.

      “Vince and I were together a while ago. We were going to get married. But things didn't work out. Even though we weren't engaged anymore, we still remained best friends. When I started having problems, I turned to Vince to help me.” She wiped at her eyes and shook her head. “I didn't ever think that it would come to this. I don't know what happened to Vince, I only hope it wasn't my fault.”

      “What trouble did you get into?” Eddy asked. “Is that why you were stealing?”

      “I'm not admitting to anything about that. The truth is I got into gambling. I thought if I could win enough money then I could change my life. But all I did was lose, over and over.” She wiped her eyes again and then looked up at the ceiling. “Vince warned me not to get in too deep, but I just kept getting in deeper.”

      “That's when Maury got involved?” Samantha frowned.

      “Yes, I went to him for a loan to cover my debt. I was really struggling. I knew that I had a problem. Maury gave me the loan, but then he started acting like he owned me. I was scared of what he might try to make me do. I was under scrutiny here, and I had no money, so I turned to Vince. He understood. He helped me,” she said with despair. “He told me that it was my chance to get things right, and that I should pay everything off and start with a clean slate.” Her chin trembled with grief. “He wanted me to have the chance he never did.”

      “Sounds like he was looking out for you.” Samantha smiled sympathetically.

      “He was.” Lily nodded. “The funny thing is, I broke up with him because I didn't like what he was involved in. Then I ended up getting into illegal things, too.”

      “What do you mean, what he was involved in?” Eddy asked. His eyes narrowed as he sensed she was about to provide information that they needed to hear.

      Lily pursed her lips. She looked thoughtful for a moment. “It doesn't matter now, does it?” She looked from Eddy to Samantha. “He's gone, so why does it matter?”

      “It matters because right now there is a man in jail, Simon, who did not kill Vince,” Samantha spoke in a firm tone and locked eyes with Lily. “You know that he did not do it.”

      “Simon wouldn't hurt anyone.” Lily cast her eyes towards the desk and sighed. “But I don't know who killed Vince. Dragging his name through the mud isn't going to change that.”

      “Who are you scared of, Lily?” Eddy abruptly asked. His tone was stern but almost paternal. “Who has you frightened enough that you would let someone who cared about you go to the grave without justice?”

      Lily met Eddy's eyes with tears shadowing her own. “People like us don't care about justice, Eddy. We know that it doesn't exist. Vince was involved with some very dangerous people. He wouldn't want anyone else to pay for his mistakes. So no, I'm not going to name any names, and you're damn right, I'm scared. You two have no idea what you've gotten yourselves into. I suggest you stop looking into this before you both end up just like Vince.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. He looked over at Samantha. Samantha nodded a little.

      “I'm sorry for your loss, Lily,” Samantha murmured. “If you think of anything else that you might want to tell us, just let us know.”

      As soon as they were out of the office Eddy turned to look at Samantha. “Do you think she's telling the truth? A gambling addict will do almost anything to get their next fix.”

      “I do think that she's telling the truth. I don't think that grief like that can be faked.” She sighed. “But I'm not always the best judge. Why didn't you wait for me?”

      “I thought you weren't coming.” He shrugged. “I didn't want her getting away without talking to her.”

      “I understand,” Samantha acknowledged. “I just couldn't sleep last night. I was worried about so many things. Then when the sun came up I fell asleep for a little while.”

      “It's not good that you're not sleeping, Samantha,” he spoke quietly as he turned to look at her. “Maybe this is all too much for you? Why don't you let Walt and me handle it for a while?”

      “I don't think so.” Samantha laughed. “I'm not going to wait for someone to tell me that everything is fine. I want to be involved. I just don't know where to start now. Do you?”

      “I think we need to take a short break from the case. We need to come back at it with a fresh mind. There is something in all of this mess that makes sense, that makes a connection. We just have to be able to see clearly to find it.” He glanced towards the parking lot. “I'm going to go for a drive. Why don't you get some sleep? Then we can meet at Walt's to discuss things. He is another set of eyes that can help sort through everything.”

      “All right.” Samantha nodded. She was tempted to ask to join him for the drive, but she knew that he needed some quiet time to think. As she turned to walk back towards her villa she yawned. She really did need some sleep. She thought about Simon as she walked past a beautiful garden that he tended. It was still as bright and cheerful as ever, but Samantha knew that wouldn't last long. Without Simon's touch, the flowers would begin to fade. She unlocked the door of her villa, but before she could open her door, she heard someone calling her name. Samantha turned to see Jo walking up to her.

      “How are you?” Jo asked.

      “Not too great.” Samantha yawned again. “I didn't get much sleep last night.”

      “I just wanted to check on you. How is the case progressing?” Jo pretended to just be asking casual questions, but Samantha could tell that she was genuinely curious which surprised Samantha because Jo seemed so adamant that she stay out of the case.

      “We've hit some roadblocks,” Samantha acknowledged. “It's more complicated than we expected.”

      “Well, I'll poke around a bit, and see if there's anything I can turn up,” Jo offered. Samantha thought about what Lily had said about the danger they were all in.

      “If you do, Jo, be careful. We're not entirely sure what we're dealing with.” Samantha shuddered. “Whoever did this was pretty ruthless.”

      “I'll be careful,” Jo said. “I'll let you know if I find anything. Try to get some rest.”

      “Thanks Jo.” Samantha let herself into her villa and then closed the door. It meant a lot that Jo had come to check on her. She just hoped that she wasn't pulling Jo into something too dangerous.
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      After a short nap, Samantha woke to the sun setting. She blinked a few times as she tried to figure out why she was waking up at twilight. Then everything came rushing back to her. She sat up and yawned. She was still pretty tired, but she was curious about what Walt and Eddy might have found.

      Samantha was lost in thought as she walked along the path towards Walt's villa. In the past she would have been on full alert while walking alone in the dark. Since she had become accustomed to the security of Sage Gardens she had begun to let her guard down. Now and then she felt an urge to protect herself, but most of the time she felt as if she was walking through her own backyard.

      When Samantha noticed something out of the corner of her eye, she dismissed it at first as palm fronds brushing across the side of a villa. A moment later it registered that the shadows she had seen had a distinctively human shape. She felt uneasy as she thought of the possibilities. Despite the fact that Sage Gardens was a gated community there was always the risk of someone breaking in. There hadn't been any recent break-ins, but with the laid back nature of most of the residents, they might be viewed as easy targets.

      Samantha decided to double back and check. Her mind filled with images of what might happen to her if she was in her villa alone and someone broke in. She would hope that someone walking by would notice. She knew that the villa belonged to a much older gentleman by the name of Bill. He was getting weaker in his old age and required a bit more attention than most of the residents. Samantha reasoned that perhaps one of his nurses was responsible for the shadows that she had seen. But there was always the possibility that was not the case.

      As she walked up towards the villa, she heard a scuffling sound from inside. Her heart froze. It felt as if it refused to beat. Fear coursed through her as the door burst open and two men rushed out past her. She could only tell that they were men, and nothing else about them, as they wore long, dark clothing and thick, black masks. Samantha jumped back as they blazed past her. Her heart began pounding again, hard. The door to the villa was still hanging slightly open. She fumbled for her phone. As she pulled it out of her purse she poked her head inside the villa. It was very dark.

      “Hello?” Her voice carried through the shadows. “Is anyone home?”

      She received no answer. She dialed Eddy's number. He answered on the first ring.

      “Samantha?”

      “Eddy, I think Bill Green's villa just got broken into.”

      “What? Are the police there?” Eddy asked.

      “No, I called you first. The men who broke in are gone.”

      “What's going on here?” The voice drifted from behind Samantha. She turned to find Bill standing a few feet away.

      “Bill! I'm so glad that you're okay.” She sighed with relief.

      “I'll be right there.” Eddy hung up the phone. Samantha tucked her phone back into her purse.

      “Of course I'm okay. I just went to the late buffet. What are you doing here, Samantha? Why is my door open?” He moved past her to look more closely at the door.

      “I was walking by and I saw some movement around your villa. I came to check it out and two men ran out! We need to call the police.” Samantha started to reach for her phone again. She was feeling so flustered that she couldn't figure out what she should do next.

      “No, no police,” Bill said sternly.

      “Why no police?” Eddy asked. He walked up to the pair at a brisk pace.

      “Look, I just don't want the trouble. There's nothing in my villa that anyone would want. I have an old television, a broken DVD player and an assortment of coffee mugs. Nothing worth any money. I'll take a look around, but I'm sure they realized there was nothing of value inside.”

      “Let me go in with you.” Eddy walked up to the door with him.

      “Be careful,” Samantha spoke with concern.

      As the two men disappeared into the villa, Samantha looked around the outside. She was searching for some sign of how the two men had broken in. She knew that she had seen their shadows on the outside of the villa when she was walking up. That meant they must have gotten inside rather quickly. She did not find any open windows or other signs of a break-in. When she walked back around the other side of the house Eddy and Bill were stepping back outside.

      “It doesn't look like anything was taken.” Eddy frowned.

      “Why would someone break in and not take anything?” Samantha asked.

      “Maybe you scared them off,” Eddy replied. He glanced over his shoulder at the villa. “They probably saw you coming and decided to get out before you could catch them.”

      “But how did they get in?” Samantha wondered. “None of the windows are broken. Bill, did you leave your door unlocked?”

      “Never. I always lock up,” Bill said with confidence. Samantha knew that he might have forgotten, everyone had at some point. But what were the chances that on the one night Bill forgot to lock up, someone broke in?

      “Did anyone else have a key? Or did you hide one somewhere?” Samantha looked at the doormat.

      “No, I've got the only one,” Bill sounded impatient. “Listen, no one took anything. I'm not worried about it. I just want to get to bed.”

      “What about the police?” Eddy locked eyes with him. “Don't you think that you should file a report?”

      “Of what? Someone breaking into my house and finding nothing to steal?” Bill laughed a little. “Thanks, but I think I'll skip that humiliation. No, what I'd like to do is just forget it happened. Either it was some kids up to no good, or someone broke into the wrong house. I don't want any trouble and now they know there’s nothing to steal they won’t be back.”

      “You really should think about filing a report.” Samantha frowned as Eddy steered her away from the door.

      “We can't force him,” he said quietly. “If he doesn't want to make a report he doesn't have to.”

      “They weren't kids, Eddy.” Samantha looked back at Bill to plead with him again, but he had already closed his door.

      “It's a good thing you scared them off. If you hadn't Bill might have walked right into the robbery, and that doesn't always end well.” Eddy gestured to the sidewalk, “I'll walk you to your villa.”

      Samantha nodded silently. As they walked her mind was churning. She kept replaying the sight of the two men pushing past her. Had they been armed? She didn't remember seeing any weapons. They didn't seem to be carrying anything.

      “First a murder, and now a break-in,” Samantha commented sadly. “I'm starting to think that Sage Gardens isn't that safe after all.”

      “Nowhere is safe,” Eddy said grimly. “Not really. We buy into the idea of security, but walls and guards will never stop a determined criminal.”

      “But Bill said he had nothing of value for anyone to steal. Why would a criminal be determined to get into his villa?” Samantha questioned as they reached her villa. “Something just doesn't feel right about it, Eddy.”

      “I think you're right.” Eddy nodded. “I'll look into whether there have been any other reports of break-ins in the area, first thing in the morning. Let's not go to Walt's tonight. He said he was looking into a few things himself. I think it's better if the three of us keep a low profile right now. Just make sure you lock up tight, all right?”

      “Eddy, are you worried about me?” Samantha smiled sweetly.

      “All right, enough of that, just make sure you lock up,” Eddy grumbled gruffly under his breath and walked away. Samantha watched him go with an amused smile. It always left Eddy flustered when she called him out on how warm and kind he could be. He seemed to prefer to project the image of a tough guy. But she had learned over the course of their friendship that it was just a show.

      Samantha stepped inside and did take extra care to make sure all the windows and doors were locked in her villa. Even though she knew she was secure when she lay down in bed she had a hard time falling asleep. She kept having flashbacks to the two men rushing out of Bill's villa. She had been so frightened by their sudden appearance. Briefly, so briefly that she hadn't even realized it at the time, she had wondered if they would kill her. She still had quite a few fears buried deep within her, and the two men had certainly awakened one of them.

      It made her angry to think that she could be doing something as simple as walking home, and two criminals had managed to steal her sense of safety. It made her angrier when she thought about what might have happened if Bill had walked in on them. It wasn't as if she couldn't hold her own in a fight, at least she liked to tell herself she could. But what about the older or handicapped residents that would barely be able to defend themselves? They counted on Sage Gardens to be a safe place where they could enjoy their retirement. She wasn't going to let two criminals ruin that sense of security for her friends and neighbors. By the time the sun rose she was determined to go back to Bill and have another conversation with him about filing a police report.
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      At first light Samantha was up and in the shower. She was out the door as soon as she was dressed. She knew just where to find the person she was looking for. Walt was awake and sipping his tea on his front porch as usual.

      “Morning, Samantha. You're up early. Would you like some tea?” Walt stood up from his chair. Samantha climbed the steps onto his porch.

      “Walt, I need your help.” She met his eyes with a determined look.

      “At your service.” Walt smiled warmly.

      “I want you to come with me to talk to Bill Green. I caught two men breaking into his villa last night and he refuses to file a police report. I want to have another conversation with him about that. Eddy is busy with his police contacts this morning. Bill is a little old fashioned and I just think that he would listen to you.” Samantha took a breath and shook her head. “He has to file a police report.”

      “Oh, well.” Walt frowned. “Isn't that really his choice, Samantha?”

      “It is, but I want him to think about the other residents that could be at risk. These men need to be caught,” Samantha said sternly.

      “All right, all right. Don't get too worked up.” Walt picked up his jacket. “I'll go with you. But you can't force people to do the things you want them to, Samantha. Bill may be of the philosophy of not wanting to ruffle feathers.”

      “I can't imagine how anyone could just be okay with someone breaking into their home.” Samantha sighed. “I just want to talk to him about how much of an impact it will have if he files a police report. That way Sage Gardens can amp up the security at night.”

      “As if they haven't after what happened to Vince?” Walt pointed out. They began walking across the courtyard towards Bill's villa.

      “No, they believe they've caught the killer. That means they will start to relax again.” Samantha grimaced with concern.

      “You don't believe that they caught the killer, do you?” Walt asked quietly.

      “I don't, no.” Samantha shook her head. “I don't think that Simon is a killer. And like Eddy pointed out, his feet are way too big to have made those footprints.”

      “But those footprints might have nothing to do with the crime,” Walt reminded her gently. “It's important to keep an open mind.”

      “I guess.” Samantha paused in front of Bill's villa. “I think I'll feel better if I just check with Bill and make sure that he knows he has a right to protect himself.”

      “Fair enough.” Walt nodded. The two walked up to the door of the villa. Samantha started to knock, but before she could the door swung open. Bill stood there in his thin, blue plaid boxers and sleeveless undershirt. Samantha gulped at the sight of his curly, gray chest hair.

      “What the heck?” Bill fumed. “Samantha, will you please get off my newspaper!”

      Samantha stepped back and realized that she had been standing on Bill's newspaper.

      “Bill, can we talk to you for a moment?” Walt asked. Samantha was still trying to recover from the shock of seeing Bill nearly naked.

      “What is this about?” Bill picked up his newspaper and shook it off with an annoyed frown.

      “I think we need to talk about what happened last night a little more,” Samantha pleaded.

      “Really, you need to stop harping on about it.” Bill scowled as he looked at Samantha. “I don't know if you're trying to create some kind of drama for yourself, but me, I want none of it.”

      “It's nothing like that,” Samantha insisted. “I just want to talk about the men I saw coming out of your house. They had to be in there for a reason. If we let the police have a look, we might be able to find out why.”

      “No police,” Bill said staunchly. “I've had enough of them in my lifetime. They never caused me anything but trouble. If I want to have my peace, I should be allowed to have it. Whoever it was that you claimed to have seen didn't steal or break anything. So, I really don't care.”

      “And if they come back?” Walt asked. “What are you going to do to protect yourself?”

      Bill lowered his eyes nervously. It was clear that he felt vulnerable. Samantha thought perhaps that was why he was so against reporting the break-in. Maybe he was afraid that the criminals would seek revenge and he would have no way to defend himself.

      “Look, I'm sure it was just a mistake. What could I possibly have that they would want?” Bill looked perplexed. “There's nothing.”

      “There has to be something.” Walt gazed past Bill. “May we come in and take a look around? We're not the police.”

      “Well, all right. I suppose.” Bill nodded. He allowed them to move past him into the villa.

      “Let me just get some pants.” He headed off to the bedroom. While he was gone Walt swept his gaze over every detail of the living room, dining room, and kitchen. Samantha could see him processing everything he was seeing as if he was some kind of human computer.

      She remained silent as he worked as she did not want to disturb him. Samantha took the time to look around as well. She had been so shaken the night before that it was hard for her to focus. Now that she was thinking more clearly she could see that Bill had been right. His electronics were all older and his furniture was shabby. There was nothing within view of the windows that would be perceived as valuable. So why had the men broken in? Samantha narrowed her eyes as she wondered what she was missing.

      “Aha!” Walt smiled victoriously.

      “What is it? What do you see?” Samantha looked around for what he might have noticed.

      “Take a look.” Walt gestured to the table. Samantha looked at the table. There was nothing on it other than the paper that Bill had just picked up.

      “I don't understand.” She peered more closely at the table.

      “Look at the carpet.” Walt pointed towards the place where the table legs met the carpet.

      “Oh, there are indentations beside the legs,” Samantha murmured.

      “Which means that someone has recently moved this table.” Walt knocked lightly on the solid wood piece of furniture. “Do you think that Bill would be able to move this on his own?”

      “Move that table?” Bill asked. He walked back into the room, luckily this time with pants on. “I haven't moved it since I moved in. I doubt I could budge it.”

      “If you didn't move it, then who did?” Samantha asked. “And why?” She eyed the carpet closely in search of any seams that might be showing. “Perhaps there's a hidden compartment?”

      “Have you had anyone else in the house in the past few days?” Walt asked as Bill looked at the table strangely.

      “Only Jacob, the maintenance worker. He came in to take a look at my garbage disposal earlier this week. But no one else.” He scratched the back of his head. “I'm not sure why anyone would want to move that table. There's nothing hidden as far as I know.”

      “Not under the table, above.” Walt pointed up to the ceiling. “See those marks?”

      There was a scattering of dark marks on the ceiling around the attic entrance. The table was positioned perfectly so that someone standing on top of the table might be able to open the attic access.

      “Did Jacob have any reason to go in the attic?” Samantha asked Bill.

      “No, not that I know of, he was only here to work on the garbage disposal. Do you think that whatever the men were looking for is up there?” Bill asked nervously. “What do you think it might be?”

      “There's only one way to find out.” Samantha looked up at the ceiling. “We'll have to go in.”

      “I certainly will not.” Walt was adamant. “It's going to be filthy in there.”

      “I would, but my hip.” Bill patted his right hip. Samantha eyed the opening. In the past she might have been spry enough to make it through, but now with a little more weight around her belly and her hips spreading there was no way she was going to squeeze through the attic door.

      “I can't fit. But I know someone who can.” Samantha smiled. After all Jo had offered to help look around.

      Samantha pulled out her cell phone. She dialed Jo's number.

      “Hi Samantha,” Jo answered with a hint of impatience. “I was just going to head into town. What do you need?”

      “Do you have a few minutes? I could use your help with something.” Samantha braced herself for Jo's avoidance.

      “Depends on what it is.”

      “I need you to get into a small space for me. No one else will fit. What do you say?” Samantha asked hopefully.

      “Samantha, I'm not your personal cat burglar you know.” Jo laughed a little. “It has to be right now?”

      “It is pretty time sensitive. We're at villa 21.” Samantha felt a bit guilty. She knew that Jo was right about her often asking for her expertise.

      “All right, I'll be there in a few.” Jo hung up without another word. Samantha was surprised that she agreed so easily. She hung up her phone and turned to face Walt.

      “Jo's going to be here in a couple of minutes to help us out.”

      “Why did you call her?” Walt asked. He looked a little tense. He was always a little uncomfortable around Jo because of her past.

      “Trust me, she is the best person for the job.” Samantha looked over at Bill. “She'll see what's up in the attic.”

      “Don't you think we should call the police about this?” Walt asked.

      “No police,” Bill repeated. “I don't care who crawls around in the attic, but unless we find a dead body up there, no police.”

      “Oh, I didn't even consider that,” Walt said with concern. “What if there is a body up there?”

      “I don't know. I don't think that anyone would go to all the trouble of hoisting a body up into the ceiling. Besides, even if it's hidden, it would begin to smell,” Samantha pointed out. “No, I think it must be something fairly small.”

      “I just don't understand why they would hide anything here.” Bill frowned. “I'm not involved with any kind of criminal. Why would they use my villa?”

      “Probably because it's the last place that someone would look,” Walt suggested. “It makes sense. You have no connection with the criminals. Plus, it may have been just a matter of opportunity.”

      A moment later there was a knock on the door. Bill looked at Samantha and Walt. “Should I answer it?” he asked.

      “Go ahead, it should be Jo.” Samantha nodded. Still, when Bill walked towards the door she watched him with some apprehension. She wasn't sure it would be Jo. The case of who killed Vince was unfolding in very strange ways. She had no idea what to expect. Bill hesitantly opened the door.

      “Oh, hello,” his voice became soft and warm. Samantha grinned. She was sure it was Jo. The only two men she'd seen not trip all over themselves at the sight of her were Walt and Eddy. Samantha suspected they were just better at hiding it.

      “Hi, is Samantha here?” Jo asked.

      “She is, come in.” Bill pushed open the door for her. Jo stepped inside. Samantha could see that she was mildly annoyed at being there in the first place.

      “How can I help?” Jo asked.

      “Last night I saw two men sneaking out of Bill's villa. We suspect that they were in here to hide something or maybe take back what they had hidden. We need your help to check it out.”

      “Okay, where did they hide it?” she asked.

      Samantha pointed up at the entrance to the attic. “We think it's in there.”

      “And you have no idea what it might be?” Jo frowned.

      “No clue.” Samantha sighed. “It could really be anything, or even nothing.”

      Jo looked up at the ceiling with some hesitation. She glanced over at Walt who was standing nervously beside the table. “Shouldn't a gentleman be the one to do this?”

      “No way!” Walt shuddered at the very thought. “Do you have any idea how dirty it will be up there? The dust, the grime…”

      “Okay, okay. I don't really want to hear any more about it!” Jo exclaimed and looked over at Samantha. “Aren't you supposed to be the brave one? Didn't you crawl through tight spaces when investigating stories?”

      “I did, as in, in the past,” Samantha recalled. “I'm afraid if I tried to wriggle my way through there I might get stuck.”

      “Listen, how long is this going to take?” Bill asked. He tapped his foot impatiently. “I have a lunch date with a friend of mine.”

      “Sorry, just a few minutes.” Samantha smiled at him to reassure him. Jo looked up at the attic door again.

      “It shouldn't take me long. But if there are bats, there will be consequences.” She looked directly at Samantha with a fierce glare.

      “Understood.” Samantha nodded.

      “Okay, let's see what's hiding up there,” Jo muttered. She jumped up onto the table as if her feet were made of springs. With ease she opened the attic door and slid it to the side inside the attic. She grabbed the sides of the opening.

      “Do you need a boost?” Samantha offered. She grabbed Jo's legs at the thighs.

      “Ugh! No!” Jo snapped. She shook Samantha's hands off her. With a slight tug she lifted herself up into the attic through sheer upper arm strength. Samantha stared in wonder at the athletic woman. She couldn't imagine doing a single chin up let alone swinging her entire body up into the attic. Once Jo was inside she coughed a few times.

      “Yes, there is plenty of dust,” she called down.

      “Anything else?” Samantha asked with some urgency in her voice. “Do you see drugs? Or weapons?”

      “What?” Bill gasped. “What do you think is up there? It's not a bomb is it?” His eyes grew wide with fear.

      “I'm sure it's not a bomb,” Samantha spoke kindly.

      “Actually, there is a chance it could be.” Walt cleared his throat. “Statistically speaking.”

      “Walt!” Samantha growled at him. Walt gulped and lowered his eyes.

      “Relax, no guns, no weapons, no bombs,” Jo's muffled voice called out.

      “So, there's nothing up there?” Samantha frowned. “Maybe they got what they came for after all.”

      “I don't think so!” Jo called out gleefully. She tossed something down through the opening of the attic entrance. The big green sack landed on the table below the attic with a thump. When it struck the table a plume of dust flew up into the air, covering Walt with a thin layer of it.

      “Oh no!” Walt gulped, then he sealed his mouth tight and covered his nose. His other hand fluttered in a panic at his skin and clothes in an attempt to get rid of the dust that had gathered there.

      Samantha grimaced and reached out to help him dust off his clothes. “You have to breathe, Walt,” she said. Walt's face was beginning to redden from holding his breath. Walt rushed out of the villa to get some fresh air.

      “What is it?” Bill asked. Before Samantha could look inside the bag two more were tossed down from the ceiling. By the time the dust had settled, Jo had jumped down as well. Samantha looked up at her standing on the table. She expected the woman to be a mess from crawling around in the dust. Instead, her thick, dark hair was shimmering except for a few speckles of dust, her skin was smooth as ever, and she had a smug smile on her lips. Samantha was fascinated by Jo's ability to always look good no matter the circumstances.

      “Look what I found!” Jo spoke proudly. She put one black boot on the top of one of the bags. “Let's discuss finder's fees.”

      “What is it?” Samantha asked. She pulled back the flap of one of the bags. What greeted her was the largest amount of money she had ever seen in her life. The other two bags were filled with just as much money. Samantha was absolutely stunned.

      “Where did all of this come from?” she wondered out loud.

      “That was in my attic?” Bill asked. “Does that make it mine?”

      “Oh no, it's mine,” happiness coated Jo's voice. “I think I am going to buy my own island.”

      “It isn't anyone's!” Samantha said sharply. “We need to find out who it belongs to.”

      “You can't be seriously considering turning it into the police, Samantha,” Jo said. She glared at Samantha. “There is no reason to even think about doing that.”

      “It's the only thing we can do,” Walt said. He had inched his way back into the villa. He had found a napkin and held it over his nose and mouth to keep out the dust that still lingered in the air. “That money is illegal, there's no question about it. Who it belongs to, and how it was earned, those are things we'll have to figure out. But there's no way anyone earns that much money legally and then hides it in a ceiling. Is there Jo?” He locked eyes with the woman who was still perched on top of the table.

      “All the police will do is put it in lock up,” Jo protested. “This is free money. It belongs to criminals, they shouldn't get it back. Why should the police have it?”

      “Uh, excuse me.” Bill raised his hand. He was intimidated by the glares that Walt and Jo were exchanging.

      “Yes, Bill?” Samantha asked. She was relieved at the interruption. From the way Jo was looking at Walt she was expecting the woman to sprout claws at any time.

      “I think we need to be careful about this,” Bill spoke up. “I mean, obviously the two men who broke into my villa were looking for this money. They either didn't find it, or you interrupted them before they could, Samantha. So, if we give the money to the police, they will know that the money has been found. Then they might come back for revenge.”

      “He makes a good point.” Walt looked at Jo grimly. “Criminals can always be counted on to make rash emotional decisions.”

      Jo scrunched up her nose. She leaned closer to Walt. Then she gave her long hair a sharp whip. The hair didn't come near Walt, but whipping it caused all of the dust that had been clinging to it to spray off the thick strands. Walt received a face full of dust.

      “Jo!” Samantha admonished.

      “What?” Jo asked with an innocent smile. “I was just trying to get some dust out of my hair. It gets itchy.” She playfully scratched at her head. Walt had fled the villa again for fresh air. Samantha sighed. She found herself wishing that Eddy was there. For all of his gruff nature he was good at taking charge and keeping things from getting too chaotic.

      “Okay, let's all take a breath,” Samantha did her best to keep her voice calm. “We don't need to make any quick decisions. Right now we know what the criminals were looking for. Knowing who and why is important, because like Bill said, they're not going to quit trying to get this money. They will be back to try to retrieve it, and they might be violent this time.”

      “That's very possible.” Jo nodded solemnly.

      “Wait a minute.” Samantha snapped her fingers. “We do have one clue. How the criminals got inside the villa in the first place.”

      “What do you mean?” Walt asked.

      “I mean, they didn't break in. Bill claims everything was locked up. So, how did they get in?” Samantha pointed to the front door. “There's no evidence of any damage to the door.”

      “You think they had a key?” Jo suggested.

      “Yes. I think maybe they did. Bill, does anyone have a spare key to your villa?” Samantha asked.

      “No. No spares. I mean if I ever get locked out, the office always has a spare.” He shrugged.

      “Ah, I see,” Samantha said.

      Walt met her eyes. “Which brings us back to Lily.”

      Samantha nodded slowly. She didn't want to believe it, but Lily had quite a large sum of money when she paid Maury. Was it possible that she had been paid off to somehow take Vince out? She really hoped that wasn't the case, but she couldn't be sure.
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      Eddy walked into the police station cautiously. He watched for any sign of Detective Brunner. He knew that if he was caught again, he would be in some serious trouble. He didn't relish the idea of ending up in handcuffs. However, Detective Brunner didn't seem to be there. Eddy walked carefully towards the lab. He could see Chris through the window, leaning over his computer. He hoped that Chris would still be willing to help him after the lashing that Detective Brunner had likely given him.

      A few of the officers noticed him as he walked towards the lab, but only gave him a slight nod of respect. The veteran officers knew Eddy or at least knew of him and never gave him a hard time. Once he reached the lab Eddy knocked lightly on the door. Chris spun around on his computer chair. When he saw Eddy through the window he grimaced. Then he stood up from the chair. He walked over and opened the door.

      “Eddy, you shouldn't be here,” he warned him.

      “I know that. But I'm here.” Eddy offered a charming smile.

      “I don't want to see what happens if Detective Brunner spots you.” Chris looked very worried.

      “Then we should make this quick. I need to know if there were any break-ins recently in the area around Sage Gardens.” Eddy leaned back against the table and waited for Chris to look up the information. As Chris' fingers flew over the keys he spoke to Eddy.

      “I don't know what you're getting yourself involved in, Eddy, but you should know that Detective Brunner isn't flexible. He's one of those by the book types.”

      “Maybe, if he were more by the book this murder would be solved.” Eddy cast a glance grimly through the windowed door.

      “He's not a bad detective. But there's a lot of pressure right now to close cases as soon as they open.” Chris shook his head. “I'm not seeing a single reported break-in in the past six months within ten miles of Sage Gardens. Do you want me to go further out?”

      “No, that's fine. I thought we might be barking up the wrong tree, anyway.” He sighed. “I'm not sure which tree to be focusing on to be honest.”

      “Well, I think you better consider disappearing, because Detective Brunner just stepped off the elevator. Use the side door.” Chris pointed to the door on the other side of the lab. “You should be able to get out without being seen.”

      Eddy nodded and headed straight for the door. The last thing he needed was a run-in with Detective Brunner.

      On his way back to Sage Gardens, Eddy sent a text to Samantha. He wanted to discuss the case as soon as they could.

      Samantha, meet me at my villa please.

      Samantha read over the text. It didn't offer any more information. She knew that if Eddy had texted her there was a good reason. He was not one for using technology for fun. She hurried across the courtyard towards Eddy's villa which wasn't very far from her own. As she neared it she noticed Jacob, a maintenance worker for Sage Gardens. He was replacing one of the light bulbs in the street lights that lined the pavement that led down to the water. Samantha was glad to see that he was doing it, as she hated to walk down near the water when the lights weren't working.

      As Samantha walked past him he reached up and adjusted his cap. Something about his cap made Samantha's mind come alive with warning bells. It took her a moment to figure it out. Finally, she registered that the ratty cap had the exact same emblem on the front of the cap which was inside the backpack that she had found in the water. This made her breath catch in her chest. Was it possible that she had just walked past a murderer? She took a breath and tried to calm herself down. Just because Jacob was wearing the same type of cap, that didn't mean that he was the killer. Maybe the backpack had nothing to do with the murder anyway. There were likely hundreds of those caps in the area. There was no way to be sure that it was the same one. But it made her skin crawl just the same.

      Samantha made her way down the sidewalk to Eddy's villa. When she knocked on the door, Walt opened it. She blinked a moment and wondered if she had gone to the wrong villa.

      “Eddy called me.” Walt held the door open for her.

      “You will not believe what I just saw,” Samantha's voice trembled with a mixture of fear and excitement.

      “What?” Eddy asked as he sat down at his dining room table. Samantha noticed that his expression looked very grim. It was clear that whatever he had found out that morning had not been good.

      “Jacob, the maintenance worker, was wearing the same cap that was inside the backpack.” Samantha sat down beside him. Walt joined them as well. “Do you know what this means?”

      “You think that Jacob is the killer?” Eddy said dubiously.

      “He seems like a nice enough fellow,” Walt offered.

      “So did Vince, but he was obviously involved in something that he shouldn't have been,” Samantha remarked. “I just think it can't be a coincidence that it was the same cap.”

      “Are you sure that it was the same cap?” Walt asked. “You only saw it briefly. Is it possible that you have them mixed up?”

      “I don't think so.” Samantha closed her eyes for a moment and recalled the cap she had seen. “No, it was the same one. I know it was.”

      “So, what does that tell us?” Eddy sat back in his chair. “Either Jacob just happens to have the same cap, or the backpack belonged to him, or he stole the backpack and the drugs and kept the cap. None of those things actually make him a killer.”

      “Did you tell Eddy about the money?” Samantha asked Walt.

      “I did.” Walt nodded. “He agrees with me that we should turn it into the police.”

      “Just a minute. We haven't figured out how the two men got into Bill's house last night. But if it was Jacob he would have access to the spare keys in the office to make repairs. That means he could have been the one to hide the money, and to try to get it back.”

      “She's right.” Walt rapped his knuckles against the table. “It makes sense that he would be able to move around undetected. He could have been watching to see when Bill left for the buffet.”

      “That does make sense,” Eddy said thoughtfully. “The only problem is that we have no real proof. We can't prove that Jacob was in Bill's house, let alone that he was involved with a murder, based on a cap.”

      “What we do have is the chance to set a trap,” Samantha's voice rose with a hint of excitement.

      “What do you mean?” Walt looked at her warily.

      “I mean that if Jacob thinks that money is still in Bill's attic, he's going to try to steal it again. We could have Bill make sure that Jacob overhears that he is going out, and then we could wait for Jacob to break in. If we catch him trying to get the money, it will be clear that he's involved.”

      “I don't know,” Walt muttered. “That sounds rather dangerous.”

      “It sounds like a sting.” Eddy rubbed his hand along his cheek. “It might just work. But I think we need to connect the dots first. So, Jacob might be involved, but how was he connected to Vince?”

      “I can do a little research on Vince to see if he has any connections to Jacob. But we need to hurry if we're going to do anything. We can't just wait and give Jacob time to disappear.” Samantha shivered as she remembered being alone with Jacob once before beside the tall grass where Vince's body had been found. It made her anxious to think that she might have been that vulnerable around a killer.

      “All right, Samantha, you see what you can find out. Walt, look into the finances and see if you can figure anything out on that end. I'll check in with my contacts regarding Jacob. We're getting close now, I can feel it.”

      Samantha nodded at Eddy. “For Simon's sake, I hope you're right.”
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      As the three friends went their separate ways, Samantha kept an eye out for Jacob. She hoped that she hadn't done anything to tip him off that she was onto him. She hesitated outside the door of her villa. Instead of just unlocking the door as she usually did she stood back a few feet and searched for anything that might be out of place.

      Since everything seemed to be in order she finally stepped forward and unlocked her door. She eased it slowly open and peeked inside. She checked for anything that looked out of the ordinary before stepping in. Nothing seemed to be disturbed. She locked the door behind her. Samantha was still nervous as she walked into her office and sat down at her computer. She was looking forward to a time when the murder was solved and she could relax.

      She laid her fingertips on the keys. She knew what she wanted to research but her mind drifted back to Vince. She thought of the man who had often been a daily part of her life, and yet she barely knew who he was. She wondered how life could get like that, with people remaining strangers despite daily interaction. That was the task ahead of her. Who was Vince? How was he linked to Jacob? Was there any connection at all.

      One trick that Samantha had learned during her years of doing research for stories was to follow the forwarding addresses, and the family. First she looked up Vince's immediate family members. His parents were deceased many years earlier. He had one brother and one sister. The sister lived across the country which made her an unlikely source for a connection, but not completely off the table. It was possible that Jacob was an old boyfriend or husband of hers. As Samantha followed the trails between the siblings, and Jacob, she found no connection between Jacob and Vince. Despite the fact that they were both at Sage Gardens at the same time many days, there was no evidence that either of them spent any time together outside of work.

      Once she began looking into Vince's brother, Carl, she started to feel she might be getting somewhere. He had lived in some of the same towns as Jacob. In fact at one point Carl and Jacob had lived in the same apartment complex. Samantha dug a little deeper and found that they had lived there at the same time. She also checked on the crime rates for the complex and found that there had been a heavy problem with drugs at the time. It made sense to her that Carl and Jacob could have gotten to know each other while living in the complex. Maybe Carl had connected Jacob with his brother, Vince. Or maybe there had been some bad blood between Carl and Jacob.

      Maybe Vince had started trouble in an attempt to settle the score. Samantha now knew how the two men were connected. What she didn't know was whether the relationship between them was one of friendship or business. She sat back from the computer and smiled to herself. There was one way she thought she could find out exactly how Vince and Jacob got along. She picked up her phone and dialed the office.

      “Hello?”

      Samantha recognized the voice right away. It was the office assistant, Lily.

      “Hi Lily, it's Samantha.”

      “Oh, hi Samantha,” Lily sounded uncomfortable. She had good reason to be after Samantha and Eddy had pretty much interrogated her about her relationship with Vince. Samantha still suspected that Lily might have somehow been involved in the murder.

      “I have a question that I hope that you can answer,” Samantha said warmly.

      “Oh, more questions.” Lily cleared her throat. “Fine. What is it?”

      “Jacob, the maintenance man. Is he a friend of Vince's?”

      “Jacob? Why are you asking about him?” Lily asked grimly.

      “I was just wondering if maybe you put in a good word to get Jacob his job here.”

      “Why would I have?” Lily asked.

      “Because Jacob and Vince knew each other.”

      “Look, all I know is that one day Vince brought Jacob into the office to apply for the job. I didn't recommend anybody. But the manager liked Vince, and he hired Jacob on the spot because of it.” Lily sighed. “I still can't believe he's gone.”

      Samantha felt a twinge of guilt for putting Lily through the difficult conversation. But she knew that guilt would be erased when she figured out the truth about who had killed Vince.

      “What do you think of Jacob, Lily?” Samantha asked.

      “I'd rather not say.” Lily was beginning to get very short. “I need to go, Samantha, I have work to do. If you have any more questions for me, why don't you get the police to ask them?” With that she hung up the phone. Samantha grimaced. She knew that Lily was quite upset. The question was, why? Was she upset because Vince was dead, or because she was about to be caught? Samantha wasn't convinced that Lily wasn't still a suspect, though she hoped it wasn't true. After hanging up with Lily she placed a call to Walt.

      “Okay Walt, I have some information for you. I want you to look into Jacob's financials, as well as Vince's, and Vince's brother, Carl's.” Samantha looked over the information on her computer to make sure that she hadn't missed anything.

      “Oh? Do you think his brother had something to do with this?” Walt asked.

      “I think that we're missing something. Supposedly Vince is the one who got Jacob the job. So, if he did that, why would Jacob turn around and kill Vince? They were obviously friends, at least at one point. Maybe the financials will tell the truth.” She frowned. “Something has to lead to the truth.”

      “Money always tells the truth,” Walt spoke with confidence. “I'll get on it right now.”

      “I'm going to go speak with Jo. I think we're going to need her help.”

      “Good luck with that.” Walt chuckled a little. “She doesn't seem to be in a very helpful mood.”

      “Well, maybe if you were a little kinder to her, Walt…”

      “Samantha, I'm not sure why you insist on involving her. You know that you're just playing with fire, don't you? A woman like Jo, she doesn't have loyalty to anyone,” his tone softened as if he was trying to be gentle.

      “I don't agree with that,” Samantha spoke sternly. “I might know a little bit more about her than you do, Walt.”

      “No matter what you know, statistically speaking…”

      “I know, I know. Once a thief, always a thief.”

      “Precisely.” Walt hung up the phone.

      Samantha frowned and tucked her phone into her purse. Walt might be right, but sometimes to catch a criminal you had to be a criminal, or at least have some firsthand experience.
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        * * *

      

      After hanging up the phone with Samantha, Walt logged into his computer. It only took a few minutes to track down Jacob’s assets.  Walt gasped as he saw that Jacob owned a large house, a very expensive car and a boat. Walt imagined that the drug dealing had bought him that, not a job in maintenance.

      He then did a search on Vince.  Vince was in a completely different financial position. He was in huge debt.

      He then did a search on Carl, Vince’s brother. He discovered that Carl and Vince's parents had been killed in a car accident when the brothers were young. No money had been left behind.

      “So, they were orphans, along with their sister,” Walt said softly. From his research he believed that Vince was in more debt than he could find proof of, probably illegal debt and it was not a surprise to Walt that the young man had ended up dead.
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      Eddy sorted through the papers he had spread out before him on the table. Although everything was on the computer, he did much better with hard copies. Each piece of paper had a list of the crimes that either Vince or Jacob had committed. He also found a history of crimes that Jacob and Vince’s brother, Carl, committed together. It was really rather overwhelming to see that three men could cause such destruction and chaos. Their history of crime went back to their juvenile records. Eddy couldn't get the information from those, but he guessed it was more of the same.

      There were arrests for assault, arrests for possession and distribution of drugs, as well as arrests for petty theft. He wondered how it came to be that the two men could even be hired with such records. But he understood that knowing the right person could make all the difference. As he swept all of the papers up into a pile there was a knock at his door. He looked up at it for a moment. His mind had been immersed in crime and for an instant he forgot that he was no longer an active police officer with a gun constantly on his hip. He brushed his palm along his side, instinctively looking for it. He shook himself out of the memory and walked over to the door. When he opened it he found Samantha standing outside.

      “Sorry to just drop in.” She offered an apologetic smile.

      “You know you're always welcome, Sam.” Eddy stepped back to allow her inside. Then he closed the door again.

      “I was going to call to give you this information, but I was on my way to look for Jo, so I figured I'd stop by. I think there is a pretty strong connection between Jacob and Vince.”

      “I can see that, too.” Eddy gestured to the pile of paper on his dining room table. “They have been arrested together more than once.”

      “So, it is likely that Jacob was involved in Vince's death. Maybe we'll be able to get Simon off the hook with this information,” her voice started to rise with excitement.

      “Well, that's not exactly true,” Eddy muttered. “What we have is a connection, not a crime. So, Vince and Jacob knew each other. That doesn't mean that Jacob killed Vince. If they were friends why would he?”

      “Okay, that is something that we don't know yet. But it seems they were working hand in hand. So, they both must have been involved in something dangerous.” She frowned.

      “Yes, which means that we are wading deeper and deeper into a dangerous situation,” Eddy said grimly. “I think we need to slow down and think this through.”

      “Eddy, if we slow down then Jacob is likely to disappear. He is probably only still hanging around till he manages to get the money. Then he’ll disappear,” Samantha spoke with conviction. “We can't let that happen, Eddy. I wanted to see if Jo could break into the shed where Jacob keeps his stuff and see if there is something of Jacob's that can prove his guilt, then we might be able to get all of this settled quickly.”

      “Or she might get caught breaking in.” Eddy shook his head. “I don't know about that.”

      “You said yourself that we needed more proof of Jacob's involvement.” Samantha placed her hands on her hips. “How else do you think we're going to get any solid evidence? If the cops even question Jacob he'll probably destroy any evidence and disappear.”

      “That may be, but we can't just go around breaking into places, Samantha.”

      “We won't be. Jo will be. What are the chances that she won't be able to break into a simple garden shed, Eddy? She's broken into museums and mansions with the highest security. I think that she can handle a padlock.” Samantha laughed a little.

      “So, you're just going to run off and get Jo involved? What happens if it goes sideways, Samantha?” He locked eyes with her. “What do you think is going to happen to Jo?”

      Samantha glanced away guiltily. She hadn't really thought about that. But she was still determined.

      “It's her choice if she wants to take the risk. I'm sure she can handle it. There's nothing wrong with her using her skills to help rather than to hurt. I'll let you know when Jo and I find the evidence that we need.” She turned and walked out of Eddy's villa.

      Eddy contemplated going after her, but he decided against it. As she said, it was her choice if she wanted to take the risk.

      He turned back into the villa just as his phone began to ring. He answered it quickly.

      “Hello?” Eddy sounded a little annoyed.

      “What's wrong? It's Walt,” Walt said perplexed.

      “I know it's you, Walt.” It was clear that Eddy was exasperated. “What is it that you want?”

      Walt narrowed his eyes. He thought about questioning Eddy further to figure out why he was annoyed, but he decided the information that he had to offer was more important.

      “I did some research like Samantha asked me into the financial histories of Vince, his brother, and Jacob. I've found some interesting information.”

      “Ah yes, Samantha just left here. She was looking for Jo.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, she is going to try to get Jo to break into the shed that Jacob stores his tools and personal items in,” Eddy didn't sound terribly pleased about the idea.

      “She does like to tap into Jo's…” he paused a moment, “creative talents.”

      “That she does,” Eddy said sternly. “What did you find?”

      “Jacob's assets are far too luxurious and expensive for a maintenance worker. He's either got his hands into something illegal, has a rich family, or he is very overpaid.”

      “Hmm, sounds like Samantha might be right then. She was determined that Jacob was the one who killed Vince.”

      “I think it's a very real possibility.” Walt took a breath. “I noticed something else as well.”

      “What?”

      “Vince was up to his ears in debt. For a young man, I'm not sure how he racked up so much debt in so little time. That is only the legal debt. He probably had more owed to loan sharks as well.”

      “Well, that is very telling.” Eddy cleared his throat. “I suppose that if Vince was hurting for money he might have decided to increase his pay from Jacob, without letting Jacob in on the deal.”

      “Yes, I think that’s very possible. Of course that's only what it looks like. It's possible that the funds were coming from somewhere else entirely.”

      “Sure, it's possible. Listen why don't you meet us down by the garden shed. If Samantha can convince Jo to break in, then we might be able to get even more evidence against Jacob.”

      Walt frowned. He considered leaving it at that, but he simply couldn't. “You don't have a problem with that, Eddy?”

      “With what?”

      “With encouraging Jo to fall back into old habits? If they are even old habits, for all we know she could still be an active criminal.”

      Eddy was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, his tone was lower than usual, “Listen Walt, not everything in life is as simple as right and wrong. I mean, technically when a police officer kicks down a door to stop a crime, he is breaking in. Only his crime is sanctioned. In this case, getting a search warrant for the garden shed will take time, and by the time it's done Jacob will likely be long gone. Is it right? I can't say for sure. But isn't it wrong to let a murderer go free?”

      “But the old saying, two wrongs don't make a right,” Walt reminded him.

      “Of course. But two wrongs don't always make another wrong either.”

      “Huh.” Walt thought about arguing that point, but instead he nodded. “All right then. I'll meet you by the garden shed.”

      “See you there.” Eddy hung up the phone.

      Walt sat at his desk for a moment. He noticed that some of his pens were out of order. Carefully he eased them back into place. Walt was always happier when things had a place and an order. When it came to Jo, he didn't know where to put her. Was she a criminal? Was she reformed? He sighed and stood up from his chair. He was fairly certain that the debate raging in his mind was not one that was going to be settled any time soon.
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      Samantha knocked on Jo's door but there was no answer. She walked around the side of Jo's villa, hoping to peer in one of the windows. The villa looked completely empty inside. On a whim she walked around behind the villa. Samantha finally spotted Jo in her garden. It was a little surprising to her to see Jo in gardening gloves. The vivacious woman was not someone that struck Samantha as nurturing to plants.

      “Jo, there you are,” Samantha spoke as cheerfully as she could. “I've been trying to reach you.”

      “My phone is off for a reason.” Jo pushed some dirt around a flower she had just planted. “I like to have some quiet when I work in the garden.”

      “I can understand that.” Samantha smiled as she walked towards Jo, undeterred by the hint that she wanted to be alone. “I thought you might like an update on the case.”

      “No, I would not.” Jo picked up a spade and began shifting soil.

      “Really? It's getting very interesting.” Samantha stood at the edge of the garden. She knew better than to get too close. Jo was still fairly volatile in Samantha's opinion.

      “No, thank you. I prefer to stay out of the business of others. I find if I do that, then others pay me the same courtesy.” She lifted her eyes to Samantha with an annoyed look. Samantha got the message plain and clear, but she pretended that she didn't. She wasn't going to give up that easily.

      “I respect that. But you are already kind of involved, aren't you?” Samantha asked.

      “What do you mean?” Jo studied her intently. She must have heard the conniving tone in Samantha's voice.

      “I mean, I know what you did.” Samantha cleared her throat. She took a slight step back from the garden, just in case Jo got the wild idea to attack her.

      “I have no idea what you're talking about,” Jo said. She spoke each word sharply.

      “Maybe you can fool Eddy, and maybe even Walt, but not me, Jo. I saw you smuggle some of that money into your shirt before you left Bill's house,” Samantha had lowered her voice, but apparently she still wasn't speaking quietly enough for Jo.

      “Shh!” Jo hissed. She stood up quickly from the ground. “What are you playing at here, Samantha? Do you have any clue who you are dealing with?”

      “I'm dealing with a woman whose skills I need to help me solve a murder.” Samantha met Jo's eyes directly. Even as Jo prowled closer, Samantha stood her ground. She was doing her best to appear unafraid, but the truth was she was highly intimidated.

      “I don't want to hear another word about it,” Jo's voice was hard. “What happened was none of my business. I made the mistake of letting you convince me to get involved. What you're talking about is a serious crime. Not only murder, but also drugs. No one has that much cash hidden unless they are a major dealer. You think I'm afraid of the police finding out that I took some of that money, but that is not the case. The real people that you should be afraid of, are whoever that money belongs to, Samantha. Not me, not the police, but whoever that money belongs to. Because they will fight to the death to get it back. So no, I'm not getting in the middle of that mess. I've survived to this age, and I'm not going to blow my good track record now.”

      Samantha was stunned. She could actually see a glimmer of fear in Jo's eyes. She didn't think the woman was capable of being afraid. The fact that she was, made Samantha even more wary of what she might have gotten herself into.

      “Jo, that's all the more reason to help us catch whoever did this. If they're behind bars, they can't hurt any of us.” Samantha searched the other woman's eyes for some sign of compliance. She was certain that without Jo's help they would never find out the truth.

      “Samantha, you're still wearing those rose-colored glasses. You don't get it, do you? The courts, the prisons, they are run by people who have their hands in every kind of crime. You're going to tell me that they are going to help us somehow? Protect us? No, that has never been the case for me.” Jo shook her head. She turned back to her garden. “I'm not going to risk everything over a bus driver who had his hand too far in the cookie jar.”

      “What does that mean?” Samantha asked.

      “Oh please. Drugs, money, and murder. There's only one reason a dealer ever risks his business to kill someone, and that's if they are a thief or a cop. I'm pretty sure our friendly tour guide wasn't a cop. So, that only leaves one option, doesn't it?” She glanced back over at Samantha. “This is how these people handle their business, Samantha, and your best bet is to just stay out of it.”

      “But it's too late for that now, isn't it?” Samantha asked. She felt a little breathless from Jo's description. “We are all involved.”

      Jo didn't answer. She just pushed more dirt around the flower. The poor, thin, green stem was nearly buried. Samantha knew that Jo was nervous.

      “The truth is it's too late, isn't it, Jo? Maybe not for you, because you know how these things work. But it's too late for Walt, and me, and especially Eddy. Isn't it?” Samantha frowned. “What would a high powered dealer like that do to an ex-cop investigating him?”

      Jo stared hard at the dirt beneath her. When she finally looked up her expression was grave.

      “I don't understand how I keep ending up in the middle of your messes, Samantha. Will you ever learn to not be so nosy?”

      Samantha swallowed hard. Jo's words hit home. She was the reason that any of them were involved in this.

      “I'm sorry,” she said quietly. “But it's too late now.”

      Jo sighed and dusted off her gloves. She tugged one off and then the other. She turned to face Samantha reluctantly. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Just a simple break-in. The garden shed is where Jacob would store most of his personal items. I thought maybe he had some work shoes in there that might match the footprints we found. Or maybe even something else that implicates him. We can't search his house, that would be going too far. But if he committed the crime here then there might be something that implicates him in the crime here, too, don't you think?” Samantha looked at Jo with some hesitation. She wasn't sure if Jo would agree, or even if she should.

      “All right, a garden shed, that's it. Then I'm done with all of this, understand?” She held Samantha's gaze.

      “I understand.” Samantha nodded.
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      On the walk to the garden shed Samantha explained to Jo what type of shoes they were looking for and that they weren’t very big as the gardener shared the shed with Jacob and Samantha didn’t want her to pick up the wrong shoes.

      When Samantha and Jo arrived at the garden shed, Walt and Eddy were already there.

      “What's this? A reunion?” Jo asked. Her tone was mildly sarcastic.

      Eddy offered her a wry smile. Walt only sunk his hands into his pockets.

      “We're all here to look out for you, Jo, that's all.” Samantha shrugged.

      Jo raised an eyebrow. Her expression was one of disbelief, but she didn't protest.  “So, what exactly is the plan?” Jo asked.

      “We want you to break into the shed and see if Jacob's shoes are in there. They might match the footprints that we found behind my villa and by Vince's body. Can you do it?” Samantha looked at her nervously.

      “Of course I can.” Jo swept her hair up into a tight ponytail at the back of her neck. Then she walked over to the shed. She glanced over her shoulder at Eddy and Walt. “No watching.”

      Eddy and Walt glanced at each other. Then they both looked at Jo strangely.

      “Why not?” Eddy asked.

      “Because I would prefer if you act casual and keep a lookout in case someone is coming as opposed to drawing attention to me breaking into the shed.” She eyed them both sternly.

      “Look, we don't have a lot of time,” Samantha said sharply. “Just do what she asks, please.”

      Eddy looked at Samantha as if he might argue with her. When she narrowed her eyes he pressed his lips together. “Fine.” He hit Walt lightly on his arm, then turned away from the shed. Walt nodded and turned his back to the shed as well. Jo waited until she was sure that they weren't looking. Then she walked around behind the shed. There were no windows, and the front door was too exposed to enter through. She needed to find an alternate entrance.

      Jo found a loose seam in the metal shed. She frowned. Climbing through a window or breaking through a lock would be easier than prying open the metal. But it was what she had to do. She reached into her back pocket and pulled out what looked like a thin, metal rectangle. It was made of incredibly strong material. Jo used it to loosen the rest of the metal. Then she eased the metal away. If she pulled it too far she knew that the whole shed would collapse. That would not be very stealthy. She pulled it apart just enough to slip through. The shed snapped closed behind her.

      Jo could hear Samantha talking quietly with Eddy and Walt outside the shed. It was good that they were keeping up appearances so that no one would wonder why there was a bunch of people standing around the garden shed. Jo slid the metal rectangle back into her pocket and pulled out a penlight. She used it to look around inside the dim shed. There were plenty of tools, garden supplies, and even a few old tires. She was about to give up looking for the shoes, when she saw a pair tucked behind a large wheelbarrow.

      Jo crouched down to get a closer look. They were very worn and caked with dirt. Jo picked them up and grimaced. Not only were they filthy, but they carried a horrid smell. She recognized it as the scent that shoes took on when they had been immersed in water. She did her best not to breathe in the scent and made her way back out of the garden shed. The break-in had gone smoothly, but she still regretted ever having to smell those shoes.

      Jo stepped around the side of the shed with the shoes dangling from her fingers. Eddy, Samantha, and Walt were all eagerly waiting for her. Jo refrained from pointing out that their attention was a sure way to get them all caught. “This, is very beneath me.” She scrunched up her nose at having to touch the cruddy shoes.

      “Sorry it isn't a prettier crime,” Eddy quipped.

      Jo pursed her lips and handed the shoes to Samantha. Eddy compared the sole of the shoe to the photographs of the footprints on his phone.

      “It looks like a perfect match.” Eddy offered the phone to Walt so that he could double check. Walt's attention to detail would catch even the smallest difference. When Samantha offered the shoe to him, Walt recoiled.

      “I don't have to touch it to look at it. I don't have to smell it either.” He pinched his nose as he studied the shoes.

      “Yes, everything matches, it seems.” Walt nodded. His voice sounded strange with his nose pinched.

      “There we go, now we have our proof,” Samantha said proudly.

      “But not enough to involve the police.” Eddy frowned. “We still can't connect Jacob directly to the murder. I think we're going to need a confession to do that.”

      “How are you going to manage that?” Jo asked.

      “Like I said, we can set a trap.” Samantha smiled. “I think it's the best way to get this taken care of quickly.”

      “It could get messy.” Walt frowned.

      “Maybe. But I think if Eddy and I are the ones executing it, it will be fine,” Samantha nodded with confidence.

      “I don't think so.” Eddy laughed. “You're not going to be there.”

      “Yes, I am.” Samantha looked at him sternly. “It was my idea.”

      “That doesn't mean that you can put yourself in danger on my watch, Samantha.” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “Oh yes, Samantha. Don't forget, women must never be daring.” Jo rolled her eyes.

      “Don't start that, this is not a women's lib thing,” Eddy growled.

      “Well, it doesn't matter what it is,” Samantha declared. “I am going to be there. So, we can either work together, or we can just both be there waiting to get in each other's way.”

      “Fine. Fine!” Eddy threw his hands in the air. “We can call it a party.”

      “Don't be difficult.” Samantha grinned.

      “I'm not getting involved.” Walt turned and walked away from the group. Samantha couldn't blame him, with all of the arguing things seemed very chaotic. She knew that Eddy meant well but she wished he would get it through his head that she was capable of investigating crime.

      “I'm not getting in the middle of this either,” Jo stated. “I promised to break into a garden shed. My job is done.” She glanced sympathetically at Samantha and then walked off towards her villa.

      Eddy sighed and looked at Samantha. “I guess that just leaves us.”

      “I guess so,” Samantha agreed. “We should have Bill speak about going out tonight in front of Jacob. Then we can hide out in Bill's villa and wait for Jacob to show.”

      “And what if he shows up with guns or other guys?” Eddy asked.

      “We'll just have to figure it out as we go,” Samantha suggested. “I'm quick on my feet.”

      Eddy didn't look pleased, but he reluctantly nodded. He knew a good plan when he heard one.
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      That night after Bill had placed the bait by speaking about dinner plans in front of Jacob, Samantha and Eddy slipped into his villa through the back door. Eddy locked it behind them.

      “I just want to go on record that I don't agree with you being here,” Eddy said.

      “You can go on record all you want.” Samantha rolled her eyes. “Eddy, you know I can do this. You think you're being protective, but really you're just insulting me.”

      Eddy paused and turned to look at her. “I didn't realize you took it that way. I'm sorry, Sam.”

      “Thank you.” She felt a little better, but she could still tell that he was uneasy with her being there.

      “Let's get in position,” Eddy suggested. “I think you should be behind the kitchen island. I'm going to get down behind the couch so that I am close to the table. Please Samantha, if he comes in, let me take care of it. Okay?”

      Samantha grimaced and nodded. She felt Eddy was better prepared to handle a physical altercation. She got down behind the kitchen island and watched the door. Then the waiting began. Waiting that seemed like forever. After some time had passed, Samantha whispered to Eddy, “Maybe he's not going to show.”

      “He'll show. He wants that money,” Eddy whispered back.

      “But what if he doesn't?” Samantha fretted. “Then all of this will have been for nothing.”

      “Quiet,” Eddy said in a sharp voice. “I hear someone coming.”

      Samantha nodded. She couldn't see much from behind the kitchen island, but she could hear the footsteps approaching the front door. She held her breath as she heard a key slide into the lock. It was either Jacob using the key from the office, or Bill coming back for something. Samantha's heart began to pound as she heard the door push open. Eddy looked over at her from the couch where he was crouched. Samantha met his eyes briefly and nodded.

      A figure walked through the shadows in the living room. It walked right up to the table beneath the attic access. When he started to climb up on top of it, Eddy moved silently forward from behind the couch. In the same moment that the figure pushed the attic entrance open, Eddy tackled him from behind. Samantha stayed down as she had been instructed. She could hear the scuffle of the two men struggling. When she peeked around the edge of the island, she saw that Eddy had Jacob pinned down against the floor. Then Eddy spoke.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      “I could ask the same about you!” Jacob's voice carried through the villa.

      “Bill gave me permission to be here,” Eddy growled. “I doubt he gave you permission to be here.”

      “I don't need permission, I work here,” Jacob shot back.

      “That gives you the right to enter a resident's home without permission in the middle of the evening?” Eddy asked. “What are you doing here, Jacob, really?” He twisted the man's arm behind his back until it was painful enough for Jacob to cry out.

      There wasn't much that Jacob could do to get out of the hold that Eddy had put him in. Eddy left him enough leeway to lift his head to breathe and speak, but he kept his grip firm. He straddled Jacob's back on one knee with the other foot firmly planted.

      “What did you do, Jacob?” Eddy growled.

      “Vince was your friend!” Samantha added. She felt secure enough to move out from behind the kitchen island.

      “You guys are crazy. Let me go right now!” Jacob squirmed in Eddy's grasp. Eddy pushed Jacob's arm up further along his back. Jacob shrieked in pain and then fell quiet. Jacob grew very still. Samantha was stunned by how strong Eddy was. To look at him he didn't seem very intimidating, but it was obvious that he had kept in shape over the years.

      “We know you were involved in Vince's death.” Samantha locked eyes with Jacob. His eyes were wide as he tried to gulp down every trace of air that he could. “Why else would you be here?” Samantha asked.

      “Look, I don't know what you two have gotten into your heads, but it's not true. I'm here because I left something in the attic up there.” He gritted his teeth.

      “Oh, three bags of money?” Eddy asked. “That's not up there anymore.”

      Jacob pushed his forehead down against the carpeted floor. Eddy ensured that his control over Jacob was still in place. Jacob shuddered in his grip.  “You took it?” Jacob asked.

      “What we want to know is why did you kill Vince? Wasn't he your friend, Jacob? Isn't he the one who got you this job?” Samantha asked firmly. “Murder doesn't seem like a good way to pay him back.”

      “He deserved more than that,” Jacob bit out each word in a hateful tone. “I could have forgiven him once, he took some money from me to settle his girlfriend's debt. We settled that, and I warned him, if he ever stole from me again he was going to pay the price.”

      “So, he was stealing the money you were earning from selling illegal drugs?” Eddy asked. “Are we supposed to feel some kind of sympathy about a criminal being double crossed?”

      “I loved Vince.” Jacob's expression grew solemn. “I loved him like he was my own brother. But he wouldn't stop stealing from me. If I didn't get rid of him, then my boss would have gotten rid of both of us. What was I supposed to do? I warned him, he didn't listen. Was I supposed to die, too?”

      Samantha swallowed back her opinion about that. She had researched many crimes over the years. She had found that the ones that involved drugs could be the most ruthless. It churned her stomach to think that a friendship could be turned into homicide over some white powder.

      “I think it's time we call in the police,” Samantha said quietly. She had gotten caught up in the excitement of the sting and catching a criminal. It seemed like an adventure. However, Jacob's confession had brought her back to reality. She had lost sight of what they were really doing. They had caught a murderer, and even though he would go to prison for his crime, that wouldn't clean up the blood that had been spilled.

      “Go ahead and call the police. I'm not afraid. You have no evidence against me. It's just a couple of old feeble memories against me. Who is going to believe you over me?” Jacob laughed a little, but Samantha could see the panic in his eyes.

      Eddy chuckled.  “Oh, it's much more than that, Jacob. It's those times you got busted for dealing drugs with Vince's brother, Carl. It's your work shoes that match the footprints at the crime scene. Not to mention the bags of money we found in the attic with your fingerprints all over them. So, it'll be our word against a drug dealer, Jacob. Who do you think they will believe?” He released Jacob and took a step back from him. “You have two choices, Jacob, you can let this go to trial, or you can turn yourself in tonight. If you offer up some information about your drug connections I'm sure that you'll be able to cut a deal. If you let it go to trial, well, I don't know how kindly a jury is going to look upon someone who was willing to murder his best friend. What do you think?”

      Jacob looked from Eddy to Samantha and back again. It was clear that he was trying to decide whether to run or not. Samantha knew that wasn't an option. Eddy had his exit blocked.

      “There's no escape, Jacob. It's time to pay the price for what you did,” Eddy said.

      “I didn't have a choice!” Jacob shouted. “He was like a brother to me, but it was him or me. What could I do?”

      “You could have gone to the police. You could have done anything other than take the life of someone who trusted you.” Samantha glared at him. “Vince was only stealing that money to try to protect someone that he cared about. It doesn't seem right that he had to die for it”

      “It's not my fault,” Jacob muttered.

      “Who was that man you were with last night?” Samantha asked.

      “He was an enforcer. He was there to make sure that I had the money and that Vince had been handled. If one thing had been wrong he would have killed me without the slightest hesitation. These are the people I'm dealing with,” he spoke anxiously. “I didn't have a choice.”

      “You made the choice when you began dealing with people like this.” Eddy looked at him with some disgust. “You took that risk by getting involved in illegal behavior, and now your friend is dead because of it. Now, you're a murderer, because of it.”

      Jacob could no longer speak. His expression had gone cold. He stared emptily into the space in front of him. Samantha had seen that look before. It was a look of defeat, Jacob had broken. He wasn't going to fight any more.

      “Go ahead and call Detective Brunner,” Samantha said.

      Eddy pulled out his phone and dialed the detective's number. Detective Brunner answered just before Eddy was about to give up and hang up.

      “Eddy, how are you interfering in the case now?” he asked.

      “It's a good thing I am interfering in your case,” Eddy replied. “Why don't you come out to Sage Gardens and pick up the real murderer?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, we have the right suspect here waiting for you.” Eddy frowned.

      “We already have a suspect in jail,” Detective Brunner sounded argumentative.

      “I think that you need to wise up. I just said I have the actual killer here. Get a car out here if you're too lazy to come out yourself,” Eddy's voice had raised slightly. It was plain to see that he was fed up with Detective Brunner.

      “All right, all right. I'll come right over.”

      “You do that.” Eddy hung up the phone. As he turned to look at Samantha he could see the strain in her expression. Despite the fact that the man standing before her was a confessed murderer, she had sympathy for him. Eddy found that fascinating about her.

      “We're going to have to turn over the money, too,” Eddy pointed out. “I'll give Walt a call and let him know to get it ready.”

      Samantha flinched at the mention of the money. She was still the only one that knew that there was money missing from the bags that they had found. She had been putting off the decision about whether to reveal this fact to Eddy or Walt. Now she had to make a choice. Was she going to turn on Jo when their friendship was just starting to strengthen? She met Eddy's eyes. She knew that if she didn't tell him the truth and he found out about it later, he would not forgive her easily. She felt stuck in a bad position. She valued Eddy's friendship, as well as Walt's. But when it came to her friendship with Jo, it wasn't just about herself, it was about Jo, too.

      Samantha was fairly certain that she was the only friend Jo had made in a very long time. Samantha could only imagine the devastation that Jo might feel if she finally began to trust someone and was betrayed. Eddy held her gaze for a long moment. Too long. She looked away quickly and focused on Jacob again. He still looked very dazed.

      “The more you help the prosecutors the more leniency you'll get,” Samantha said. He was a murderer, but the way he looked made her feel a bit sorry for him.

      Eddy dialed Walt's phone number, but his gaze lingered on Samantha. He had been sensing it for some time, but now he was sure of it. She was hiding something from him. He didn't know why she would. He thought he had given her every reason to trust him. But apparently it hadn't been enough. Now he was going to have to figure out what it was. He couldn't just ignore it. He needed to know. He could only hope that it wasn't something he didn't want to find out. Eddy was a little startled when Walt answered the phone as he had been lost in thought.

      “Hi Eddy, how did it go?” Walt asked.

      “It's still going. We're waiting for the police to arrive to take Jacob into custody. I just wanted to make sure that the money was ready.”

      “Uh, yes, it is,” Walt's voice wavered slightly.

      “Good, we're going to need to turn it into the police.”

      “Okay, just meet me over here, I'm not walking anywhere with this much cash.”

      “No problem. I'll come to get it.”

      Samantha's heart sank. She knew that time was running out to tell the truth. As Eddy hung up the phone she turned back to look at him.

      “Eddy, I need to tell you something.”

      “I thought you might.” He settled his gaze on hers. “What is it?”

      Samantha opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, the front door of Bill's villa opened. Detective Brunner walked in with an annoyed frown. “Now, what is all of this about?” he asked.

      “Why don't you tell him, Jacob?” Eddy asked. He looked over at the man who had started to tremble a little.

      “I want a deal,” Jacob spoke in a flat, determined tone.

      “A deal for what?” Detective Brunner laughed.

      “I want protection. I want a reduced sentence,” Jacob insisted.

      “Are you offering a confession?” Detective Brunner asked. Now his tone was very stern and interested.

      “Yes, and information about one of the largest drug dealers in this city.” Jacob cleared his throat. “But I'm going to need protection.”

      “Well, why don't we just go down to the station and discuss that?” Detective Brunner suggested. He grabbed Jacob firmly by the arm and began to read him his rights. As Samantha stood back and watched, the two officers that had first investigated the missing backpack stepped into the villa. They cuffed Jacob and led him out of the villa.

      Detective Brunner turned to Eddy. “I don't know how you did it, but good work.” He shook his head with admiration.

      “I'll tell you how I did it.” Eddy narrowed his eyes as he looked at the younger detective. “I made sure that I paid attention. I didn't play any games on my phone. I didn't settle for the easiest suspect.”

      “All right, I see what you're saying.” Detective Brunner nodded solemnly. “I guess I still have some things to learn. Maybe you could mentor me a little?”

      “Are you serious?” Eddy asked. He raised an eyebrow and scrutinized the detective. Samantha smiled to herself. Compliments always made Eddy suspicious.

      “Yes, I am. I mean, I know it's a lot to ask. But I would love the chance to pick your brain. You're one of the most well-known detectives on the force. Don't you know that?” Detective Brunner smiled.

      Eddy looked at him with disbelief. “No, I don't know that. I'm just an old retired cop.”

      “You're more than that, Eddy. You're John ‘Eddy’ Edwards. You’re a legend. Why do you think everyone is always willing to help you out with whatever you ask?” He looked over at Samantha. “They still tell stories about this man as a rookie.”

      “Really?” Samantha stepped closer to the two. “I'd love to hear some sometime.”

      “No, none of that.” Eddy shook his head. “What I decide to tell you will have to do.”

      Samantha held back a laugh at the look of panic in Eddy's eyes. That made her even more curious. However, her amusement faded when Eddy cleared his throat.

      “I need to turn in some other evidence as well.”

      “Oh? What?” Detective Brunner asked.

      “Wait, Eddy.” Samantha grabbed his arm.

      Detective Brunner looked from Eddy to Samantha. “I'll give you two a minute.” He turned and stepped out of the villa to interview Bill who had just arrived.

      “What is it, Samantha?” Eddy asked. He studied her intently. “What is it that you're not telling me?”

      “I just think maybe we should check in with Walt before we turn in the money,” Samantha tried to speak calmly as she knew that her response would only make Eddy more frustrated.

      “What can't you tell me now that you can tell me in front of Walt?” he asked. “What's going on here?”

      “Please, Eddy. Can we just wait until we have a chance to meet with Walt and get the money from him? I would just feel more comfortable if we did.” Samantha braced herself for Eddy's temper. She had noticed that when he felt like he was being lied to or conned he could get pretty angry pretty fast. Instead of shouting though, he only continued to stare at her with a hard expression.

      “Fine.” He nodded. “I'll go to Walt's first. But that money is getting turned in as soon as possible.”

      Samantha sighed with relief. She was glad that she had bought herself a few more minutes. She was afraid that if she told Eddy the truth while Detective Brunner was there, that Eddy would insist on having Jo arrested. Samantha definitely didn't want that to happen. However, she wasn't sure how she was going to keep it from happening.
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      “Let's go over to Walt’s and get the money now.” Eddy tilted his head towards the door. He offered Samantha his arm. Samantha hesitated. Eddy noticed the hesitation and shook his head. “I don't know what's going on, Samantha, but I would like to find out. Let's go.” He turned towards the door. Samantha followed after him.

      They walked in silence towards Walt's villa. With every step Samantha wondered if she was doing the right thing. Would Jo ever be able to forgive her? Would she be able to convince Eddy not to turn Jo in? With so much going on in her mind, she barely noticed that Eddy's expression was stony. When they reached Walt's villa, Walt was waiting at the door.

      “Come in.” He held the door for both of them.

      Eddy remained close to Samantha as they stepped inside. Walt had placed the bags of money on a table which he had covered in plastic wrap in the middle of his kitchen. There were towels on the floor surrounding the table to keep the floor from getting dust on it. Samantha swallowed hard when she saw the bags. She knew that they were light by a few thousand. Would the police know? She guessed that each bag was divided to have an even amount of money, so she guessed that when the police counted it they would wonder where the missing money was. But maybe Jo would be able to get away with it. It's not like criminals kept good accounting records.

      “How did it go?” Walt asked. He looked nervously from Eddy to Samantha. It was clear that there was tension between the two of them.

      “It went better than expected,” Eddy said. He finally looked away from Samantha and towards Walt. “Jacob has agreed to testify about everything, the drugs, the dealers, the money.”

      Samantha's breath caught in her chest. She realized that when Jacob told the truth about the drugs and the money he would likely share the amount of cash that was in the bags. He also knew that Samantha and Eddy had it in their possession for some time before turning it into the police. When the police went looking for the missing money, they would go right to Samantha and Eddy. Eddy would find out the truth, and Samantha was sure that he would suspect Jo right away. Either way he was going to find out what Jo had done, and that Samantha was hiding it.

      “Oh, that's good. That's good. Well then, I guess we better get this money to them.” Walt passed a glance over to Samantha. From the look in his eyes Samantha suspected that he knew something as well.

      “Not just yet,” Samantha said quietly. She refused to look directly at Eddy.

      “Samantha, that's it. I want to know what's going on here. Why don't you want to turn in the money?” Eddy's tone was demanding as he stepped closer to her.

      “Eddy, I just need a few minutes.” Samantha frowned as she pulled out her phone. She was going to see if she could get Jo to bring the money back. That wouldn't exactly solve everything, but it would make things easier.

      “A few minutes for what?” Eddy asked. His voice was slightly raised. He was getting more frustrated by the moment. Samantha knew that if she didn't tell him what he wanted to know soon he might just turn in the money without waiting for her. She frowned when she got no answer on Jo's cell phone. She tucked her phone back into her purse.

      “Eddy, hear me out before you react,” Samantha pleaded.

      “Just tell me.” Eddy scowled impatiently. Samantha nodded. She prepared herself for his temper.

      Eddy looked up swiftly as the door to the villa swung open. Samantha could see the tension in his face as he looked towards the door. Jo stepped inside. She looked at the three with a faint frown.

      “Hello.”

      “Hello yourself.” Eddy looked at her with disbelief. “What's going on?”

      “Look, I know that all of this was done to solve a murder. I don't know what's happening to me as the years go by, but I just can't seem to justify profiting from someone's death.” She looked crestfallen as she dropped a stack of money in the middle of the table between them. “It's all there.”

      “What's that?” Eddy asked.

      “You're doing the right thing, Jo.” Samantha smiled proudly at her.

      “You knew about this?” Eddy glanced over at her.

      Samantha raised an eyebrow. She looked back at Jo. “I can't say I didn't think about doing the same thing. I mean, who is it really going to hurt to take a little cash?”

      “It's a crime for one,” Eddy growled.

      “It's a financial crime, too,” Walt added with a slight shake of his head.

      “Which is why I'm giving it back. I don't want anything to do with that life anymore. Taking the money was something I would have done in the past. I don't need it.” She eyed the stack with some regret, then turned towards the door. Eddy watched as she walked away. He studied her with a deeper sense of respect. It was one thing to claim that you had changed your life, it was quite another to actually do it.

      “Wait! Jo!” Samantha chased after her before she could get out the door. “We're having a drink to celebrate after everything is settled. Would you like to join us?”

      Jo glanced over at the two men and shook her head slightly. “I don't think I should.”

      “Oh, don't worry about them.” Samantha waved her hand dismissively. “They're just too old to have any fun.”

      “Hey!” Eddy scowled at Samantha. “That's not true at all. I can be fun.”

      “And really, we're probably some of the youngest residents here, Samantha,” Walt frowned.

      Samantha grinned at their reactions. “See? They need us to loosen them up a bit.”

      Jo looked over at the two men again. Her gaze lingered on Eddy. There was still quite a bit of friction between them, since her past was in conflict with his.

      “If you really want to let go of the past, Jo, then why not start living in the present? With friends?” Samantha offered a hopeful smile.

      “Maybe.” Jo nodded. With that she turned and walked out of the villa. When the door closed behind her, Walt exhaled.

      “She's a tough one, isn't she?” Walt asked. He carefully placed the stack of cash into one of the bags of money.

      “She's not so tough. I think she just needs to know what it's like to have friends to rely on.” Samantha looked wistfully out the window as she recalled what she knew about Jo's past. The woman had been a loner all her life.

      “She has helped us out an awful lot.” Eddy rubbed the back of his neck. “And we haven't exactly shown our gratitude.”

      “No, we haven't,” Walt agreed. “We've behaved rather shamefully.”

      Samantha was surprised that they seemed to be softening towards Jo.

      “I think if we take the time to get to know her, that you will both end up admiring her for who she is. We've all done things in the past that we regret. So, why don't we just give her a real chance?” Samantha remarked.

      “Sounds good.” Eddy nodded.

      “I suppose it's worth a shot.” Walt shrugged. “But I'm not letting her near my wallet.”

      Eddy laughed at that. “Trust me Walt, she does not have any interest in your wallet.”

      “What? Why not?” Walt frowned. “Is there something wrong with it?”

      As the two men debated the value of Walt's wallet, Samantha smiled to herself. Maybe they hadn't been able to prevent a murder, but they had solved it.
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      Once the money had been turned in and statements had been taken, Samantha, Eddy, Walt, and Jo met up at a local bar. The hole in the wall bar was not too crowded as the first wave of drinkers had already left. Samantha settled herself at the end of the bar. Jo sat down beside her. Eddy beat Walt to the stool next to Jo. Walt whipped out a wipe from his pocket and polished the seat of the bar stool as well as the bar in front of it before he sat down as well.

      “A beer apiece.” Eddy nodded to the bartender. Samantha hadn't had a beer in a while, she was looking forward to the frothy taste.

      “Could this place be any more seedy?” Jo asked as she glanced around.

      “I think that it's quaint.” Samantha smiled. “At least we don't have to worry about being bothered by too many people.”

      “I hope that's the case.” Jo smiled as she accepted her beer from the bartender. The door to the bar opened and Detective Brunner walked in. Samantha recognized him right away. Her stomach knotted. She hadn't expected him. She glanced over at Jo. Would Jo decide to leave if he was there? Or had he come to ask them about why there was a delay in turning in the money?

      “Detective!” Eddy waved to the man as he walked towards them.

      “Detective?” Jo nearly choked on her beer. Walt reached across Eddy to offer her a napkin. Jo took the napkin and then shot Samantha a look. “Why is there a detective here?”

      “I honestly don't know,” Samantha kept her voice low as she spoke to Jo. She was just as curious. “I'm sure it's nothing. He probably just wants to speak to Eddy.”

      “I thought you might like an update.” Detective Brunner paused in front of Eddy. Samantha noticed the respectful way he nodded his head to Eddy. Eddy did too. Samantha tried not to chuckle at the proud way he lifted his chin and the smug smile that rose to his lips.

      “I'd like that.”

      “Well, Simon has been released. Jacob admitted that he killed Vince because he had stolen some of the drug money. Vince tried to save himself by throwing the drugs into the water. Jacob followed Samantha and took the backpack back after Samantha found it.” Detective Brunner frowned. “A sad story really. But at least it's solved. In fact we will likely get most of the drug ring as a result of Jacob's testimony.”

      “But what about the screwdriver?” Samantha asked. She still couldn't understand how Simon had the murder weapon when he wasn't the least bit involved.

      “Oh, it turns out that Jacob didn't even mean to frame Simon. He panicked and he just hid it the first place he could.” He sighed. “When I think of what might have happened to Simon if we hadn't found out the truth about Jacob, it honestly makes me question whether I should be wearing a badge.” He lowered his eyes shamefully. “I just can't believe that I made such a mistake.”

      “Hey, go easy on yourself,” Eddy advised. “We all have cases that are close calls. The important thing is that you learn to pay attention and put the work in even when it seems like a slam dunk case. In fact it's usually the ones that seem so simple that end up being something else entirely.”

      “I know that now, thanks to you,” Detective Brunner gratefully acknowledged. “I'm sure I'm going to pick your brain more often when I run into these cases. It's always good to have an experienced set of eyes. I'm sorry for the way that I treated you throughout the case. I'm embarrassed to say that I didn't think you could help in any way. I was a little too caught up in my own ego to recognize that some help could be useful.”

      “Don't worry about that. I was a cop once. I know what it feels like to be annoyed when someone is interfering with a case. I'm just glad that we were able to help. I'm here to help any time you need it.” Eddy smiled and glanced over at his friends. Then he looked back at Detective Brunner. “Join us for a beer?” Eddy offered. He gestured to the bartender to bring another bottle. The bartender walked over and set the bottle down in front of the detective.

      “Sure. I'm off duty.” Detective Brunner smiled. He seemed relieved that Eddy was so welcoming. It occurred to Samantha that being a detective had to be a rather lonely job. Eddy stood up from his seat and allowed the detective to take it, in a demonstration of respect. Samantha gulped when she saw the detective moving in right beside Jo. She could feel Jo squirming beside her. The detective sat down right next to Jo. Eddy moved over next to Walt. Samantha held her breath for a moment, but she was relieved to see that nothing terrible happened. The bar did not implode. Detective Brunner cast a brief look in Jo's direction, then took a sip of his beer. Jo even smiled as she glanced over at Samantha. Perhaps they were an unlikely group of friends, but Samantha wouldn't change a thing.  With them around, Sage Gardens was a safe place to live once again.
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      Morning in Sage Gardens was usually a peaceful time, filled with tweeting birds and cheerful residents waving to one another. In such a beautiful environment it was easy to be eager to greet the day. Although many of the people who lived in Sage Gardens were early risers they took care not to disturb those that weren't. Lawnmowers, radios, and loud noise in general were kept for after a reasonable hour.

      When the blaring siren of a police car shattered the comfortable silence of a community awakening, it was a surprise. It had knocked Eddy right out of his half-asleep half-awake state. Out of habit Eddy launched out of his bed ready to deal with whatever crime was taking place. It was only as he pulled on his shoes and a t-shirt that he recalled he was no longer an active police officer. Still the sirens drew him out the door of his villa and onto the lush, green grass of his front lawn.

      As Eddy reached the walkway a police car blazed right past him. Eddy's heart pounded as he looked in the direction that the car was travelling. Its flashing lights and blaring siren were so out of place amidst the pink flamingos and garden gnomes that decorated the front yards of the villas. He wondered what might have happened. It was clear that whatever it was had to be quite serious.

      With his attention sharpened by the sights and sounds Eddy watched as another police car blew through the entrance of Sage Gardens. Despite his concern for what had happened, he felt a rush of adrenaline flood him. He smiled as every nerve in his body stood on edge, prepared to protect or attack as needed.

      When Eddy was a policeman every single time he went out on a call and got to flip on the lights and the siren, his entire body would react to the urgency of the situation. It wasn't exactly a thrill, as many times the situation that he was racing towards was dire, but it did make his adrenaline pump because he had to be prepared for anything. He still got that feeling, even forty years later.

      Eddy watched as the car raced up the hill to the villas that overlooked the distant highway. He knew a few of the residents that lived in that area. He could see that an ambulance and a police car were already parked on the hill. Eddy presumed that they must have approached earlier from the other side of Sage Gardens as he hadn’t heard their sirens.

      Eddy was thinking about what might have occurred.  His thoughts were soon distracted by the sound of wheels against the sidewalk. He turned around with a smile as he knew it would be Abe. Abe was one of the few residents that was both in a wheelchair and yet still active. Some of the wheelchair-bound residents spent more time in their villa and only emerged for trips or transport to a doctor's appointment.

      Abe was one of the 'rollers' who was always out and about, which made it very easy to recognize the sound of his wheelchair. Abe was a younger resident compared to many. His short, brown hair didn't have a trace of gray. His light, brown eyes had yet to gain any wrinkles around them. He normally looked fairly healthy, but Eddy noticed something off about him right away.

      “How are you, Abe?” Eddy squinted at the man who seemed much paler than usual. His expression was grave. “Are you ill?”

      “No, I'm fine. But Joel Westons isn't.”  Abe grimaced and looked over his shoulder up at the hill where the police cars had come to a stop.

      “Joel?” Eddy frowned. The name was familiar, as just about everyone knew everyone in Sage Gardens, but he couldn't place a face to it. “Is that what the police and ambulance are here for?”

      “I thought someone would have told you before I had the chance to, news travels so fast around here,” Abe lowered his voice to a conspiratorial tone. “Joel's wife, Anna, found him dead on the living room floor this morning.” His eyes widened as he revealed the news. Eddy's did as well.

      “Dead?” Eddy shook his head with a frown. It wasn't that unusual for residents to suddenly pass from medical conditions. But deaths of that kind, were rarely attended to by several patrol cars full of policemen. “I guess it wasn't natural causes?”

      “Not unless there's a way to naturally get your head bashed in,” Abe replied gruffly. He coughed sharply once, and then shook his head. “Someone did him in with a candlestick.”

      “Must have been a heavy one?” Eddy turned to look as another police car shot by them both. The siren made conversation impossible for a moment.

      “Must have been. I can’t believe he’s dead,” Abe said grimly.

      “Did you know him well?”

      “He and I would get together now and then for lunch. His wife volunteers at the local library, so he's often alone during the day.” Abe sighed and rolled his chair back a few inches to get a better view of the hill. “It's a damn shame that he's gone. He was a decent guy, you know? I hope they figure out who did this.” He lowered his voice with disgust, “In his own home.”

      Eddy's attention was focused on the crime the moment he discovered that it was a murder. He had worked as a homicide detective and had proved himself a vicious interrogator with good instincts over the years. He had worked many homicides and he knew that a bludgeoning death was one of the rarest, especially in home invasions. It was intriguing to him to think of, but that wasn't the only reason that he was interested. Eddy had a strong protective instinct, and any crime that took place in his neighborhood felt like a personal attack.

      “Do they have any suspects in mind?” Eddy's interest was piqued at the idea of a new case to look into. He had begun to settle into his role as resident detective. Most of his neighbors were used to it as well.

      “Not that I know of just yet, I mean he wasn’t found very long ago. But maybe you could find out more than I can.” Abe lifted an eyebrow. Eddy realized that Abe wasn't just being friendly, he wanted information. Eddy understood why. It was hard to discover that a friend had passed, it was harder when the loss was the result of a murder.

      “I'll see what I can find out.” Eddy clapped his hand lightly on Abe's shoulder. “I'm sorry for your loss, Abe.”

      “Thanks.” Abe looked up the hill in the direction of Joel's villa. “I don't know what happened, Eddy, but I do know he didn't deserve this. Neither did Anna.”

      “I'm sure that they didn't.” Eddy tightened his lips. Murder was the type of crime that could tear apart not just a family, but an entire community. Though he had become accustomed to it over the years, it was always disturbing to him.

      As Eddy ascended the hill in the direction of the Westons’ villa, he ignored the subtle aches in his hip and lower back. He was determined to stay in shape as he neared seventy, but it was a lot more difficult to accomplish that than it had been when he was twenty. His eating habits didn't exactly help either.

      When he reached the crest of the hill he could see several police cars, as well as the coroner's van. He frowned and began to approach the villa. Before he could get too close, he noticed someone walking towards it from another direction. The woman was moving with a sense of determination that always made Eddy feel just a little tired, as if he was already exhausted by the fight that he expected to have. Her coppery hair was tightly braided as usual, but a few flyaway strands were being bullied by the light breeze. Even from a distance he could see her frowning.

      “Samantha, of course,” he muttered and shook his head. He couldn't help but feel a twinge of admiration for the woman. She was as determined as she was intelligent and she always had her nose in any kind of mystery. She also happened to be one of the few good friends he had made since moving to Sage Gardens. She smiled when she spotted him. Her smile transformed her from a force to be reckoned with to a friendly soul.

      “Eddy!” She waved to him and immediately shifted direction to walk towards him. Eddy paused to wait for her.

      “I heard all of the sirens,” Samantha explained as she reached his side. She offered a worried frown. “It's not good news is it?”

      “I'm afraid not.” Eddy looked past her as a stretcher was rolled out of the house with a body bag on it. “Joel Westons from what I understand.”

      “Poor man.” Samantha shook her head with genuine grief in her bright green eyes. “He and Anna were one of the sweetest couples I ever met.”

      “You knew them well?” Eddy asked with some surprise. He had never heard Samantha mention them before.

      “Not especially well. We shared a game of cards now and then with a few others. Not lately though.” She shook her head again as the doors of the coroner's van slammed shut. “I guess I should have checked in on them.”

      “No way anyone could have known, I'm sure. A friend of Joel's, Abe, asked me to see if I can find out anything about it.” He gave a sidelong look in Samantha's direction. “I'm assuming that you're here to do the same?”

      Samantha struggled not to smile. It wasn't appropriate to be smiling at a time of grief, but she couldn't help it. She loved having the chance to work with Eddy on a mystery. It made her feel like it was the old days when she would stock up on junk food and go on stakeouts to get to the bottom of a crime she was writing an article about. Although Eddy was a retired cop, and she was a retired crime journalist, their paths had actually been fairly similar.

      “Maybe.” She managed to reply without breaking out into a smile. “You forgot your hat.”

      He reached up and swept his hand back through his thinning, brown hair. He usually put on his fedora. If anyone asked it was because he was used to wearing it. But the truth was he was a little annoyed with the bald spots that were forming.

      “I rushed out to see what was going on.” He swept his gaze over her simple pants suit which looked perfect. “I guess you were already awake for the day.”

      “Awake? I already had breakfast, fed the ducks, walked by the water and…”

      “Okay, enough.” Eddy felt that exhaustion kick in. Samantha had far too much energy for him.

      Samantha smiled at the weariness in Eddy's dark blue eyes. She had decided not long after they met that it was going to be her duty to teach the far too serious man to lighten up and enjoy life. So far he wasn't the most willing student.

      “I'm sorry. I am very curious about what happened to Joel. I hope they investigate it thoroughly even though Joel was elderly,” she stated.

      “I’m sure they will, Samantha. Police treat every crime with the same respect,” Eddy said sternly. He and Samantha often argued when it came to the role of police in the community and their behavior. While Eddy knew that some cops weren't the most honest, he also knew just how much of their lives they invested in what others considered just a job.

      “Fine, if that's the case then there should be no need for us to investigate.” Samantha smiled sweetly. Eddy narrowed his eyes. He knew that she had him there. He wasn't about to stand by and wait for an investigation to take place. He wanted to get to the bottom of it just as much as Samantha did. He wanted Sage Gardens to feel safe again.

      “It doesn't hurt to have a few extra pairs of eyes on the situation. I'll see what there is to know. You keep an eye out for anyone acting suspiciously.” He began to walk towards the villa. It was already blocked off with crime tape and cones. He ignored the yellow crime tape and walked right up to the nearest police officer. The officer looked up at him with a hint of recognition, as if he knew Eddy's face, but not his name.

      Eddy still kept in contact with some associates in the police department, and his reputation was well-known.

      “What's the situation?” Eddy’s tone implied that he deserved to know every detail.

      “The situation is that a crime has taken place, and unless you're a police officer I don't have anything to say to you.” The officer narrowed his eyes.

      “There's no need to play tough guy. I'm not asking for your badge, I just want to know what happened here.” Eddy narrowed his eyes right back. “I think if you check with your supervisor she would be fine with you sharing a few details. But then you'd have to explain why you didn't show a retired homicide detective more respect.”

      “Oh, well I…” The officer looked down at his polished shoes for a moment and then back up at Eddy. “All right, but I can only tell you so much.”

      “Whatever you're comfortable with.” Eddy smiled at him charmingly.

      “Looks like someone climbed in through an open window and bludgeoned the victim from behind with a candlestick. According to the medical examiner it looks like it happened between nine-thirty and eleven last night. The wife found him on the floor when she woke up.” He leaned a little closer to Eddy. “It must have been horrific for her to see. It was a vicious murder.”

      Eddy frowned. “How vicious could it have been? She didn't find him until she woke up? Wouldn't the commotion have woken her up?”

      “She said that she is a bit hard of hearing and she didn't hear a thing.” He sighed. “It's possible I guess if the victim was knocked out by the first blow. Or maybe she is a deep sleeper. No one expects their spouse to be murdered while they sleep. Poor thing, she's really shaken up.” He nodded his head towards the woman who was huddled near an ambulance. Anna was a petite woman with delicate features. She looked to be in her fifties, but was likely pushing seventy. Her dark brown hair was cut just below her ears. She reminded Eddy of one of his favorite teachers at school and immediately he felt sympathy for her.

      Anna just seemed too fragile to be dealing with such a difficult situation. Two EMTs were speaking to her. She had a blanket draped over her shoulders. From her ruffled hair it looked as if she had just gotten out of bed. Eddy could see the blood on her hands. She must have tried to revive her husband. Not only had Joel been killed, but he had been dead in his living room for several hours. To Eddy it was a dreadful thought that a death could go unnoticed for so long.

      “Any suspects yet?” Eddy looked back at the officer.

      “Not that I can say.” The officer tightened his lips with determination. “You know I could get in trouble just for telling you this much.”

      “I appreciate the information.” Eddy nodded and patted the officer on the back. “You're doing a great job here. I’m sure you’ll do a very thorough investigation.”

      “I will, Sir.” The officer turned and walked back towards the villa. Eddy turned towards Samantha just in time to see her walking into the yard of the neighboring villa.

      “What is she up to?” he muttered so as not to draw the attention of the police officers. He was sure that whatever Samantha was doing had something to do with the investigation.
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      Samantha picked her way carefully across the grass. She knew how hard the gardener worked to keep the grass green and lush and so she did her best to avoid trampling it. But she had spotted someone poking their head out from behind the villa and she wanted a closer look at who it was. As soon as she had begun walking towards it, the person ducked behind the villa. Samantha thought this was very suspicious. She crept closer.

      Samantha noticed the person peering around the corner of the villa. She didn't recognize him right away, but his face did seem familiar. Slowly she crept closer to the villa. She had read enough crime novels to know that a murderer almost always returns to the scene of the crime. This man seemed to be very interested in remaining hidden, while still keeping an eye on what was unfolding next door.

      “Hello there!” Samantha called out. She wanted others to hear her, so that they knew where she was. She wasn't about to become any murderer's victim. She heard footsteps falling behind her. The man who had been peeking around the side of the villa reluctantly stepped out from behind it. He looked annoyed as he greeted Samantha.

      “Hello.”

      Samantha looked over her shoulder in time to see Eddy walking towards her. She knew that he would want to share the details of the case with her.

      “Are you a friend of the Westons?” Samantha asked. Then suddenly she realized who it was. “Tommy, I'm sorry I didn't even recognize you.”

      “I got a haircut,” he muttered and ran his hand lightly over his closely cropped hair.

      Tommy was known around Sage Gardens for his long, stringy hair. Many of the older folk addressed him as Hippie rather than Tommy, while some just complained about the way it made the neighborhood look. Tommy had always been determined not to cut his hair. Samantha was a little surprised that he had, and how much it changed how he looked. Tommy was a fairly large man with a little weight covering up his muscular frame. With his long hair he had seemed harmless, but now with his short haircut it was as if Samantha could now see his broad frame clearly.

      “Tommy.” Eddy nodded to the man as he stepped up beside Samantha. “Did you hear about what happened?”

      “Yes.” Tommy nodded. “How could I not?” he grumbled. “I was trying to sleep when all of these sirens started blaring.”

      Samantha raised an eyebrow. She was surprised that Tommy, who was Joel and Anna's neighbor would be less concerned about their wellbeing and more concerned about his sleep being interrupted.

      “Well, Joel's dead, Tommy,” Eddy spoke flatly. Samantha knew this trick. He wanted to see how Tommy would react when he first actually heard the news.

      “And?” Tommy shrugged. “I already know that. I'd have to be blind not to see the coroner's van. But if the man is dead already what's with all the sirens? It's not like getting here any faster is going to save him. Is it?” He sneered. “I think there should be a rule about coming through here with sirens on. We all know what an ambulance showing up means. Someone is dead. If it's not an emergency, then why all of the noise?”

      “Have you spoken to the police yet, Tommy?” Samantha asked. She did her best not to comment on what she thought about his view of things. It seemed rather cold to her for him to be so put off by the noise.

      “I have,” he said with exasperation. “Not that they are going to do anything about it. What do they care? It's just another dead guy. He's not important enough for anyone to cause a fuss over.”

      Samantha couldn't hold back any longer. The way he was speaking about Joel made her sick to her stomach. “I'm sure his grieving wife would argue that point,” she spoke through gritted teeth. In the next moment she felt Eddy's hand rest lightly on her shoulder. She knew it was more about restraining her than comforting her. Eddy had seen her temper flare before.

      “Oh Anna?” Tommy snorted. “I'm sure she's not too broken up about the whole thing.”

      “How can you say that?” Eddy asked incredulously. “She found her husband dead in a pool of his own blood.”

      “Well sure, there are prettier ways to go, but she's probably just glad that he's gone. From the amount of fighting those two do, you'd think that they were enemies, not husband and wife.” He brushed his hand back over his hair yet again. “Glad I dodged that bullet. Never been married, never had kids, never had a problem in my life.”

      Samantha pursed her lips. She reminded herself that she would get more information with honey than with venom. “Were they fighting last night, Tommy?”

      “I wouldn't know. I wasn't here.” He shrugged.

      “Where were you?” Eddy pressed.

      “I don't see how that is any of your business.” Tommy crossed his arms and settled his gaze on Eddy. “Playing detective again, Eddy?”

      “I was just curious,” Eddy commented. “So, you didn't hear any kind of commotion when the murder took place?”

      “Like I said, I wasn't here,” Tommy growled. “I don't need to be grilled by the likes of you, Eddy. If you harass me in any way I'll get you arrested faster than you can even think of a question.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. “You know it's only people who have something to hide that don't cooperate.”

      “No, it's people that know the difference between a real cop, and an old man who misses his badge,” Tommy said angrily. “You've got no right to even be on my property right now, Eddy. So, why don't you and your nosy little girlfriend shove off?”

      Samantha was so furious by the end of his tirade that Eddy's squeezing hand on her shoulder did nothing to calm her. “Listen to me, Tommy Radner, if you're going to speak to Eddy or me that way you're going to face some serious consequences. This is not how you behave when your neighbor has been murdered.”

      “Oh, what are you going to do, Samantha?” he spat out her name. “Are you going to write an article in the Sage Gardens' weekly gazette? Oh no, that's right. You can't even get a job writing for the neighborhood gossip rag, can you?” He stared at her with open hostility. “Get off my property.”

      “Technically, it's not your property.” Samantha looked over towards the voice and saw Walt standing a few feet from them. “No one owns their homes here. They all belong to Sage Gardens. So, you can't really claim it as your property.”

      “Oh, stay out of it, Walt.” Tommy waved his hand in Walt's direction and then stalked off into his villa.

      Samantha shrugged Eddy's hand off her shoulder. “Why did you let him talk to you that way?” she asked more out of confusion than anger.

      “Listen, Samantha it's not going to do anybody any good if Tommy and I come to blows, now is it?” Eddy shook his head. He looked towards the window of Tommy's villa just in time to see him snap the shade shut. “He certainly is acting suspicious. He seems so angry with us, he’s never spoken to me that way before. Maybe he is just upset by the murder, but I think our first step should be to look into where he was last night.”

      “First step?” Walt looked interested. “What have I missed? Are you looking into Joel's death?”

      “I think we should.” Samantha glared in the direction of Tommy's villa. “If only to make sure Tommy doesn't get away with it.”

      “So, you think Tommy is good for it?” Walt asked. “That's a pretty big accusation.”

      Samantha crossed her arms. “The last time I played cards with the Westons they had a problem with Tommy. He didn't like the way they had parked their car, and claimed it was blocking his view of the water. So, he pounded on the door until Joel came out. They squabbled a bit and then Joel just did what he asked. Apparently, that wasn't the first issue that they've had with him. It appears that Tommy is not the nicest neighbor around.”

      “Maybe not, but that doesn't make him a murderer.” Eddy frowned. “Still, he does seem very unaffected by the whole thing.”

      “We should check and see if his alibi holds water,” Walt suggested. “Can you get any information out of the officers, Eddy?”

      “I can try,” Eddy said. Samantha and Walt lingered near the street as Eddy walked back towards the crime scene.

      “What can you tell me about the neighbor?” Eddy asked. The young officer continued to roll up the yellow tape.

      “Nothing.”

      “Oh really? Not even his alibi?” Eddy's tone became harder. “Do you think you could just let me know where he was claiming to be last night?”

      “You could ask him.” The officer finished rolling up the tape. “I'm not going to get in trouble over this.”

      “You don't have to worry about that. I'm just asking a question.” Eddy met his eyes. “It's not going to do any harm to let me know where he was.”

      The officer frowned. He looked as if he really didn't want to share the information. Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “At the movies, okay? That's all I can tell you.” He turned and walked away from Eddy with swift strides. Eddy watched him for a moment. He was a little sketchy in Eddy's opinion. It was one thing to willingly share information, and another to flat out refuse to give it. The officer that Eddy had just spoken to did neither of those things. Instead, he allowed his mind to be swayed by Eddy. That could be dangerous when wearing a uniform. As Eddy walked back towards Walt and Samantha his mind pushed and pulled at Tommy's alibi.

      Samantha watched Eddy interact with the young officer. She could see that he was trying to intimidate the officer with the way he straightened his shoulders and leaned close. She had seen him do this a few times before. Walt's voice drew her from her observations.

      “What do you think, Samantha?” Walt asked.

      “I'm not sure. Joel always seemed like a nice guy to me. He and his wife certainly never had trouble with money.” She looked over at Anna again. “Poor Anna. I don't know how she's going to handle all of this.”

      “It must be difficult when you prefer to be part of a couple. My wife and I always had our own space during our marriage. I've never really enjoyed living with other people.” He straightened the lapel of his suit jacket.

      Samantha glanced over at him quizzically. “That's not surprising.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Walt asked.

      “I just mean that you seem very particular so it would be difficult for you to tolerate someone always moving things around and getting things dirty.” She shook her head. “I can't see you enjoying that.”

      “Well, I do have my ways.” Walt frowned. “Maybe I'm a little too set in them. Once in a while I wonder what it would be like to shake things up a bit.”

      “Really?” Samantha looked at him with genuine surprise. Before she could ask him more about that, Eddy interrupted their conversation.

      “So, it turns out that Tommy's alibi is that he was at the movies. That's a pretty thin alibi. Even if he actually went to the movies, he could have slipped out once it started.”

      “Hmm, I don't know.” Walt tapped his chin lightly. “The movie theater is at least thirty minutes away. By the time he slipped out of the theater, and drove back here, committed the murder, and then drove back, the movie would have likely been over. That would be a tight schedule to keep.”

      “That doesn't even take traffic into account.” Samantha seemed to be doing calculations in her mind. “It would add at least ten minutes on to travel time if there was traffic. Maybe we could question someone at the theater to see if they can confirm Tommy's presence there last night.”

      “We could,” Eddy agreed. “But I'm not sure they would remember. Hundreds of people go in and out of that movie theater every day.”

      “It's worth a shot.” Samantha glanced over her shoulder at Tommy's house. “I doubt he's going to be willing to tell us whether he has a ticket stub or not.”

      “I can check,” Walt offered with a slight smile. “I'd like to get a glimpse of the inside of his villa anyway.”

      “Good idea.” Eddy nodded. “He's going to bristle at Samantha or me asking questions.”

      Samantha looked over at Anna. She clutched the blanket tightly around her shoulders. She certainly looked traumatized to Samantha, but what struck her was the lack of tears. She knew that sometimes the sight of something tragic could be so shocking that a person was rendered emotionless, but she still wondered.

      “I'm going to go speak to Anna.”

      “Are you sure?” Eddy asked. “She might be a little too raw right now.”

      “Let her go,” Walt advised. “If anyone can handle a delicate situation, it's Sam.”

      “Thanks, Walt.” Samantha smiled briefly at him. Eddy scowled as if he might have more to say, but he kept it to himself. Samantha walked towards Anna who was still near the ambulance. It appeared that the medics had cleared her, however she still seemed shaken.

      “Anna.” Samantha reached a hand out to her. “I'm so sorry for your loss.” Anna stared at her for a moment, as if she didn't quite recognize her, then slowly it registered in her expression.

      “Thank you, Samantha,” she spoke quietly, but her voice did not tremble. Samantha took Anna's hand in her own. She noticed that the woman's hands were not shaking, but they were a little sweaty. In her years of trying to gather as much information as possible she had learned a trick or two to know whether someone was telling the truth or not. Sweaty hands almost always indicated deceit. However, in this situation they didn't really reveal much. With the stress of what Anna had seen, and the sudden loss of her husband there could have been numerous reasons for her sweaty palms.

      “Is there anything you need? Anyone I can call for you?” Samantha offered.

      “No, I don't need anything.” Anna pressed a balled up tissue against her nose.

      “I'm sorry again, Anna. I hope you know that I'm here to help if you need it.” Samantha gave her hand a slight squeeze, then let go of it.

      “Thank you, Samantha. I don't even know what to think right now. I went to bed last night happy, and woke up this morning a widow. It's such a hard thing to wrap my head around.” She sighed. “Joel is gone.”

      Her words sounded mournful, but her expression was still rather indifferent. Samantha noticed that Anna didn't even cringe when she spoke of her husband being dead, or her being a widow.

      “Do you have any idea who might have done this?” Samantha asked. Anna looked over at her with narrowed eyes.

      “Of course not. How would I know? Joel barely spoke to me anymore. I didn't know what he was doing when I wasn't home, and I didn't care to. We had let things get pretty distant between us.” She tightened the blanket around her shoulders. “I guess that makes this easier.”

      Samantha nodded. She wasn't sure how it could make anything easier, but she wasn't going to argue with Anna. “Are you sure there isn't someone I could call? One of your children maybe?”

      “We didn't have any. I had a son with my first husband, but he has nothing to do with me. Joel and I never wanted to have kids.” She pressed her lips together briefly as if trying to suppress a rising emotion. “I guess that was for the best.”

      Samantha couldn't imagine love becoming so unemotional. But then she had witnessed plenty of marriages that didn't involve love. Sometimes marriage just seemed like the right thing to do at the time, or perhaps it was a matter of settling. Her own marriage, though very brief, had been passionate and overwhelming. She still thought about her ex-husband at times, even though it had been so many years. She couldn't imagine feeling nothing at all for him.

      “Anna, if you think of any way that I can help, please feel free to call me.” Samantha looked into the woman's eyes. “No one should be alone at a time like this.”

      “Maybe not.” Anna looked solemnly towards the house. “But that's where I am. Thanks Samantha, but I have some things to take care of now.”

      “Of course.” Samantha watched as Anna trudged slowly back towards the house.
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      Eddy continued to observe the police officers and their processing of the crime scene as Walt walked up to Tommy's villa. He knocked on the door with three firm knocks. It was the same knock he had been using for many years. He felt it got the job done well, with getting the attention of the person inside, making it clear that it was important, and that he was not going to go away. After a moment the door jerked open. Tommy stuck his face out with a grim frown. “What do you want?”

      “I just wanted to ask you a quick question.” Walt studied the man intently. He immediately noticed how uneven his hair was cut. It was short, but it was not cut to one length. To Walt it looked more like someone had taken a lawnmower to the man's head.

      “Why would I answer any question from you?” Tommy glowered at him.

      “Oh, it's not about all of that.” Walt waved his hand dismissively in the direction of the crime scene. “I saw you last night at the movie theater. I have this deal with a friend of mine that if I have more movie ticket stubs than him, he has to pay for dinner the next time our film club gets together. Now, I know that I'll have more than him, or rather I would have if I hadn't thrown out my ticket stub accidentally with my popcorn. I was wondering if you had yours? I could even give you a dollar or two for it.” Walt began to reach into his pocket for his wallet.

      “You didn't see me last night,” Tommy's voice was gruff.

      “Weren't you at the movies?” Walt feigned innocence. “Maybe I had you mixed up with someone else?”

      “I was at the movies. But you didn't see me.” Tommy glared at him.

      “Okay, if you say so. Either way, do you happen to have your ticket stub?” Walt smiled.

      “No, I don't. I threw it out. No one keeps those except for teenage girls and weirdos. Is that what you are? A weirdo?” Tommy raised an eyebrow and offered a menacing expression. Walt was more than a little intimidated. He wasn't expecting Tommy to be so aggressive. His anxiety began rising very quickly.

      “No, I am not that at all. I just asked a simple question.” Walt cleared his throat. “I'm not sure where you've learned your manners from, but you are quite rude.”

      “I've had a rough morning.” Tommy forced a smile and then snapped the door closed. Walt was a little dazed by Tommy's abruptness. He didn't often attempt to socialize with others, as he preferred a book to company most of the time. As he walked back towards Eddy he felt as if he had just had that habit reinforced. Samantha was walking back towards Eddy at the same time. Eddy noticed her troubled expression.

      “Are you okay?” Eddy studied her.

      “I just think it's so sad.” Samantha shook her head. No matter how many stories she had worked on in the past she had never mastered the ability to be emotionally distant from the tragedies and crimes she learned about. “She doesn't even seem like she is going to miss him.”

      Eddy raised an eyebrow. “Trust me, my ex-wife wouldn't have missed me.”

      Samantha looked at him with some sympathy. “That must hurt.”

      “Not at all. I wouldn't miss her either.” Eddy chuckled. “Some people are better off having never known each other. Don't you think? Your marriage wasn't exactly stellar either, was it?” He looked at her curiously.

      Samantha narrowed her eyes. “No, I guess it wasn’t, but I would absolutely miss my ex-husband if he were to die. I would even attend his funeral if someone thought to inform me.”

      “That's very tender of you, Sam.” Walt smiled warmly at her.

      “Just because things didn't work out doesn't mean that I stopped loving him.” Samantha glanced wistfully away, but then pulled her thoughts back to the moment. “But that has nothing to do with any of this. We need to be focused on this crime, because I have a feeling it's not going to be very simple to solve. At this time I'm not even willing to rule out Anna as a suspect.”

      “Good point. How could she have slept through her husband being killed in that way? I'm not buying it.” Eddy looked sternly in the direction of the house.

      “Really? You think Anna is a suspect?” Walt looked between them incredulously. “Did either of you notice her size?”

      “She is quite petite.” Samantha considered the difference in Joel's size and Anna's. “But Joel wasn't a big man either. Besides, he was hit from behind. Anyone can overpower someone if they're not expecting an attack.”

      “That's true,” Eddy agreed. “She doesn't exactly have an alibi for the time of the murder. Still, what motivation could she have had for killing him?”

      “Money, it's always money,” Walt stated with conviction.

      “Not always.” Samantha looked back towards the villa. “Sometimes it can be about passion.”

      “Wait just a minute. Don't you think if Anna had been the one to strike him that hard, she would have gotten blood on her face, clothing, even her hair?” Walt shuddered at the thought. “Do you really think she could have hidden all of that?”

      Eddy's eyes grew wide.

      “What is it?” Samantha asked when she noticed his expression.

      “Tommy had a haircut.” Eddy stared at Tommy's villa. “A very short haircut.”

      “You're right,” Samantha replied slowly. “If he was the one who attacked Joel, maybe he panicked and got his hair cut to hide the evidence.”

      “Wouldn't a barber notice that though?” Eddy queried.

      “A barber didn't cut that man's hair.” Walt pursed his lips. “I've never seen a more uneven haircut. I am pretty sure that he did that to himself.”

      “That makes more sense.” Samantha noticed a few of the officers leaving Joel's villa. One carried an evidence bag. “I wonder what evidence they found. Hopefully there's something that will point to the killer.”

      “Maybe,” Eddy said hesitantly. “Since Joel was hit from behind, it's possible that the killer never even touched him, but they will probably be able to get some evidence from the murder weapon.”

      “Let's hope that Joel didn't see it coming, and that he passed quickly.” Samantha shuddered at the thought of the murder.

      “We can hope,” Eddy replied, though his voice contained a little less sympathy.

      “We need to think this through.” Walt frowned. “All of this guessing isn't going to get us anywhere.”

      “Let's go sit for a minute.” Samantha gestured to the picnic table not far off. “We can still see anything that Tommy or the investigators are up to.”

      Samantha led Walt and Eddy over to the picnic table. When she reached it, she sat down and turned to face the villa. What she saw made her freeze for a moment.

      “Samantha, did you hear what I said?” Walt asked. “Samantha?”

      Samantha stared right into the side window of Joel's villa. “There is a perfect view of the window from here.”

      “What window?” Eddy leaned his head close to hers in an attempt to see what she was seeing.

      “Can you see what I see?” Samantha asked. “I can see straight into Joel’s villa. I am looking straight at the mantle where there is a candlestick. I bet it’s the other part of the pair that was used as the murder weapon.” Samantha cringed at the thought.

      Eddy tilted his head a little more. “I see it now. So, the killer might have sat here and been able to plan what he would use as a murder weapon.”

      “If he was sitting right in that exact spot.” Walt followed the same path with his gaze. “All I see are bushes.”

      “Maybe he left something behind while he was watching?” Samantha asked with excitement. She stood up from the bench and peered underneath and beside the bench. All she saw was trampled grass and a few strange tracks in the dirt next to the bench.

      “Anything?” Eddy asked.

      “I don't think so.” Samantha shook her head. “I don't know what I was expecting to find anyway. It's pretty clear that whoever sat here could see what was happening inside of Joel's house, but that doesn't mean that the person who killed him sat here.”

      “I don't know, it would be a pretty good lookout spot.” Eddy peered in both directions along the side walk. “There's not much traffic around here, car or foot.”

      “Good point.” Walt looked up suddenly. “Look who's coming.” He smiled.

      Jo slowly made her way up the hill towards the group. She looked immaculate as always with her long, black hair flowing over her shoulders. Her slender body seemed to effortlessly glide towards them. She eyed the three of them with suspicion.

      “Hi Jo!” Samantha waved to her. Jo paused before them and was silent for a moment.

      “Oh boy.” Jo looked between the three of them.

      “What?” Samantha asked.

      “The three of you together means you're up to something.” Jo shook her head. “I'm just going to head to my villa.”

      Eddy chuckled.

      “Wait.” Samantha stood up. “Why don't you join us? We could use another mind on this situation.”

      “Another mind? Why, what are you getting yourselves involved in now?” She looked from Eddy to Walt warily. “Actually, never mind, don't tell me. I'll just be on my way.” She turned to walk away.

      “No problem, we're just trying to solve a murder.” Eddy shrugged. “But if you're really not interested, you're not interested.”

      Jo's eyes widened slightly. Samantha recognized the subtle curve of her lips. She knew that Jo was just as intrigued as the rest of them.

      “Well, why didn't you say so?” Jo sat down at the table beside Samantha. “Who is the murderer?”

      “I think if we knew that the crime would already be solved.” Eddy made his point with a grim smile.

      “All we really know right now is that Joel Westons is dead, and someone killed him last night. He does have a rather troublesome neighbor, Tommy Radner.”

      “Tommy?” Jo raised an eyebrow. “Is he involved in this?”

      “You know him?” Walt asked with surprise. Jo tended to keep to herself. She had slowly become friends with Samantha and mainly tolerated Eddy and Walt. She was not the neighborly type.

      “I've had a beer or two with him.” Jo nodded.

      “Really? With Tommy?” Samantha stared at Jo as if she was trying to figure something out.

      “Is that so surprising? He always has something interesting to talk about, and he doesn't care if I just decide to leave.” Jo shrugged. “I can't see him as a murderer.”

      “Well, he has a history with Joel. I've seen the two of them argue before.” Samantha frowned.

      “Hey, you know more than I do. Tommy and I have never discussed anything personal.” Jo looked towards Joel's villa. “I heard about Joel dying, but I didn't realize that it was a murder. Any ideas as to why he was a target?”

      “Not just yet.” Walt shook his head. “But he was a very successful businessman so I'm hoping something will turn up once I look at his financial history.”

      “I'm going to find out exactly what kind of trouble Tommy has caused around here. The office staff should know if he'd been harassing the Westons.” Samantha stood up from the bench. “I'll catch them before anyone has the chance to slip out for the day.”

      “Samantha, there should also be some information about whether Tommy ever had complaints from other residents.” Eddy stood up as well. “I think the sooner we get to the bottom of all of this, the better.”

      “Let me know if there's something I can do to help.” Jo turned back towards her villa.

      “Now, you're willing to be involved?” Walt asked. “Is that because you know Tommy?”

      Jo shot a glance over her shoulder at Walt. She studied him for a moment before answering. “It's because I'm already involved, and I know you'll end up asking anyway. Walt, whatever you might be suspecting, you're way off base.” She shook her head a little as she walked away.

      “Quite the charmer you are, Walt.” Eddy winked at him.

      “I was only asking.” Walt's eyes widened with innocence.

      Samantha left the two men to discuss the difference between honesty and being insulting. She walked down the hill towards the main office. She knew that the woman working would be ready to leave as soon as possible. Ruby was not the talkative type. She did her job and barely got to know the residents. She was quite different from the last person who had held her position. Samantha didn't mind her standoffish nature normally, but she hoped she would be able to get her talking.

      Samantha stepped into the office to find Ruby loading up her purse to leave.

      “Ruby, do you have a minute?” Samantha asked. She always made it a point to at least introduce herself to the staff so that if she ever had a problem she would know who to go to.

      “I really don't.” Ruby picked up her purse. “I was just leaving.”

      “It will only take a minute.” Samantha smiled warmly. “I didn't think you would mind.”

      “I don't mind, but I do want to get out of here.” Ruby slung her purse over her shoulder.

      “Because of what happened?” Samantha lowered her voice.

      “Yes. I already spoke with the police so I'm going to head home and forget this day ever happened.” Ruby frowned. “What is it that you need?”

      “What can you tell me about Tommy Radner?” Samantha stood casually beside the desk. She knew that Ruby was not always open or forthcoming with information, but she hoped that in this case she would be.

      “That depends, what do you want to know about Tommy?” She looked up at Samantha with concern. “Did he do something to you?” The way she asked the question made Samantha fairly certain that this was not the first time someone had come in to complain.

      “He threatened me.” Samantha knew that wasn't exactly true, but she figured that it was close enough. “I just want to know if I should take this seriously or not. Do you think he might have just been blowing off some steam?”

      “Well, I can't say for sure. All I know is he's had plenty of complaints against him,” she explained. “I think he must have some rage issues.”

      “What about his neighbors, did any of them ever complain?” Samantha spoke as casually as she could.

      “I don't think it's appropriate for me to discuss this, Samantha.” Ruby shook her head. “The police have already been given all of that information.”

      “So, they do suspect Tommy?” Samantha pressed.

      “Are you trying to get me fired?” Ruby narrowed her eyes. “Samantha, you're a resident, not a police officer, not a detective, not even a reporter. I can't answer that question for you.”

      Samantha felt a bit of a hit to the gut at Ruby's words. She had never stopped thinking of herself as a journalist. It wasn't something that she believed anyone could ever actually retire from.

      “Thanks for your time.” Samantha turned to walk out of the office, but as she neared the door someone was walking in. Samantha's heart lurched as she saw Tommy step into the office. He looked as annoyed as he had earlier in the day.

      “I want a new villa,” he said flatly without even greeting Ruby or Samantha.

      “Excuse me?” Ruby looked up at him with some reluctance.

      “I shouldn't have to live next to a crime scene. I shouldn't have to deal with the police and sirens and all of that. I pay good money to live here. I want a new villa.” He didn't even look at Samantha. Instead he glared hard at Ruby. “I don't care who you have to talk to, but I want it done, by tonight.”

      “Tommy, that's impossible. We have very few units open.” Ruby tried to remain calm.

      “I don't need a few, I just need one. So, get on your phone and make the call to whoever is in charge of you, because I am withholding rent until I get a new, decent place to live. It's bad enough that such crimes are taking place when you advertise a safe place to live. Is it safe when my neighbor gets murdered?” He glowered at her. “Not only that, the other residents are harassing me.” He looked directly at Samantha. “This is outrageous. I won't stand for it.”

      Samantha took a slight step back. There was something about Tommy's anger that seemed more like desperation than frustration. Could it be that he was scared?

      “Look Tommy, I'll see what I can do. I can't make any promises.” Ruby picked up the phone. Samantha took her cell phone and held it pretending to look at something on it. She made sure it was on silent and she discreetly took a photo of Tommy just as he turned around. She had a feeling she might need it for her investigations. He was becoming more of a suspect by the minute.

      “I'm going to be sitting right here.” Tommy sat down in one of the leather chairs in the waiting area.  “I’ll be right here until you get me a new place to live.”

      He stared hard at Samantha as she made her way past him and out of the office. She was eager to get away from his malicious eyes. A shiver sped up along her spine as the door closed behind her. She had never experienced such an intense feeling of discomfort around someone before. She hurried towards her villa and hoped that Tommy wouldn't follow.
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      Eddy took the long walk back towards his villa after parting ways with the others. His mind was churning over the case, but his thoughts were slightly distracted by Jo. He was a little bothered at the idea of her spending time with Tommy. He was not exactly the type of person that Eddy would recommend to anyone as a friend. If he had murdered Joel, Jo could even be in danger. He was bouncing back and forth between the murder and Jo's friendship with Tommy when a voice drew him out of his thoughts.

      “Eddy, wait a minute.” Abe wheeled up behind him. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      Eddy turned back to face Abe. “I was just on my way home.”

      “I understand. I just wanted to see if you found out anything of interest about the murder.” Abe looked up at Eddy with a stern stare. Eddy was a little startled by the intensity of his look.

      “I didn't find out much I'm afraid. But I'll continue to look into it.” He nodded and started to turn to walk away again.

      “They don't have a suspect in mind?” Abe asked, his eyes still just as hard.

      “Not that I was told.” Eddy turned back fully to face him. “You're taking this pretty personally, Abe. Is there something I should know about you and Joel?”

      “Like I said we were friends. I just hate to see someone murdered that way.” Abe pursed his lips and looked away from Eddy. “It just makes me so angry to think that it could happen here. I mean, when you're in a chair like me, you feel more vulnerable than other people. If someone were to break into my house and try to kill me, how would I get away?” He shook his head.

      “I'm sorry, Abe, I hadn't really thought about that.” Eddy frowned. “If you're feeling anxious about it maybe you could have someone stay at your place to keep you company.”

      “I don't need a bunkmate, Eddy,” Abe snapped. “What I need is the killer behind bars so that I can feel safe in my home again.”

      “I can understand that.” Eddy shoved his hands into his pockets. “You should know that the murder seemed very personal. So, I don't think there is some kind of serial killer loose in Sage Gardens.”

      “That's the point isn't it? You don't think.” Abe narrowed his eyes. “That's not exactly going to change the fact that I'm not going to be able to sleep tonight.”

      “Maybe you should talk to someone, Abe.” Eddy met his eyes intently. “If it's bothering you this much, maybe you need to discuss these issues with a professional.” Eddy felt a rush of sympathy for the man as he suspected that whatever circumstances had led to a life bound to a wheelchair had been traumatic.

      “Eddy, just quit your psycho-babble and tell me the truth. Do they have any idea who did this to Joel? I need to know.” He looked at Eddy with complete determination. Eddy stared back at him as he slowly processed what he was seeing in Abe's eyes. It was not concern for a friend. Eddy felt a strange sensation of suspicion wash over him.

      “What do you have invested in this, Abe?” He felt his interrogator instincts kick in. He could tell that Abe was hiding something.

      “Friendship? A sense of security?” Abe huffed and shook his head. “Eddy, I don't even know why I bothered to ask you to help. It’s not like you’re police anymore. I should just go to the real police to get my answers.”

      Eddy held back angry words. He could tell that Abe was trying to get him riled up, and he was not going to allow that. He knew how to keep his cool when a situation called for it.

      “I don't think that you're being honest with me, Abe. What's really going on here?” Eddy crossed his arms and straightened his shoulders. “Maybe if you told me the truth, I'd be able to help you. Were you and Joel into something together?”

      “I have no idea what you're talking about.” Abe rolled back a few feet and glared at Eddy. “Forgive me for even thinking that I could ask a friend for help. I won’t do it again, Eddy.”

      Eddy only stared as Abe turned his wheelchair and began heading in the other direction. One of the reasons that Eddy had begun asking questions about the murder was because Abe had asked him to. Now, he wasn't sure what to think about Abe's attitude. He certainly wasn't acting like a grieving friend. Instead he was acting more like a man who had a lot to lose.
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      Samantha stood in her front yard with a small sack filled with birdseed. She needed to calm her nerves after her encounter with Tommy. Feeding the birds was a way she could zone out and let her mind relax. She didn't have that opportunity for long before Eddy walked towards her.

      “Hi Samantha.” He paused beside her. Samantha didn't look at him, but she did smile in a friendly way. She would have preferred to be alone, but that ship had sailed.

      “Hello Eddy, something bothering you?” She offered him the bag of seed.

      “Sort of.” He shook his head at the bag of seed.

      “Do you want to tell me about it?” She knew Eddy was not one to easily volunteer information, but she felt he had come to see her as a bit of a confidant.

      Eddy was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was weighted with reluctance. “Abe seems terribly interested in this case.”

      “You said that he and Joel were friends didn't you?” Samantha asked. She tossed some of the seeds down onto the grass. Various birds swooped down swiftly to snatch them up.

      “They were friends I suppose. I don't know but something about it just makes me uneasy.” He watched the birds who were making quite a commotion with their flapping wings as they fought over the seed. Always the peacemaker, Samantha tossed more seed to them.

      “What are you thinking?” Samantha laughed a little. “That he could have killed Joel? How exactly did he physically manage to climb through the window and hit Joel from behind?”

      “Maybe he hired someone,” Eddy reached into the bag of seed and grabbed a handful to toss out onto the grass.

      “That's possible,” Samantha acknowledged.

      “It is possible, but unlikely,” Eddy said thoughtfully. “It looked like a crime of passion not a professional hit. Unless the murderer made it look like that deliberately.”

      “But why would Abe want Joel dead? Maybe there's some bad blood between them?” Samantha held the bag steady as Eddy's rough, thick fingers dug through the seed.

      “Maybe,” Eddy said thoughtfully. “I also think it’s possible that Joel and Abe were involved in something together and Abe is worried that he might be the next victim.”

      “Like what?” Samantha asked.

      “I don’t know, but I think we should look into Abe’s history, just to quieten my concerns.” Eddy spread the seed out across the grass before him. He snapped at one of the larger birds, “Quit being a bully.”

      Samantha smiled secretively at his soft nature. It wasn't something he revealed too often, but when he did, she felt she was getting a glimpse of the real Eddy beyond the mask he wore.

      “I trust your instincts, Eddy. If you think there is something there we should look into it,” Samantha agreed. “I had a run in with Tommy. I really think he has a stake in all of this. I wouldn't put it past him to have killed Joel in a fit of rage,” she said with disgust. “I didn't get much information from Ruby in the office, but she hinted that some of the residents have had problems with Tommy. If he has an anger problem he might have flown into a rage.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy sighed. He watched the birds fly away. “Do you ever get a feeling about people, Samantha? As if you know something for certain, with no proof of it?”

      “Of course. But I've learned I can't rely on that. A hunch is only a hunch until I have some evidence to back it up.” She smiled at him. “I learned that from you.”

      Eddy smiled a little in return. “I guess we've both taught each other a few things.”

      “I guess you're right. I'm going to check into Abe's background. Something just doesn't feel right about him.”

      “Let me know if there is anything I can do. I have a few errands to run but I'll have my cell on me.” She closed the bag of birdseed and tucked it under her arm.

      “Thanks for the talk.” Eddy turned and walked off along the water.

      Samantha headed back into her villa. As she was stepping through her side door she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She almost felt as if she was being watched. She scanned the water, but didn't see anyone looking in her direction. With a frown she pulled the door closed firmly behind her.
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      Walt settled down in front of his computer. Soft jazz surrounded him as he began to search through Joel's history. He was certain that he would find an explanation for his murder hidden somewhere in his financial history. He had yet to come across a person whose secrets couldn't be revealed by following the money trail they left behind.

      As he delved into Joel's history he was surprised at how much information was available to him.  Joel was quite a prolific businessman with many of his business ventures documented. He found nothing too out of the ordinary at first. Joel had graduated high in his class in high school and gone on to do well in college. He majored in business and did an apprenticeship with a large corporation right out of college. He was certainly on the path to success. However, Joel seemed to also have luxurious tastes. Not long after he started working and obviously making a reasonable income he was pictured in an article with a particularly expensive watch on his wrist stepping out of a particularly expensive car.

      He purchased a home before he was twenty-five and married not long after. The first marriage had failed, but his business success continued. Despite settling a divorce Joel's credit was flawless. By the time he ended up in Sage Gardens he had bought and sold many homes for profit. He had also started several businesses. It was this aspect of Joel's history that Walt began to focus in on. There were many complaints against Joel from business partners and investors.

      “That’s suspicious,” he muttered as he began to notice a pattern of Joel quietly closing or selling off businesses just before their value plummeted. He seemed to know exactly when to get out of a situation. Not only that, he had a flock of investors for each business. He rarely had to risk any of his own capital. His investors were the ones who lost their money.

      “Joel, Joel, Joel.” Walt shook his head slowly back and forth. “You were a naughty boy.”

      Walt frowned as he went over the public financial reports of Joel's most recent business once more. He had become so cocky in his ability to make money without investing money that he had begun working in larger amounts. The business he had recently shut down had several investors, each of whom had lost tens of thousands of dollars. That wasn't a small chunk of change to have ripped from your pocket. Joel was so charismatic that it appeared to Walt that his videos and seminars seemed to draw everyone in who saw them. Walt cringed as he realized that a couple of the investors were even residents of Sage Gardens. There was nothing to explain what Joel had done with the money, other than his attempt at fudging the numbers. Walt could see right through that. Joel hadn't deposited most of the investments into the business accounts. The money hadn't been lost to the cost of business as he claimed. Walt presumed that more than likely he had kept it for himself.

      “He was running a scheme,” Walt said to himself. “That means there is going to be a very long list of people who might be out for revenge.” Walt began to look at the complaints of the people who had invested in Joel's business. There were quite a few heartbreaking stories. Some people had lost their savings, while others had lost their homes and businesses. There wasn't a success story out of any of them, aside from Joel himself.

      Joel was clever enough to duck the authorities, but that luck would have run out eventually. Instead, Joel had paid the ultimate price. The question was, did he die because of the people he cheated or was the motive something else entirely? All Walt had to work with at the moment was a list of clients who had been wronged, as well as Joel's own incriminating financial history. He thought that would be enough to take to Eddy and Samantha. They might be able to figure out more with their own contacts.
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        * * *

      

      After running her errands Samantha returned to her villa. Her mind had been on Anna while she was out. She purchased her a sympathy card and some flowers, but then she felt strange about giving them to her. Knowing how Joel died, could a card and flowers really do anything to ease the pain that Anna was experiencing? She didn't think so. It seemed more like an empty gesture to her.

      As Samantha unlocked the door to her villa she felt the same uneasy sensation that she had earlier in the day. She set her purse down on the counter. She looked towards her kitchen window. She was certain that she hadn't left it open, and yet it was open. She shivered a little as the cool evening air wafted into the room.

      It occurred to her that someone might be in the villa with her. It was possible that she had opened the window earlier and just forgotten about it. She had done silly things like that before. She knew that she was probably just being paranoid after learning about the murder, but she wasn't willing to risk it. She flipped the kitchen light on. She took a deep breath and did her best to be intimidating.

      “If there is someone in here, you better get out now!” Samantha growled. From the kitchen drawer she pulled out her largest knife. She wasn't about to be taken by surprise. Then she began to make her way through her villa. She checked the bathroom, and the closet. Then she walked into the bedroom. She looked in the closet. Then she jerked up the bed skirt and looked under the bed. When she was sure there was no one in the villa, she sighed with relief.

      “You're just being silly, Samantha.” She shook her head at her own paranoia. She returned to the kitchen to put the knife away and close the window. She slid the knife back into the drawer. Then she reached up to close the window. When she did she caught sight of a pair of eyes staring back at her. She yelped at the sight and jumped backwards across the kitchen floor.

      “Samantha! I'm sorry, are you okay?” Jo asked from outside the window.

      “Jo!” Samantha gasped out her friend's name. “What are you doing lurking outside the window?”

      “I knocked on the door just before and you weren't home, but I had noticed that your window was open so I was going to close it. It's not safe to have it open when you’re not home.”

      Samantha tried to catch her breath. Her heart was still pounding with fear.

      “I know it isn't. Come on in.” She reached out and pushed the window closed. Then she opened the side door for Jo. Jo stepped inside with a concerned frown.

      “I'm sorry for scaring you.”

      “It's not your fault. I scared myself.” Samantha pulled out one of the chairs at the table and sat down. Jo followed suit. “I swear I didn't leave that window open. I never leave my windows open when I leave the house.”

      “Well, maybe with all of the sirens and excitement you were just distracted?” Jo suggested.

      “Maybe,” Samantha said dubiously. “It just creeped me out, since Joel's window was left open.”

      “Did you check the house?” Jo asked.

      “Yes. That's what I was doing when you showed up. I just can't believe I freaked myself out so much. I guess the case got to me.” Samantha sighed. “Do you want anything to drink?”

      “I'll take some water, thank you. Actually, that was why I came by. I wanted to see if you had any update on the situation.”

      “Not really. Walt was looking into Joel's business and financial history, but I haven't heard from him yet. I can tell you though that Eddy is pretty upset by all of this.” Samantha poured Jo a glass of water and handed it to her.

      “Eddy? Upset?” Jo looked surprised. “That doesn't seem like him.”

      “It's not so much that he's upset, I think it's more that he doesn't know what to make of it. It seems to bother him when he can't figure things out.” Samantha laughed.

      “I could agree with that.” Jo sipped her water. As Samantha finished putting her groceries away her phone began to ring.

      “Could you see who that is, Jo?” Samantha called out from inside the freezer door.

      “Sure.” Jo picked up Samantha's phone and checked the caller ID. “It's Eddy.”

      “Answer it, please!” Samantha gasped as she dropped a box of frozen peas on her foot. Jo frowned. She didn't really want to answer the phone, but she didn't want to ignore Samantha's request either.

      “Hello?” she said.

      “Who is this?” Eddy asked. “This isn't Samantha.”

      “No, it isn't.” Jo smiled. “It's Jo. Samantha is putting her groceries away.”

      “Oh,” Eddy sounded as if he had no idea how to respond to the unexpected conversation with Jo.

      “Did you want me to take a message?” Jo offered.

      “Actually, I'd like Samantha and you, if you want, to meet me at Walt's. He's got some information he wants to share about the murder.”

      “All right, we'll be there in a few.” Jo hung up the phone.

      “What did he want?” Samantha asked.

      “He wants us all to meet at Walt's,” Jo replied. She finished her water and then set her glass in the sink.

      “Oh good, Walt must have found something.” Samantha stowed the last of her groceries. “Shall we head over?”

      “Sure.” Jo nodded. “Just make sure all your windows are closed.”

      As Samantha did one more walk through the villa she noticed something odd. On her dresser she kept an assortment of coins and stones she collected from around the lake, as well as other little things. Usually they were in a fairly messy pile. But now they were all swept to one side, as if someone had moved them. Her heart skipped a beat. Was this another sign that someone had been in her villa, or was she just getting forgetful?

      “Samantha, you all right?” Jo called from the living room.

      “I'll be right there,” Samantha called back. She thought about showing Jo what she had found, but she didn't feel confident enough in her own recollection to point a finger at someone breaking in. She shook her head and checked the lock on her bedroom window. It was locked up tight. She turned and walked out of the bedroom, but her stomach was in knots.

      “Everything okay?” Jo asked.

      Samantha walked past her to the door. “Yes, just overthinking everything.” She frowned.

      “Soon enough we'll get to the bottom of this and then you won't have to overthink anything anymore.”

      “I hope so.” Samantha took one last glance over her shoulder before closing the door.
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        * * *

      

      When Samantha and Jo arrived at Walt's house, Eddy was standing at the end of the driveway.

      “Samantha, are you feeling okay?” Eddy tilted his head to the side. “You're looking a little pale.”

      “I'm fine,” Samantha mumbled. “Is Walt inside?”

      “Yes, I figured I'd wait for you. I just got here a moment ago. Hello, Jo.” He nodded to Jo.

      “Eddy.” She nodded in return. Samantha was pleased by how they could almost civilly greet each other.

      “Let's see what Walt found out.” Samantha walked up to the door and knocked firmly.

      Walt opened the door almost as soon as Samantha knocked.

      “Oh good, you're here.” He waved the three of them inside. “I've found out some intriguing information about Joel.”

      “What is it?” Eddy asked. Walt walked over to his computer desk. He sat down in the rolling chair and gestured for everyone to come closer.

      “He might have been a successful businessman, but it wasn’t from being an honest one.” Walt gestured to the screen on his computer. “There was a lawsuit pending, brought against him by several of his investors. Apparently, Joel was great at generating funding for starting a business, but not so great at actually creating returns for his investors.”

      “He wasn't as great a businessman as he seemed?” Samantha frowned as she peered at the legal jargon on the screen. “Was he having financial trouble?”

      “Actually, no he wasn't. He was living just fine. But he was running some sort of scheme and his investors lost quite a bit of money. Enough to cause some of them to lose their own businesses, homes, everything.” He sighed. “It's heartbreaking to see that kind of financial loss. People work so hard to get what they have, and then it is just gone.”

      Samantha was a little surprised when she noticed a hint of tears in Walt's eyes. She knew that he took his work seriously as an accountant, but she didn't quite comprehend his relationship with finances.

      “So, he was a con artist?” Jo asked from behind Walt. “Sounds like he got what was coming to him.”

      “Jo!” Walt looked at her reproachfully.

      “What?” Jo asked sternly. “It's not like I did the deed myself, but he set himself up to be attacked. You can't get away with fleecing people of all their money forever. He had to have known that eventually he was going to face some consequences.”

      “Maybe he thought about jail time, or even getting beat up. I doubt that he expected to be murdered in his living room.” Eddy clenched his teeth for a moment, and then he sighed. “It looks like there is a lot more to this than any of us realized. It's not going to be so simple with such a large suspect pool.”

      “I'm sure I can narrow it down some,” Samantha offered. “Most people will have an alibi for the time of the murder, and those that don't might have other ways to prove that they weren't involved. Let's sit down and get a list together. You can do a criminal check on them, Eddy, and I'll go through their past.”

      “I've already looked through the financials to figure out who were the hardest hit.” Walt selected the print option. “A couple on the list actually live in Sage Gardens. He must have drummed up some investors here. One in particular I believe you may find interesting.”

      Eddy snatched the paper out of the printer. He skimmed over the list, then saw a name that made him freeze.

      “Who is it?” Samantha asked.

      “Tommy Radner,” Eddy read from the printed sheet of paper.

      “Tommy Radner was one of the investors in Joel's bad business?” Samantha asked with wide eyes.

      “Yes, but not for much. Really, the amount he invested didn't cause him much financial damage. However, since he is our main suspect, I thought it best to include him.” Walt frowned. “I'm not sure a few hundred dollars would be enough reason for him to murder Joel.”

      “Maybe not, but it could be a culmination of things,” Jo pointed out.

      “She's right.” Samantha nodded. “Tommy himself told us that he didn't like Joel much. Then he had problems with them as neighbors, and on top of it all Joel lost the money he invested. Even though it wasn't much, it might have been the tipping point for Tommy. Maybe he'd had enough, and his anger caused him to act out.”

      “It's very possible,” Eddy agreed. “Someone with that kind of rage can easily fly off the handle and do things that they would regret.”

      “When I spoke to Ruby in the office today, Tommy was demanding another villa,” Samantha recalled with narrowed eyes. “I bet he is trying to distance himself just in case he left any evidence of the crime behind.”

      “That would be clever of him,” Eddy remarked. “If he gets moved to another villa then any evidence found in his villa, if he's investigated, will be considered at risk of being tampered with because he no longer has possession of the villa. Tommy seems to be pretty determined to cover up his tracks.”

      “I think it's time we find out if he really went to the movies,” Samantha said with a slight smile. “What do you think, Walt, would you like to join me?”

      “I'd love to.” Walt nodded. Eddy looked between the two warily.

      “Are you sure that anyone will even remember him?” Jo inquired with some scepticism.

      “If he acted anything like himself, then he would have made quite an impression.” Samantha was hopeful that Tommy would have had a run-in with someone at the movies.

      “Don't you think the police would have already looked into his alibi?” Walt asked. “I mean, they have to have some of the same information that we do. Wouldn't they have followed up already?”

      “Maybe, but that doesn't mean that the information they received is valid. I'd like to hear it with my own ears.” Samantha crossed her arms. “Walt and I will head over to the theater for the last show, that was the time when Tommy claims to have been seeing a movie.”

      “He also insisted that I did not see him there,” Walt recalled. “He was so certain of it. To me that means that either he wasn't there, or he was doing his best to conceal his presence.”

      “I would guess it was the first option,” Samantha suggested.

      “I’ll just go get ready and I’ll meet you back here in about half an hour so we can make the last showing,” Samantha suggested.

      “Okay,” Walt said as he glanced at his watch.

      “Are you sure you don't want me to come along?” Eddy offered.

      Jo patted him on the shoulder. “Trust me they're better off without you, Eddy. You still look like a cop. People don't like to talk to cops.”

      “I don't think I really look like a cop,” Eddy muttered as Jo led him out the door and Samantha followed.

      “I think you could be wearing leather pants and a blue wig and you would still look like a cop.” Jo laughed.
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      After the three friends left Walt’s villa Samantha headed in one direction towards her villa while Eddy and Jo walked in the other direction. As soon as Jo's feet hit the walkway she sped her pace up a bit. She didn't want Eddy to feel obligated to walk beside her. As she expected, Eddy made no attempt to match her pace. She headed in the direction of her villa. She always felt strange when she was alone with Eddy. She was trying to get more comfortable with him, but it was difficult when their backgrounds clashed so much, with Eddy having been a cop and Jo having been a cat burglar. She was about to turn down the path that led to her villa when she felt a hand lightly grasp her elbow. She fought her instinct to turn and punch. Instead she looked over her shoulder.

      “I thought you might like to brainstorm at my place,” Eddy suggested. “I can use my connections at the department to do some investigating into Tommy's past. I could use a sounding board. What do you say?” He met her eyes with a hint of hope in his.

      “Are you sure?” She frowned. “I'm certain that you could handle that by yourself.”

      “Maybe. But it's always good to have a different perspective on things. You can help look up some stuff on the internet.” He gestured down the path towards his villa. “I have burgers.”

      “Burgers you say?” Jo raised an eyebrow. “Now that might be a good enough reason.”

      “Great.” He smiled. “I can have them ready in one minute and thirty seconds.”

      Jo resisted the urge to groan. She hadn't realized that he was referring to microwavable hamburgers. Still, she was touched that he had made the offer. She nodded. “All right. Let's see what Tommy has to hide.”

      They fell easily into step together. Eddy's villa was not far, it was still fairly light outside when they reached it. He opened the door for Jo. Jo stepped inside and picked her way past Eddy's favorite chair. She was tempted to sit in it just to ruffle his feathers, but she decided to play nice. She sat down instead at his cluttered dining room table. She noticed there were all kinds of folders stacked in messy piles.

      “What are these?” She began to pick up one of the folders.

      “Drop it!” Eddy spoke gruffly. Jo immediately dropped the folder and looked over at him with concern. “What's the problem?”

      “They're files. Cold cases.” He shrugged. “Sometimes, if I'm feeling a yearning for some police work I'll have one of the guys bring over a few files for me to look through. But I'd prefer that you not touch them.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. Just from a glance she could count at least ten folders. She could safely assume that he had been having quite a few yearnings for the old days lately. She looked up at him with a different level of understanding. Letting go of the past was hard for Eddy, too. He sat down at the table beside her and handed her a beer.

      “So, what do you think you can find out about Tommy?” Jo asked.

      “I put a call through to my friend, Chris, who works at the station. He's a lab technician, but he's got his hands in everything. I asked him to see if he could dig up anything on Tommy. If he does, he'll let me know. But not all bad behavior is reported to the police. I thought we could check into whether Tommy has had any civil complaints. We can see if we can find out how deep the animosity between Tommy and Joel was.”

      “That's a good idea.” Jo took a sip of her beer. She didn't drink very often, but she felt comfortable to do so with Eddy. “I'll look up what I can on my phone,” Jo offered. She pulled out her cell phone and began doing some searches on Tommy. While she skimmed the results, Eddy's phone began to ring.

      “It's Chris.” Eddy nodded. “Just give me a minute.” He stood up and walked down the hallway to his bedroom. Jo thought it was odd that he required so much privacy for the conversation. To her it was yet another sign that he did not trust her.

      “Chris, thanks for doing this,” Eddy spoke in a low voice as he closed his bedroom door.

      “Anything for you, Eddy, you know that. I did find a few things on Tommy.”

      “What did you find?” Eddy asked.

      “Mostly minor scuffles, but Tommy has a habit of getting into fistfights. He's been arrested for disorderly conduct a few times, but the charges were dismissed. He hasn't caused any serious injuries that are on record, but he did have a domestic dispute listed from ten years ago. However, those charges were dropped as well.”

      “Hmm, it seems like he's gotten away with losing his temper plenty of times before, seems like he is a loose cannon that could have committed the murder. What do you think?” He paused and listened closely. He valued Chris' opinion on cases more than many detectives. Though he was young and rather inexperienced he had a clear mind and strong instincts. He also knew how to find out whatever information he wanted on just about anyone.

      “I don't know, Eddy. Even though he had multiple arrests none of them led to any real injuries. Even the domestic dispute was over possessions rather than a physical attack. He certainly doesn't seem like the calmest guy around, but going from breaking a few lamps to bashing someone's head in, is a big leap,” he sounded unconvinced.

      “That's a good point.” Eddy grimaced. He had hoped that whatever Chris found would lead to a fairly cut and dry answer. “Have you heard anything from the medical examiner?”

      “Actually, yes. The exam showed that whoever killed Joel was strong and likely a little taller than Joel. The blows were harsh and did a lot of damage. Also, there was likely a large amount of blood splatter on the attacker.”

      “That makes the wife a very unlikely suspect,” Eddy remarked thoughtfully.

      “I'd say so.” Chris paused a moment and then spoke quickly. “Listen Eddy, this is about all of the information I can offer you about this case. It’s been assigned to a senior detective.”

      “I understand,” Eddy replied quietly. Chris was a little concerned about being caught, and he had good reason to be. Many of the older detectives were aware that Eddy used Chris as a contact. Most didn't care, but if they did anything to foul up the detective's investigation, Chris would be the one to pay the price. “Thanks for what you've done already.”

      “Whatever I can do, I will do.” Chris hung up the phone. Eddy tucked his phone back into his pocket and walked back out to join Jo. He found her studying the books on his bookshelf. Eddy quickly tried to remember whether there was anything on that shelf that he wouldn't want Jo looking at.

      “Find anything interesting?” He stepped up beside her.

      “Just surprised at some of your choices.” Jo shot him a small smile. “I didn't peg you for a reader.”

      “Really?” Eddy met her eyes. “Do I not look studious to you?”

      Jo did her best not to laugh in reaction to the question. “So, what did your contact have to say?”

      Eddy blinked as if he had just remembered what they were dealing with.

      “Oh right. Our Tommy Radner has a criminal record.” He sat down at the table. “He's been in a good amount of trouble in the past.”

      “Well, that points to him being the killer.” Jo sat down across from him. “But if the police have this information why hasn't he been picked up yet?”

      “The previous arrests were all for minor crimes. Some did involve minimal violence. The police may not feel that is enough to create a case against him just yet.” He sat back in his chair. “To be honest I'm not sure it's enough for me either. I just feel that if a man is going to be violent enough to kill he doesn't get into arguments without really causing harm.”

      “Yes, but these arrests were in the past. Things could have happened since then to trigger his rage. Maybe bad circumstances piled up to the point that he just snapped,” Jo suggested. “It's hard to imagine, but it happens.”

      “That may be it.” Eddy nodded slowly. He still felt as if something wasn't quite right. He couldn't place what made him uneasy about Tommy as a suspect. “Still, is he a killer?”

      “Can anyone really tell if someone else is a killer?” Jo questioned. “It's not as if they wear a sign.”

      “Maybe not, but I have seen the coldness in the eyes of a murderer. It's something I've never seen in the eyes of another human being.” He closed his eyes for a moment as he recalled the cruel men that he had placed in handcuffs. “But I don't see that coldness in Tommy's eyes. All I see is bitterness.”

      “Hm. Maybe you're getting rusty,” Jo asked, hoping Eddy would take the bait.

      “Don't even think it,” Eddy replied mockingly. “I thought you didn't suspect Tommy?”

      “I don't suspect anyone, as a rule. The guilty party will show him or herself given time.” She smiled with confidence.

      “Interesting.” Eddy knocked his knuckles against the table. “I think I might like that philosophy.”
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      After getting changed to go to the theater Samantha knocked on Walt’s door. Walt opened the door almost immediately.

      “Come in,” Walt gestured. Samantha walked into his villa. Walt shifted uncomfortably as if he was a bit nervous being alone with her. “Well, would you like me to drive?” he offered.

      “If you don't mind. I prefer not to drive at night, unless I have to,” Samantha explained.

      “I don't mind. I prefer to be driving if I'm in a car.” Walt smiled. Samantha was not surprised. She wondered how their evening would go, considering that Walt needed everything to be just right.

      “I'll just get my wallet.” Walt walked into the back bedroom.

      Alone in Walt's living room Samantha took a good look around. She noticed that there were three photographs on an otherwise empty wall. Each photograph was perfectly aligned to be in a straight row. Inside each of the frames the image was of a single flower. The first flower was just a bud. The second was in bloom. The third was wilting. Samantha found something fascinating about the photographs. She was still staring at them when Walt walked back in.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Sure.” Samantha nodded. “Did you take these?”

      “Yes, I did.” Walt stared at the pictures for a moment. “It was for a school project when I was in high school. I liked how the pictures turned out, so they have travelled with me ever since.”

      Samantha smiled. She knew that Walt's particular ways had a purpose. She was glad to see that he also had a more creative side.

      “We better go!” Walt declared.

      Once Samantha was settled in Walt's little car she felt as if she was sitting in a cloud. Not only did he have the air conditioning set at exactly the right temperature, his car looked like it had a daily vacuum. There was not a crumb or a crumpled up receipt to be found.

      “Nice car, Walt.” She smiled at him.

      “It's top rated for safety,” Walt explained. “I'm not taking any chances. If I happen to get into an accident, which is statistically possible, then I want my injuries to be as minimal as possible.”

      Samantha offered him an admiring nod before looking back out the window. The streetlights were just beginning to come on. The sun was slipping behind the trees. She felt a strange sense of sadness. Joel would not witness another sunset, or sunrise. Sometimes she focused a little too much on the crime, and not the victim. Joel was a person. He might not have been the best person in the world, but he was still a person. He was a husband, too.

      “What are you thinking about?” Walt asked. He kept his eyes fixated on the road before him.

      “Oh, I was just thinking about Joel,” she admitted quietly.

      “What about him?” Walt asked. His gaze remained ever vigilant through the windshield.

      “Just that he won't see another sunrise. He'll never have the opportunity to make the right choice.”

      “The right choice? I don't think Joel ever would have done that. He seemed to enjoy the money he was earning from making the wrong choices.”

      “Maybe so, but people do change, sometimes. Maybe if he had lived for another ten years he could have done a complete turnaround.” She sighed and then looked over at Walt. “I guess a part of me always thinks about the story that has yet to be written.”

      Walt turned into the parking lot of the movie theater. “That's noble, Samantha, but you have to remember, that unwritten story could have ended in a multitude of ways, including Joel's criminal behavior escalating to the point of causing even more destruction. In your ideal version Joel would grow a conscience, but that is only one potential outcome, and not a very likely one.” He parked the car and turned to look at her. “Your optimism is refreshing, Samantha, but statistically…”

      “All right, all right.” Samantha stepped out of the car and onto the path that led up to the front of the theater. Walt fell into step beside her. As they walked up to the ticket booth, Samantha noticed that the woman behind the glass was only half-awake. That did not bode well for her remembering whether Tommy was there last night.

      “Excuse me, miss?” Walt did not get too close to the glass. When the woman didn't respond he wrapped a tissue around his hand and knocked lightly. The woman jerked awake. She stared between Walt and Samantha with some confusion, and then as if she remembered where she was, she sat up.

      “What show?” she asked.

      “Actually, we're not here to buy a ticket. We'd like some information.” Walt smiled.

      The woman stared at him with disbelief. “I sell tickets, if you're not here to buy one, then you'll have to move along.”

      “What if we offer to buy information?” Samantha slid a twenty dollar bill through the small opening at the base of the glass. Walt looked at her reproachfully, but she ignored him. During her time as a journalist she had learned that greasing palms was a great way to get a person talking.

      “Oh, uh, what kind of information?” The woman picked up the twenty and looked at it hesitantly.

      “All I want to know is if you saw this man here last night.” Samantha held her phone up to the glass. It had the photograph of Tommy that she had snapped earlier at the office.

      The woman peered through the glass.

      “He looks familiar.” She frowned. “I see a lot of people come and go though.”

      “This would have been at the last show last night.” Samantha continued to hold up her phone. “Just do your best to remember.” She didn't want to sway the woman's memory one way or the other, she wanted an honest answer.

      “I just can't quite.” The woman sighed. “You know, wait just a minute. I think I do remember him. Actually, I think I remember who he was with.” She snapped her fingers. “I bet I'm right. But Jerry would know better than me. He works at the snack counter inside. Go ahead in and you can ask him.” She pointed to the door. Samantha smiled with gratitude, but she was disappointed. Tommy's alibi was that he was at the movies alone, she could not have been remembering the right person if she thought he was with someone. Walt held open the door for Samantha.

      “This is a waste of time,” he warned. Samantha knew that he had come to the same conclusion that she had.

      “Let's just follow it through and see where it leads. I already spent the twenty.” She winked lightly at him.

      “Which was a mistake,” Walt spoke with a hint of displeasure in his voice. Samantha ignored it. She couldn't expect a retired accountant to understand bribery. She had learned it had its place, especially when she had very few other ways to convince someone to tell her the truth. At the snack counter a young man was fighting with the popcorn machine. Hot air was blowing, but the popcorn was not popping.

      “It must be clogged again,” he muttered.

      “Excuse me, Jerry?” Samantha asked.

      The young man turned to look at Samantha and Walt. “Sorry guys, if you're looking for popcorn it's going to be a few minutes.”

      “No, thank you.” Walt tilted his head towards Samantha's phone. “We'd like you to take a look at this picture.”

      “The woman at the ticket window said you might remember this man from last night, or someone he was with.” Samantha held up her phone.

      Jerry stared at it for a moment. Then he broke out into a smile.

      “Oh yes, I remember them.” He nodded.

      “Are you sure?” Samantha asked with some confusion. “He was with someone else?”

      “Yes, in fact I never would have noticed him if it wasn't for her. She was quite the firecracker.” He laughed.

      “What does that mean?” Walt asked.

      “Well, the guy wanted to just go straight to the theater. He was kind of pulling her along with him. She started insisting that she wanted popcorn. He started getting aggravated. She barked at him that if he was going to take her on a date he had to treat her right and buy her snacks.” Jerry laughed again. “That's when I started paying attention, because I just thought it was funny that she would demand snacks.”

      “A date?” Samantha repeated. She exchanged a look of confusion with Walt before looking back at Jerry. “So, did he buy her snacks?”

      “Sure he did. The woman was quite a looker, you know, an older lady, but still gorgeous, like you.” He smiled charmingly at Samantha.

      Walt raised an eyebrow.

      Samantha tried to ignore the flattery. “So, she was about my age?”

      “Yes, I'd say so.” Jerry nodded. “She made him buy her popcorn and a drink. I thought it was a little odd that he didn't buy himself anything. I figured he was just being cheap.”

      “Did they argue?” Walt asked.

      “Not really, he just kind of gave in to what she wanted, and then hurried her away to the theater. I don't know why he was in such a rush, they were early for the show by about twenty minutes.” He shrugged. “Maybe he didn't want to miss the previews.”

      “Did he ever say the woman's name?” Samantha asked.

      “No. That was the other odd thing, he just kept calling her doll. I mean they were an older couple, but who calls their girlfriend doll anymore? I can tell you if I called my girlfriend doll she would punch me right in the nose.” He laughed loudly.

      “You don't have a girlfriend do you, Jerry?” Walt asked.

      “Uh well, not currently. Anyway, I really have to fix this popcorn machine.” He cast a wink in Samantha's direction. “If you wait until it's fixed, I'll give you a free bag.”

      Walt wrapped an arm around Samantha's shoulders and steered her away from the counter. “Thanks, we have to be on our way.”

      As they walked out of the movie theater Samantha shrugged Walt's arm off. “What was that about?” she asked with an amused grin.

      “That boy was clearly flirting with you, I was just saving you the trouble of having to turn him down.” Walt unlocked the car.

      “And what if I didn't want to turn him down?” Samantha asked incredulously.

      “Oh?” Walt paused and met her eyes with an unreadable expression. “I didn't take you for the type that favored pimples and helping with homework.”

      “Walt! He was at least twenty.” Samantha laughed out loud.

      “Statistically, May December relationships do not last.” Walt opened Samantha's door for her.

      “More like January December.” Samantha giggled. She couldn't deny that the young man's attention had been a little flattering. She sat down in the car and began flipping through her phone.

      “What are you looking for?” Walt asked. Samantha was still skimming through her phone.

      “When I was trying to get into the group that runs the social activities at Sage Gardens I got a lot of the contact information for the women who are members. I've never deleted them because contacts are contacts.”

      “That still doesn't tell me what you're looking for,” Walt pointed out.

      “Oh well, something Jerry said made me think of someone.” She paused for a moment and stared down at her phone.

      “What is it?” Walt asked. He squeezed the steering wheel anxiously. He wanted to look over at Samantha, but refused to take his eyes off the road.

      “Yes, there is a woman who lives at Sage Gardens. Her name is Cynthia Doll. But all of the ladies just called her Doll.” Samantha looked over at Walt. “When Jerry said that Tommy was calling his date doll that seemed odd to me. I can't see Tommy ever calling someone doll, unless that was her name.” She smiled a little. “I also couldn't imagine Doll dating Tommy, but maybe she likes her men with a little bit of attitude. I know plenty of women that do.”

      Walt suddenly stepped on the brake. Samantha was jolted forward but her seatbelt kept her from moving too much.

      “Sorry!” Walt gulped. “I got distracted.”

      “It's okay.” Samantha adjusted her seatbelt. “I think we need to have a conversation with Tommy and with Doll.”

      “The question is, if Tommy was at the movies with this Cynthia Doll last night, then why didn't he tell the police that? Why did he claim he was alone? Jerry said he was trying to hurry Doll along. It was like he was trying to keep from being seen,” Walt said perplexed.

      “I can tell you why,” Samantha replied smugly. “Because there is a Mr. Doll.”

      “Oh.” Walt's eyes widened. “They are having an affair.”

      “So, it seems,” Samantha agreed, “unless I am off base in thinking that the Doll he was with last night was Cynthia Doll. Tommy's going to have to admit to it, because there's no way that Doll will do anything to tarnish her perfect image.”

      “Sounds like a job for Eddy.” Walt drove into Sage Gardens. It was nearing eleven o'clock, much later than he was used to being out. “I can call him in the morning,” he offered.

      “That's all right, I'll let him know.” Samantha smiled as Walt parked in her driveway. “Have a good night, Walt.”

      “Thanks.” Walt watched as she walked up the path to her front door. He waited until she had unlocked her door and was safely inside. Then he began the drive to his villa. As he did, he noticed something odd. Abe was rolling along the sidewalk. Walt slowed down a little and considered asking him if he was okay. But then he stopped himself.  Abe had every right to be out as late as he wanted to, a wheelchair didn't stop him from being able to go out. Still it seemed odd to Walt that he would be out wandering so late. Abe didn't seem to be concerned. He looked quite relaxed as he rolled down the path. Walt assumed he must be going to visit someone. He gave a slight wave through the window. If Abe noticed, he didn't respond. Walt continued down the road with his mind on Joel.
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      Samantha stepped into her villa and felt immediate apprehension. She had almost forgotten about the strange occurrences from earlier. First she had found a window open that she was certain she had closed, and then she had found the items on the top of her dresser pushed aside. All of this came rushing back to her as she stared into her dark villa. She stood just inside the door and flicked the light on. The room filled with light, revealing that everything was just as she had left it. She still shivered a little.

      To help ease her nervousness she decided to give Eddy a call. He was often awake fairly late and she wanted to update him on what had happened at the movie theater. She dialed his number as she poured herself a glass of juice. Eddy answered on the first ring.

      “Sam, is everything okay?” Eddy asked with some urgency.

      “Yes, I just wanted to let you know what we found out tonight.” Samantha suppressed a yawn. “It's not too late I hope.”

      “Not at all,” Eddy replied. “In fact Jo and I are still going over some of the information I found out about Tommy's background.”

      “Oh, Jo is there with you?” Samantha was surprised. Eddy and Jo hadn't been very quick to be friendly with one another. She was also relieved. The more comfortable Eddy became with Jo the less tension there would be between the four of them.

      “Yes. We were trying to come up with any previous evidence of Tommy's volatile temper. So far we've had a few hits.”

      “I think you might have wasted your time.” Samantha sighed. “I'm fairly certain that Tommy's alibi is solid.”

      “Really?” Eddy asked. “What did you find out? I didn't think much would come from your visit.”

      “I didn't either, but apparently Tommy and the woman he was with made quite an impression on the employees.” She sipped her juice.

      “Tommy had a date?” Eddy sounded surprised. “Who would go out with a man like him?”

      “Possibly a socialite by the name of Doll.” Samantha smiled into the phone. “She has to be the most prim and proper woman that lives in Sage Gardens, but it looks like she's been stepping out on her husband. I thought you might want to have a talk with Tommy about it in the morning.”

      “I'll do just that,” Eddy agreed. “But it's disappointing that now our only suspect is Anna. I still don't think she would be strong enough to pull off something like this.”

      “Maybe not. But she could have hired someone to do it. And don't forget the list of suspects that Walt gave us.” Samantha sighed as she thought of the list. It was going to take a lot of digging to get to the bottom of it.

      “I still think Abe is a little too interested in the case. Maybe he's connected somehow?” Eddy suggested.

      “I can look into his past and see what I can find,” Samantha offered. “I'm going to turn in for the night though.”

      “Okay, rest well, Sam.”

      “Thanks, you too, Eddy. Tell Jo I said goodnight.”

      “Will do.”

      After Eddy hung up the phone he turned to look at Jo. She was finishing the cup of tea he had made her not long before. “Looks like we can cross Tommy off our list of suspects. I'm going to have a conversation with him in the morning to confirm it, but it looks like he was at the movies with a married woman.”

      “Really,” Jo said with surprise. “Are you sure he couldn't have got back in time to kill Joel?”

      “I don't think so. Besides, it really looks like a crime of passion. It would take an awful lot of planning to pull off creating an alibi and committing a murder all while not slipping up. I don't think he has the smarts for it. Do you?”

      “Well, Tommy never did strike me as a murderer.” Jo sipped the last of her tea. “But I guess we'll find out for sure. I wouldn't be too harsh with him though, or he might end up being a thorn in your side.”

      “Tommy doesn't frighten me,” Eddy's voice was stern. He stood up and took the empty mug.

      “I didn't mean to imply that he did. I just think he could get pretty annoying after a while, and a man like him tends to hold a grudge.” Jo stood up from the table.

      “Just how much do you know about what kind of man Tommy is?” Eddy turned to look at Jo inquisitively.

      “What are you asking me, Eddy?” Jo's eyes danced with a touch of amusement. She paused just in front of Eddy and held his gaze boldly.

      “I'm asking what business you had with him that allowed you such an intimate understanding of him.” Eddy didn't back down. Instead he took a small step closer. “You don’t seem to like him very much, but you also know quite a lot about him.”

      “Is this the part where you start to question my motives again?” Jo asked in a disappointed tone. “I don't know what I have to do to prove my friendship, Eddy, but I'm also not interested in finding out. Either you consider me a friend, or you don't consider me at all.”

      “My friends tend to be fairly forthcoming. I asked you a simple question.” Eddy scowled.

      “I'm not under your interrogation, Eddy I'm not obligated to answer your questions. As your friend, I can tell you that I associated with Tommy because he had a connection I needed in the gardening community. I wanted a certain kind of flower, and he knew the person to get it from. Does that put your mind at ease?” She stepped around him and towards the door.

      “Jo, wait.” Eddy turned to face her. “Look, old habits die hard.”

      “Once a cat burglar, always a cat burglar, I'm used to the routine.” Jo shook her head. “I thought maybe we had gotten past that, Eddy.”

      “It's not that at all. Well, maybe a little.” Eddy shrugged. “I don't trust easily, Jo. It's nothing personal.”

      “So, don't trust. That doesn't mean we can't be friends, does it?” Jo met his eyes. “Do you really think I trust you?”

      Eddy stared back at her as the tension built between them. No matter how he tried, he couldn't quite figure Jo out. One moment she was as casual as the next door neighbor, the next he could see the cunning in her that had allowed her to survive on the run. It was hard to reconcile those two personalities.

      “So, we don't trust each other. Friendship usually requires that we do.” Eddy frowned.

      “Does it? I don't think so.” Jo looked towards the door for a moment and then back at Eddy. “Actually, that's something to think about. We've all been looking at Joel's enemies, but what about his friends?”

      Eddy realized that she was trying to change the subject, but he didn't stop her. He had gotten himself into a conversation that there was no real way out of.

      “I think you're right. It just brings my thoughts back to Abe.” Eddy shook his head. “You probably think I'm a lunatic for even considering a man in a wheelchair as a possibility.”

      “Not at all.” Jo levelled her gaze on Eddy. “I’m always amazed at what people are capable of doing, Eddy. Where there is a will there usually is a way.”

      She turned and walked out of Eddy's villa. As the door closed behind her she felt her heart drop slightly. Just when she thought she was making progress, beginning to be accepted, Eddy had made it clear that he still viewed her as a threat. It was frustrating, to say the least.
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      Samantha woke up the next morning with a feeling of dread. She immediately looked towards her bedroom window. It was closed and locked just as she had left it. Still, she felt nervous as she climbed out of bed. It was early enough that the villa was still mostly dim. She made her way slowly into the kitchen. The first thing that she noticed were the curtains moving over her kitchen sink. Her stomach tightened with fear. Her eyes flew wide open as she watched the curtains swing in the breeze. The window was open all the way. She was certain that she had not left it open. She hadn't even opened it since Jo had startled her. Samantha quickly looked around the villa. She checked in closets, even in cabinets, and behind furniture. There was no sign of anyone else inside the villa.

      Samantha grabbed her purse and searched for her cell phone. She wanted to get someone else on the phone before she lost her mind. The more she searched in her purse the more frustrated she became. There were plenty of receipts, crumpled up wrappers, and loose change, but there was no cell phone. Samantha growled with frustration. Then she spotted her phone sitting on the kitchen counter not far from the open window. Had she left it there? She rarely left her phone out in the open. She didn't remember leaving it there. But then she had come in late from the movies with Walt. She had been tired when she talked to Eddy on the phone. Perhaps she had laid it down and forgotten to pick it back up.

      It didn't explain the open window, but it made sense that she might have left the phone there. She reached for the phone. Before she could grasp it, the phone began ringing. She gasped with surprise. The phone was just doing what it was supposed to do, but she had been so uptight that the shrill ring scared her. She saw that it was Eddy calling.

      “Hello?” Samantha’s voice shook slightly.

      “Samantha, is it too early?” Eddy asked. “I had trouble sleeping.”

      “No, it's not too early.” Samantha held tightly onto the phone. She stared at the open window.

      “I'm going to talk to Tommy this morning. I just wanted to check in with you before I did. I also want to ask you for a favor,” Eddy sounded determined.

      “What is it?” Samantha asked.

      “I know it seems like a long shot, but I'd like you to look into Abe. Dig as deep as you can. I just can't shake this feeling I have about him.”

      “No problem, I'll do a thorough search. Why don't we meet up after you speak to Tommy?” Samantha suggested. She was hoping to spend as little time alone as possible.

      “Sure.” Eddy paused a moment. “Are you okay, Samantha?” His voice deepened with concern.

      “I think so.” Samantha reached up and closed the window. She made sure that it was securely locked. She didn't want to admit to being afraid. If she did Eddy wouldn't leave her alone about it. She wanted to be sure that what she was experiencing was real before she told anyone else.

      “Do you want to come with me to talk to Tommy?” he offered. Samantha could sense that he was really just offering her company.

      “No, I'll get to work on Abe. If your instincts are telling you that there is something strange there, I believe you.” Samantha sat down in front of her computer. She could get her coffee later. She needed something to take her mind off the fear that she was feeling.

      “All right, I'll see you in a little while.” Eddy hung up the phone.

      He looked at the screen for a moment as if hoping it would give him more of an explanation about the conversation he had just had. Samantha was clearly disturbed by something, but she wasn't willing to tell him about it. He wondered if Jo wasn't the only one that felt judged by him. He pushed the thought out of his mind and headed out the front door. He wanted to catch Tommy before he had the chance to go out for the day. As he walked up to Tommy's villa he could see that he had made it just in time. There was a moving truck at Tommy's. Tommy himself was standing at the end of his driveway with his hands on his hips. He was watching the movers like a hawk.

      “Be careful with that television,” he snapped.

      “Tommy!” Eddy called out to him as he walked closer.

      “What do you want?” Tommy sighed.

      “I see that you're moving.” Eddy nodded towards the truck.

      “You really are quite the detective.” Tommy sneered in Eddy's direction.

      “Moving closer to Doll's place then?” Eddy asked casually.

      Tommy turned to look at him so quickly that Eddy heard a subtle cracking sound from the man's neck.

      “What did you just say?” he demanded.

      “I could ask you about it, or I could ask her husband where he thinks she was last night.” Eddy narrowed his eyes and squared his shoulders. He was sending a clear message to Tommy that he would not be intimidated.

      Tommy's face paled. He clenched his jaw and looked back at the movers. When he spoke again it was through tightened lips. “How do you know about that?”

      “Does it really matter how I know?” Eddy replied brusquely. “All that matters is whether it's true, and who finds out, right?”

      “It's true,” Tommy huffed. “But it isn't anyone's business. I don't know how anyone found out!”

      “That's why you said you were alone at the movies? You were trying to hide your affair?” Eddy asked. Tommy raised his hand to shush him as the movers carried a mattress out to the truck. Once they had disappeared back inside he turned back to Eddy.

      “Look. It isn't an affair. At least not yet. We're just trying things out. I didn't want anyone to know, she's got a lot to lose. I even cut my own hair so that no one would recognize me,” he said softly. “I didn't want to put her in the position to have to explain to her husband what she was doing at the movies with me. That's why I told the police I was alone. But it doesn't change the fact that I didn't kill anyone.”

      “You say.” Eddy tilted his head towards Anna's house. “Maybe you are using Cynthia as your cover, to prove that you weren't here killing Joel?”

      “Listen, you're really imaginative, with this little fantasy you have in your mind. I had nothing to do with Joel's death. If I was going to use Cynthia as an alibi then why would I lie about her being there?” He glared at Eddy. “Why don't you go find a job at a department store as the greeter or something so you can keep yourself occupied? Running around here playing detective isn't cutting it.”

      “Watch it.” Eddy glared right back at him.

      “Watch what?” Tommy scowled at him. “What are you going to do, cuff me?” Tommy started to turn back towards the house. Eddy was doing his best to control his temper, he knew that Tommy was just trying to goad him into a fight. He'd gotten the confirmation that he needed. Tommy was at the movies with Cynthia Doll. It was very unlikely that he killed Joel. He was just about to walk away when Tommy suddenly spun around.

      “Maybe you should ask Anna who she thinks killed her husband,” Tommy snapped. “I'm sure she has a pretty good idea.”

      “Why do you say that?” Eddy asked with interest.

      “A woman like Anna gets swept up in romance. Not that I blame her with the way Joel treated her, but I'm betting whoever she was getting attention from had something to do with this.” He pointed at the pile of garbage at the curb of Anna and Joel's old villa. “A loving wife doesn't do that, now does she?”

      In the pile of garbage were photographs of Joel, fine clothing, and what looked like a collection of beer steins. Eddy was tempted to snag a few for himself, but he resisted. Tommy was right, it didn't seem like Anna had wasted any time discarding all of Joel's possessions. Perhaps she was just trying to put the tragedy behind her, but she hadn't even bothered to donate the good quality items.

      “Do you know who she was seeing?” Eddy asked as he turned back to look at Tommy. Tommy was already gone. Eddy heard his front door slam shut. He thought about going up to the door and knocking, but he was fairly certain that he was not going to get anything else out of Tommy. He had a new lead to follow, but first he wanted to check in with Samantha.
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      When Eddy knocked on the door of Samantha's villa, he noticed something strange. The grass beside the front stoop had been trampled down. The rest of the lawn was perfectly manicured as usual. Eddy thought it was strange that only one patch was damaged. He was distracted by Samantha opening the front door.

      “Hi Eddy, come in.” She left the door open so that he could step inside and immediately walked over to her computer.

      “Samantha, what happened by your front door?” Eddy asked.

      “Huh? Nothing.” Samantha shook her head. “I did some research on dear, old Abe.” Samantha looked over at Eddy with a dark expression. “He is quite the con artist.”

      “What do you mean?” Eddy asked as he walked over to her. He rested one hand on the desk and peered at the screen.  “What did you find?” He leaned closer to her.

      “I found that he has been trying to get money out of many people one way or another. He has several lawsuits pending against several companies. Each one as frivolous as the last. It is as if he is waiting for one of them to pan out, no matter how outlandish the accusation is.” She scrunched up her nose. “One of my pet peeves is using lawsuits to get rich.”

      “Well, that's not exactly criminal though.” Eddy shrugged. “A lot of people try to get rich quick that way.”

      “Maybe, but he's also been accused of faking his disability.” Samantha raised an eyebrow. “That does sound criminal to me.”

      “What?” Eddy's eyes widened. “How could he be faking it? He's in a wheelchair!”

      “I know he is, you know he is, but how do we know he has to be in it? I could sit down in a wheelchair, too, and pretend not to be able to walk.” Samantha tapped her finger lightly on the screen. “It says here that three years ago he was accused of fraud. However, the claim was never able to be proven.”

      “I know many people that have to fight to get their disability.” Eddy frowned. “I don't think it's that unusual for people to have their application for it questioned.”

      “That may be true sometimes, but in Abe's case it went a step further than just suspicion. The disability lawyer was ready to bring a case against him. It wasn't just a denial, but an accusation of fraud. There's a big difference.” She slid back in her chair so that Eddy could have a clearer view. “It doesn't say exactly why it was dismissed, just that it was unsubstantiated.”

      “Hmm. That is interesting. Maybe they couldn't prove it because there was no truth to it?” Eddy sighed. “I just can't imagine someone being able to fake that severe of an injury for so long. It's not like he's hobbling around on crutches.”

      “I don't think he could have faked it alone,” Samantha agreed. “Which is likely why the lawyer couldn't prove fraud. He had all of the paperwork to back up his injuries.”

      “Did you find anything about the doctor who substantiated his injury?” Eddy asked eagerly.

      “No, I can’t access those details, but I know from an article I wrote that there are quite a few doctors out there who will diagnose anything if the price is right. I was wondering if you could try to find out who the doctor is,” Samantha suggested. “What do you think?”

      “Sure, I’ll see what I can find out,” he agreed. “Good idea, Samantha, I would have just left it because his injury was substantiated and thought it was a dead end.”

      “Well, it still may be.” Samantha looked up at him. “Until we can confirm that Abe is truly faking his disability we have to assume that he is incapable of committing this murder. How did it go with Tommy?”

      “Tommy.” Eddy rolled his eyes. “I don't get the urge to punch people too often, but that guy.”

      “Yes, I know. But what did he say about Doll?” Samantha was more than a little eager to find out if her suspicions had proven to be true.

      “Samantha, let's not dirty this investigation with trite gossip.” Eddy pursed his lips with distaste. Samantha was quietened by his attitude. She felt a little embarrassed for having asked. Then she saw that Eddy was trying not to grin.

      “Eddy! Just tell me.”

      “Oh, he and Doll were definitely together. In fact he cut his hair to make sure that no one would recognize him when he was out on a date with her,” Eddy lowered his voice. “Does that confirm things for you?”

      “Yes, it does.” Samantha shook her head with some wonder. “Isn't it odd how you can look at someone's life and think that it is absolutely perfect, then you find out about the dark secrets that don't show on the surface?”

      “Samantha, no one has the perfect life. No one,” Eddy spoke with absolute confidence. Samantha knew that he was trying to reassure her, but his declaration actually saddened her. The thought that there wasn't a single person in the world living their fairy-tale, made her question the purpose of life. But it wasn't the right time to discuss their differing views.

      “I guess you're right, at least in this case. So, now we can be fairly certain that Tommy didn't murder Joel. My gut is telling me we need to find out more about Abe.” He narrowed his eyes. “Somehow he's involved in all of this. I'm going to call Walt and have him dig deeper into Abe's financials. I’ll see if Chris can send over Abe’s bank records so Walt can look through them.”

      “That's a good idea. If there's something there I know Walt will be able to find it. I'll ask him, and I'll do some research of my own as well. I just hope we can get to the bottom of this quickly. If Abe is involved he has the freedom to disappear.” Samantha gritted her teeth. “I'm sure he thinks that no one is even considering him.”

      “I'm sure of that as well. I'm going to see if I can't find out a little more information about Abe's medical condition,” Eddy sounded confident as he straightened his hat.

      “How are you going to do that?” Samantha asked curiously. She knew that Eddy had his connections but she wasn't sure exactly who they were.

      “I have my ways.” Eddy winked lightly at her. “Let me know if Walt comes up with anything, all right?”

      “Sure.” Samantha nodded. Eddy began to walk towards the door. As soon as he touched the doorknob he remembered the way Samantha had sounded that morning. He stopped and turned back.

      “Are you sure you're okay, Sam?” He looked across the room in an attempt to meet her eyes directly. “Nothing you want to tell me?”

      “I'm fine.” Samantha lowered her eyes shyly. She wasn't sure if she was really experiencing anything after all. She didn't want to advertise the fact that she might be getting a little forgetful, especially to Eddy, who would insist on her taking a back seat to the investigation if he thought it was too taxing for her.

      “You know that you can tell me.” Eddy hesitated. “I mean. We're friends, right?” He shifted uncomfortably and ended up sliding his hands into his pockets. Samantha eyed him with some confusion.

      “Yes Eddy, of course we're friends.” She nodded, but didn't offer any further information. She was entitled to her secrets.

      “Well, then you should know that you don't have to hide things from me,” Eddy repeated. “I guess I kind of come off a little gruff? I just want you to know, that if you need to talk, or you're worried about something, or anything…” he stumbled over his words. His voice trailed off as Samantha continued to stare at him.

      “I know, Eddy.” She smiled kindly at him. “I appreciate it.”

      “All right.” He looked like he might say more, or maybe he expected her to say more. When Samantha replied only with silence Eddy nodded again and then stepped out the door.
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      As Eddy was walking towards the Sage Garden’s offices it was still bothering him that Samantha wasn't being completely honest with him. It wasn't the deceit that bothered him, but the fact that she felt she couldn't be honest with him. He was caught up in what the reason might be, when he reached the front office of Sage Gardens.

      “Eddy!” Owen's voice carried from the door of his smaller medical office. He stepped all the way outside to greet Eddy.

      “Just who I was looking for.” Eddy walked up to Owen with a broad smile. He could see that Owen had been studying as he had a pencil tucked behind his ear and an exhausted look on his face. Eddy knew that Owen was working towards becoming a doctor so he stole every minute he could between the patients he saw at Sage Gardens.

      “Uh oh, am I in trouble?” Owen asked. He smiled warmly, showing that he wasn't actually concerned.

      “No, not in trouble. But I was hoping to get a minute of your time. If you're not too busy.” He pointed out the pencil behind Owen’s ear.

      “Sure, I could use a break. How are you doing, Eddy?” Owen nodded towards the office where two uniformed officers were questioning some of the security staff. “Are you holding up okay with all of this? I still can't believe that Joel is gone. And murder?” Owen lowered his voice. “Are you getting in the middle of all of this, Eddy?”

      “I'm doing all right. Yes, you could say that I am getting involved. We're trying to get to the bottom of a few things, and I was hoping to pick your brain a bit.” Eddy nodded. He gestured to a wooden bench beneath a shade tree. “Can we sit?”

      “Sure.” Owen sat down beside Eddy with a look of concern. “What can I help you with?”

      “I've got a delicate question to ask you.” Eddy cleared his throat. He knew that he was pushing the boundaries of his friendship with Owen. “I'd rather it was kept between you and me.”

      “Oh sure, Eddy, I can get you a prescription for that, it happens to most men as they get older, it's nothing that should cause you any shame.” He reached into his pocket to pull out his cell phone. “I can set you up with a good doctor to get checked out. When are you available?”

      “What?” Eddy blinked. “What would I need a doctor for?”

      Owen looked up at him with a faint blush in his cheeks. Eddy stared at him for a moment. Suddenly he figured out what Owen was thinking. “No, that's not what I meant, Owen. Unbelievable.” He shook his head.

      “Oh.” Owen's eyes widened. “I'm sorry, it's just that I get asked for it a lot and you said the question was delicate.”

      “It's not about me, it's about someone else.” Eddy briefly glowered at Owen and then focused on the information he needed. “It's about Abe.”

      “Abe?” Owen grimaced with recognition of the name. “What about him?”

      “I figured since he is wheelchair-bound that you probably see him pretty often. Is that so?” Eddy knew that Owen was primarily hired to see the patients at Sage Gardens that needed a little more focused care.

      “You're right, I am supposed to see him.” Owen's expression was grim. “Abe is one of my troublemakers.”

      “What do you mean?” Eddy leaned in with interest. Owen was the friendly type, and it wasn't often that Eddy saw him get frustrated with anyone.

      “I mean I schedule him appoints with me, and also with the physical therapist that he is supposed to see, and he always cancels or is unreachable. I've even gone to his villa before for a home visit to make sure that he has everything he needs and he refused to let me in. It's very frustrating. It's not just about the paperwork either. I'm concerned about him.” Owen's eyes widened with hope. “Do you think that you might be able to talk to him for me? See if you can get him to come into the office? It's for his own good.”

      “I don't think so.” Eddy shook his head. He thumped his knee with his fist. “I think he has a very good reason for not showing up at your office.”

      “What reason?” Owen frowned. “I'd give him excellent care,” his voice held a hint of defensiveness.

      “Oh, I know you would.” Eddy met Owen's eyes with a sincere smile. “That's not the problem. The problem is that I don't think Abe needs any medical care at all. At least not the kind that you have in mind.”

      “You've lost me.” Owen looked confused. “Is this some kind of riddle?” He wiped his hands across his face.

      “No. I wish it was a joke. I'm fairly certain that Abe is faking his need for that wheelchair.” Eddy grimaced at the very idea. The leaves in the tree above him fluttered with the faint breeze. He could hear in the distance the sounds of the ducks splashing in the pond. He was sure that everything about Sage Gardens was about to be tainted with what he had to say. It was meant to be a peaceful, safe place for people to grow old with dignity. A place where neighbors could trust one another. Not a place where neighbors were deceitful.

      “Eddy, that is a terrible thing to suggest,” Owen spoke cautiously. Eddy could tell that he was not accusing him of anything. Owen was just shocked by the idea. “Are you sure?” Owen asked.

      “I'm not sure. But I suspect it very strongly. In fact, I suspect that Abe might be a suspect in Joel Westons’ death.” He sighed heavily. “It's not that I want it to be true, Owen, believe me. But I think the facts are adding up to point in that direction.”

      “It's impossible.” Owen shook his head firmly. “I would know if he was faking it.”

      “Would you?” Eddy raised an eyebrow and met Owen's eyes. “Owen, if Abe is faking his condition he is a seasoned and skilled con artist. He's had me fooled. What makes you think he couldn't fool you?”

      “Well, I just don't see how I wouldn't have noticed.” Owen appeared mystified. Eddy knew that he was doing the same thing that Eddy himself had done when he first thought of the idea. Owen was sorting through his memories for any hint that Abe could have been faking.

      “Have you ever actually examined his legs?” Eddy asked gently. He didn't want Owen to feel as if he was questioning his skills as a nurse, or interrogating him. But Eddy needed Owen to give him as much information as possible, and fast.

      “No. I've examined other things about him. But there was never a reason for me to examine his legs. The physical therapist is supposed to let me know if there is a problem,” Owen's voice trailed off with disbelief.

      “The physical therapist that Abe has refused to see, right?” Eddy waited for Owen to come to the same conclusion that he had.

      “Right.” Owen stared hard across the circular drive of the entrance of Sage Gardens. The tall grass surrounding the pond waved slowly back and forth in the faint wind. Eddy sat back against the bench. He waited while Owen processed the realization that Eddy might just be right. “Could it be possible?” Owen asked finally. “That he could have fooled all of us, all of this time?”

      “I think stranger things have happened. I've always seen Abe as a pretty private person. I don't think that's terribly abnormal. But now that I think back I can see that he is extremely private. He never accepted help from anyone, which I always assumed was just him being stubborn, but now I see that it was probably a way of preventing anyone from getting too close.” He stood up from the bench and turned to look down at Owen. “Is it possible that I'm letting my imagination run away from me? I suppose it is. But my hunches rarely fail me.”

      “What can I do to help?” Owen asked.

      “We need to get access to Abe's medical records. They are not easy to obtain.” Eddy slid his hands into his pockets. He knew that what he was asking Owen for was no simple task. If Owen violated confidentiality he could lose his job and even face legal charges. During their friendship, Eddy had yet to have to ask Owen to do anything illegal. Now, this would be a true test of their friendship.

      “You know I can't do that, Eddy,” Owen's tone grew dark. “I would do anything to help you, Eddy, but that's crossing a line.”

      “I know it is, Owen.” Eddy scowled and lifted his gaze past the younger man for a moment. He knew that he could convince Owen if he really tried. But it left him conflicted to even consider it.

      “What would you need to know?” Owen asked. When Eddy looked back at Owen, the younger man refused to look directly at him.

      “The name of the doctor that diagnosed him and more information about him if possible. I also think finding out what his official injury was, and the cause would be useful.” Eddy sat back down on the edge of the bench beside Owen. “Listen, Owen I hate to put you in this position, but I'm about to ask my friends to risk a lot to find out the truth about Abe. I'd like to know a little more about him before I do that. Do you understand?”

      “I do.” Owen continued to stare hard at the perfectly manicured grass beneath his feet. His short, blonde hair caught the sunlight. Eddy was reminded of just how young he was.

      “You know what, never mind. Forget I asked.” Eddy stood up quickly from the bench. “I never should have asked you, Owen, I'm sorry for that.”

      “Wait Eddy, just let me think about it.” Owen looked up at him with surprise.

      “No.” Eddy met his eyes sternly. “I never should have asked you. Put it out of your head. I have other ways I can get the information.”

      “But I could…”

      “No,” Eddy repeated, even more gruffly. “You're a good man, Owen, and no one gets to change that about you, especially not me.”

      As Eddy walked away he felt terrible for even having asked Owen in the first place. He had let his desire to solve the case take over his better judgement, just like old times. There was more than one occasion in the past where he had bent the law and even broken it because he became so obsessed about finding the truth. Retirement was supposed to allow him to put all of that behind him. So far all it had done was give him too much time on his hands. When he glanced back over his shoulder, Owen was no longer on the bench. Eddy could only hope that his request hadn't damaged their friendship. The time he spent with Owen discussing old cases and life in general was very valuable to him.
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      Walt had just hung up from a phone call with Samantha where she had asked him to look into Abe’s financial history and she had explained that they were suspicious that Abe was faking his injuries. Walt found this information more than a little troubling. The idea that Abe might really be faking his injury left a bad taste in his mouth. He had just begun digging into Abe's financials when he heard the screen door on his porch swing open.

      “Hi Walt!” Jo stuck her head inside the door.

      “Jo, hello. I wasn't expecting you.” He smiled as he turned to face her. “Come in, please.”

      “Sorry to just drop in, but I wanted to see what is happening with the murder investigation and I was hoping Samantha would be here as I tried calling her and Eddy, but they’re not answering.” She stepped into the villa.

      “Oh yes, Samantha called me a little while ago. She suspects Abe might be faking his injuries,” Walt explained.

      “Wow!” Jo gasped.

      “She asked me to look into Abe's financials.” He gestured to the computer. “So, that's what I've been doing. She'll be coming over soon.”

      “Oh good. Then you don't mind if I stay?” Jo plopped down on Walt's couch.

      “Of course not. In fact, I'd like your opinion on something.” He turned in his office chair to fully face her.

      “What is it?” Jo asked. She brushed her long, dark hair back over her shoulders and looked at him intently. She knew that if it was a question that Walt couldn't answer himself it had to be interesting.

      “Did you know many con artists in your,” he hesitated for a moment, “previous career?”

      Jo smiled at the delicate way he posed the question. “Yes, I've had the luxury of knowing quite a few actually,” her voice carried sarcasm, but Walt didn't seem to catch it.

      “Luxury?” he repeated.

      “It was a joke,” Jo pointed out. “I have known many con artists, yes.”

      “Do you think that someone could pull off faking such a severe impairment that we suspect Abe has been doing for so long?” Walt asked.

      Jo thought about it for a moment. She took a breath and then nodded. “The key to being a good con artist, is to not be a con artist.”

      “Come again?” Walt asked. He blinked with confusion.

      “If you want to pull off a con, especially one this involved, you have to become the role. If Abe really is faking it, he probably barely remembers that he's pretending. He's going to live his life as if the injury is real, all of the time, so that he tricks his own mind into instinctively believing that it was true. When someone is that dedicated, it's nearly impossible to see through the ruse.” Jo gazed at Walt with fascination. “I guess not impossible for Abe if it turns out to be true.”

      “I find it absolutely impossible to believe that someone could live for so long telling so many lies.” Walt shook his head. “I just don't understand how someone could be so deceitful.”

      “Be glad that you don't,” Jo's voice was quiet as she looked at him. “It's a good thing that you can't imagine it.”

      “I suppose it is.” Walt turned back to the computer and continued with his research.
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      Samantha headed out to meet up with Walt. As she was locking her door, she ran through a checklist in her mind. Had she closed and locked all of the windows? Yes. Had she locked the back door? Yes. The villa should be secure. She started to walk down her driveway when something made her pause. In the soil between the walkway and the driveway there was an odd track. It reminded her of the track she had seen beside the picnic bench the day before. Her heart lurched as she realized that whatever made that track, and the track by her villa, might have been in the possession of the killer.

      Samantha decided to check out the area beneath the kitchen window and the bedroom window. As she walked around behind the villa she searched the ground for any signs of the same tracks. She didn't see anything until she reached her kitchen window. Then she saw the same tracks right below the window. Her stomach twisted with fear. She had been ignoring her suspicions that someone might have been inside her villa, but now it was looking more and more like a reality.

      Samantha shivered at the thought that she hadn't even bothered to notify the police. She walked to her bedroom window. As she suspected there were more tracks outside her bedroom window. She crouched down to take a closer look. They were more like grooves than tracks. She started to stand back up.

      “What are you doing?”

      Samantha shrieked before she had the chance to recognize the voice. Once she realized that it was Eddy it was too late, she had already spun around with her fists in the air.

      “Samantha!” Eddy looked at her with more concern than anger. “What is going on? Are you ready to tell me the truth now?”

      Samantha felt hesitant as she looked into his eyes. She hated to seem fearful in front of Eddy, who seemed never to be afraid of anything.

      “I think someone has been breaking into my villa,” she admitted.

      “Why didn't you tell me about this?” Eddy admonished. “Samantha, this is serious.”

      “I know it's serious. Well, actually I didn't.” She sighed. “I thought maybe it was all my imagination. I kept finding windows open, and I just assumed that I was forgetting to close them.”

      “Samantha, I know you better than that. You have great instincts,” he said. “You just didn't want to tell me.”

      “I just wanted to be sure. I'm still not sure.” She looked back at the grooves in the grass. “I found these tracks by the front door, and by the kitchen window as well. I'm not sure what could have made them. But I think they look similar to the ones we saw by the picnic bench, remember?”

      “Where we thought the killer might have been watching Joel's villa.” Eddy nodded. “I remember. They do look the same.” He peered even closer. As Samantha watched Eddy run his fingers along the grooves she suddenly had an idea of what they might be.

      “Wheelchair tracks!” She cried out with such enthusiasm that Eddy jumped at the sudden sound.

      “Huh?” He looked back down at the ground. “I think you're right about that. It looks as if the wheels on Abe's chair could have easily made these marks.”

      “That would explain why there are no footprints anywhere,” Samantha growled. “He probably just rolled right up to the window and stood up on the seat. That would give him easy access to the windows. Unbelievable.” She shuddered at the thought of Abe being in her home when she wasn't there, or even possibly when she was.

      “But why?” Eddy asked. “Why would Abe, if he really is faking his injury, be climbing in your windows?”

      “I think he was trying to scare me,” Samantha replied thoughtfully. “I think he was hoping that I would get frightened and stop looking into this case. Or maybe he suspected that I had information or evidence inside.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy nodded. He swept his gaze along the paths around Samantha's villa.

      “Maybe you should stay with Jo until we get all of this settled,” he suggested as he looked back towards Samantha. “Just to be safe.”

      Samantha looked uncertain. She didn't want to admit to being terrified, but she was. However, she also wasn't sure whether Jo would welcome a house guest. She was an extremely private person.

      “I have a better idea. Why don't we get this solved?” She looked at Eddy with determination.

      “That is a better idea,” Eddy agreed. “Let's go see what Walt's found.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Samantha and Eddy arrived at Walt's villa, Samantha was surprised to see Jo sprawled across his couch. She had a few papers in her hands that she appeared to be reading over.

      “What have you found?” Eddy asked as he stepped up behind Walt.

      “Some very interesting information about our friend Abe,” Walt replied.

      “What is it?” Eddy pressed.

      Jo sat up on the couch to make room for Samantha to sit.

      “You okay?” she asked. She noticed the tension in Samantha's face.

      “I will be when we have all of this settled.”

      “Well, it looks to me that Abe was paying Joel money on a monthly basis,” Walt explained. “It is paid into Joel’s personal account so I didn’t see it before and I assume it isn’t an investment in one of Joel's businesses. It was a payment of a small amount, not enough for it to be an investment, and not so little that it didn't have a purpose.”

      “What do you think it was for?” Eddy asked with growing interest.

      “I honestly don't know. But I'll look into it more. I want to find out what it’s for.”

      “All right, well let's focus on Abe. Samantha, could you do some more research maybe into whether there is a deeper link between Abe and Tommy, or Abe and one of Joel's other clients? Somehow he's connected to all of this, and I want to know how,” Eddy spoke with determination.

      “What about what we were considering?” Samantha asked. “Is Abe faking his disability?”

      “I've got nothing to prove that in his financial records.” Walt frowned. “There's no evidence of him visiting any place that would require him to be capable of walking. He has purchased all of his medical needs on a regular basis, so there's no sign that he wasn't using them.”

      “Well, if the answer isn't in his finances, then maybe we need to look more deeply somewhere else,” Jo suggested.

      “That's true.” Eddy stood up and paced through the living room. “We need to find some proof that he is not bound to that wheelchair before we can make any kind of accusation.”

      “How can we do that?” Walt wondered.

      “People usually hide their secrets in their homes,” Eddy pointed out grimly. “I can't tell you how many times I've uncovered the deepest secrets just by looking under someone's mattress.”

      “Maybe we could just try and pay him a friendly visit,” Walt suggested.

      “That won’t work. He doesn’t invite people into his home,” Eddy explained.

      “Which makes him all the more suspicious,” Samantha stated.

      “So, we break in?” Eddy looked a little uncomfortable.

      “I could help with that.” Jo smiled faintly. She could tell that it was what everyone wanted, but was afraid to ask for. Normally, she would have been hesitant, but in this case, she was determined. “I can't stand the idea of someone faking a disability. I'm not convinced that Abe is, but trust me I've known plenty of people that knew how to perform a great con.”

      “So, maybe if we sneak into Abe's villa we could find out if he actually needs that wheelchair.” Eddy slapped his palm lightly on the table top. “Then we'll know whether he is a suspect or not.”

      Samantha cringed at the idea. “What if we don't find anything? Or worse, what if we're caught? What explanation could we give for being in a disabled man's home in the middle of the night?”

      “Don't worry about that. I won't get caught.” Jo offered a confident smile. “I only need a little time to get prepared. So, maybe a bit later tonight, provided that Abe is not at home? Does that sound good?”

      “Perfect.” Eddy nodded.

      “You're sure?” Samantha asked. “I don't want you to feel like you have to, Jo.”

      “I know I don’t have to. I think I know you well enough now, Samantha. I know that you'd only suggest it if it was for a good cause. So, maybe my past is checkered, but now I can use my skills for good.” She lifted her eyes to Eddy. “As long as you recognize that you're just as involved as me.”

      “Excuse me?” Eddy leaned forward slightly. “What exactly are you suggesting?”

      “I'm suggesting that I need to know I'm not the only one at risk here. If I was to be caught, I would not be the only one. Understand?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Is that a threat?” Eddy looked at her with widened eyes.

      “It's not,” Jo's voice softened. “I only meant that if we are going to work as a team, then we take the risk as a team. I feel like you three get together and investigate, but I am left on the sidelines until you need something unsavory done. I don't mind the unsavory part, but if I'm going to put myself on the line, I want to know that the rest of you are as well.”

      “That sounds reasonable.” Samantha nodded. “Can we all agree?”

      The others all nodded. Jo smiled with relief.

      “Then I'll take care of it right away. See if you can distract Abe long enough. I won't need more than a half hour. Okay?” She stood up and walked towards the door.

      “Jo, be careful,” Walt called out before she could disappear through the door.

      “I will be,” she promised.
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      After gathering a few items she always used for a break-in, Jo headed to Abe's villa. Samantha had texted her that she and Eddy were keeping an eye on Abe who was engaged in a card game at the recreation center. Jo knew that Samantha would text her the moment that changed. As she reached Abe's villa she checked for anyone nearby. No one seemed to be out and about walking.

      Jo made her way casually around the side of his villa as if she had a reason to be there. She used her tools to release the lock on the kitchen door. She held her breath as the lock clicked. Once more she looked around to see if anyone was in sight. When she was sure the coast was clear she slipped in through the kitchen door.

      The kitchen was spotless. Jo searched it as she moved through it. Everything in the kitchen had been modified for wheelchair access. The counters were lower. The appliances were spaced so that Abe would have room to turn around when needed. In the corner of the kitchen there was a small pile of towels and wash cloths. Jo assumed they were for the laundry. It would make sense for Abe to pile them there instead of wheeling into the laundry room which had a narrow entrance. This was one of the small things that Jo was looking for to confirm Abe's disability. If in the comfort of his own home he didn't get up out of the chair to toss the laundry in the washer, then it was pretty safe to say that he was probably not faking.

      Still, Jo wanted more of a confirmation. She made her way through the empty living room. When she reached the short hallway that led to the bedroom she hesitated for a moment. She was entering very personal space. If there was going to be proof of Abe faking his injury, she might find it in the bathroom or bedroom. As she moved silently down the hallway she noticed that the bathroom door was slightly open. She paused to peek inside. Just as she had expected, the shower and bath tub had been modified for Abe's use. The sink was also lower and there was enough room in the bathroom for Abe to roll in and back out. It was clear to Jo that the bathroom was being used by someone who needed extra assistance. She sighed as she knew that all of this information might blow Eddy's theory.

      Jo headed to the bedroom for the last part of her investigation. The bedroom door was wide open. She inched her way down the hallway. As she peered around the door she saw that the bedroom was empty. She assumed it would be, but she was always cautious. In the bedroom she saw that the bed was untidy. On the nightstand were a few prescription pill bottles. She picked them up and looked them over. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary to her. She set them back down in the exact same spot. She walked over to the closet and took a look inside the door which was slightly open. Again, everything was positioned within reach of someone who was in a wheelchair.

      Jo began to feel guilty for invading Abe's privacy. If their suspicions were wrong, then she had just broken into an innocent man's home. She felt a strong desire to leave. With one more quick glance over the room she shook her head. There was nothing to find. She made her way back through the house and back out of the kitchen door. As soon as she was a safe distance from Abe's villa she texted Samantha.

      It's clean, there's no proof. I think we might have been wrong.

      Samantha looked down at the text that came through on her phone. Then she looked up at Abe who was winning at a hand of cards. He seemed comfortable in his wheelchair. If Jo hadn't found any proof of him faking his need for the chair, then maybe they really had been wrong.

      “What is it?” Eddy asked.

      “Nothing,” Samantha said. “She didn't find anything.”

      “Are you sure?” Eddy was perplexed. He was certain that Jo would find something.

      “Trust me, if Jo said there was nothing, there was nothing. You know how good she is at what she does.”

      “Used to do,” Eddy corrected.

      “Right.” Samantha frowned. “I'm sorry, Eddy. Maybe we need to rethink things.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy sighed. “I'm going to head to my place. I have a few more contacts I can reach out to.”

      “Okay,” Samantha replied. She decided to linger long enough to watch the end of the game. She felt a little silly for suspecting that Abe had somehow been able to break into her villa and Joel’s villa through a window, and commit murder. He was just a man, playing cards, and grieving for a friend.
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      Eddy walked towards his villa with his mind on Jo's break-in. Without any evidence to prove that Abe was faking his disability, they weren't going to get very far with him as a suspect. Eddy was almost at his villa when Owen came jogging up behind him.

      “Eddy, wait a minute!” He called out. Eddy stopped and turned to face him.

      “Owen.” He was too troubled by the case to smile.

      Owen was a little out of breath as if he had been trying to catch up with Eddy for some time. “Listen, I have something to tell you.”

      “What?” Eddy paused outside his villa. “Do you want to come inside?”

      “That might be best,” Owen agreed. Eddy opened the door for him. Though Eddy and Owen had been getting close since Eddy had moved in, Eddy had yet to have Owen inside his villa.

      “A drink?” Eddy offered.

      “No, thank you.” Owen looked uncomfortable as he glanced around Eddy's sparsely decorated living room. There was one very old easy chair positioned in front of the television, while the other furniture in the room appeared to be untouched. “I did what you asked.”

      “What did I ask?” Eddy studied him.

      “I looked into Abe's medical history.”

      Eddy was silenced by Owen's admission. He hadn't really expected Owen to go through with it. The fact that he did, meant a lot to Eddy. “And?” he asked.

      “And, you were right to be suspicious. The doctor that both diagnosed and treated Abe has been involved in many disability cases and has a bad reputation for fraud cases. He has even faced jail time in the past, but managed to get out of it. I am surprised that he still has a license. I'm not saying that Abe's injury is fake, but knowing who his doctor is and the doctor’s history, I would be more inclined to believe it.” Owen looked downhearted. “I can't believe that he pulled the wool over my eyes for so long. When you first suggested it I thought it was impossible. Now, I see that it could very well be true. Unfortunately, the doctor’s criminal history is privileged, it's not going to help out in the investigation.”

      “Maybe not.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “But it does make Abe the primary suspect. If he's lying about his injury then he is probably capable of killing Joel. I'm not going to let him get away with it.”

      “What are you going to do?” Owen asked. “Eddy, I don't want to see you get into trouble over all of this.”

      “Don't worry about that, Owen. Thank you for getting the information, I really appreciate it. You can be certain that I will keep your name out of this.” He grimaced. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I have some work to do.”

      Owen nodded and reluctantly turned to leave. Eddy could tell that he wanted to advise him not to get involved. But Owen knew Eddy well enough to know better than to bother with that.
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      Eddy called everyone together at Walt's villa to discuss the information that Owen had shared with him. His friends looked at him expectantly.

      “I spoke to my contacts, and it turns out that the doctor Abe used to qualify for disability has had several complaints against him. In fact he's had accusations of fraud. None that could be substantiated.”

      “I think there might be some proof that Abe was faking it if you look at his financial transactions.” Walt slapped a few papers down on the table between them. “I suspect that the weekly payments from Abe to Joel were for something devious.”

      “What are they?” Eddy asked.

      “Well, the more I thought about the payments, the more I realized how unlikely they were,” Walt stated. “Abe might be a fraud, but he's not stupid. So, I looked into it a little more. Abe was paying weekly instalments to Joel's checking account. Joel didn't shift that money to any business account.”

      “So, what were the payments for?” Samantha asked again. She couldn't imagine what Abe would be paying Joel for.

      “I've seen these types of payments before. They were almost always for the purpose of blackmail or extortion,” Walt said confidently.

      “You think that Joel was blackmailing Abe?” Eddy looked confused for a moment and then snapped his fingers. “Because Joel found out that Abe could walk!”

      “Exactly,” Walt confirmed. “Or at least that's my theory. I think that Joel found out somehow, and Abe agreed to make payments to him to keep his silence. But I don’t think Abe really had the income to support that, so he might have just decided to reduce his spending.”

      “That's a very cold way of putting it,” Samantha said

      “It's all checks and balances, Samantha.” Walt shook his head. “To think that Abe would go so far as to murder someone to protect his con, it's a terrible thing, but the money doesn't lie.”

      “We still don't know for sure though. How are we going to get him to admit to it?” Samantha sighed as she tried to sort through ideas in her mind. “If we accuse him and then he finds a way to convince people that he is disabled, we will look horrible.”

      “We need proof,” Jo agreed. “Solid proof.”

      “But you didn't find anything in his villa.” Samantha shrugged. “Could it just be a coincidence?”

      “That or he's a very skilled con artist.” Jo frowned. “Maybe I missed something.”

      “No matter what we need to find a way to prove it.” Eddy looked between his friends. “We need to know for sure.”

      “Maybe if we give him a reason to get up and walk.” Samantha smiled faintly. “If he murdered Joel he was motivated enough to get up out of the chair. So we just have to come up with something that will inspire him to do it again.”

      “We could make him believe we're about to find out the truth,” Jo suggested. “A con artist will go to any length to hide their con.”

      “Sage Gardens is hosting a memorial for Joel this afternoon. I heard about it at the recreation center. I'm sure that Abe will be there. It would be the perfect time to set the trap.” Samantha’s expression had a wicked edge. “I want to know if he has been breaking into my villa.”

      “Me too,” Eddy's voice was dark.

      “Then it's settled.” Walt nodded. “We'll set the trap at the memorial this afternoon. If Abe thinks we have something good on him from Joel’s financial records then he might just take a risk and get out of his chair. If we catch him in the act he might be shocked enough to confess to the murder.”

      “We can set the trap for my place,” Samantha declared. “He seems pretty familiar with how to get in there.”

      “No,” Eddy and Walt both spoke up at the same time.

      Samantha narrowed her eyes. “And just why not?”

      “They're right, Samantha.” Jo drew the attention of all three at the table.

      “They are?” Samantha asked with surprise.

      “We are?” Eddy muttered with mirrored confusion.

      “Not for the reasons you're thinking.” Jo rolled her eyes. “Eddy, Abe knows you and Walt well enough to know that you would never leave crucial evidence in Samantha's villa. It would put her at risk. He’ll smell a trap. Besides, if we're going to trap him with Joel's financial records it's going to make more sense for that information to be at Walt's house. So, although I'm sure that Samantha is perfectly capable of protecting herself, it wouldn't be a good plan to set the trap in her villa.”

      “I guess Jo is right, just remember what she said boys, perfectly capable of protecting myself.” Samantha lifted her chin with a touch of pride. Eddy met her eyes and lifted an eyebrow just slightly.

      “So, how did Abe get your windows open? Weren't they locked?”

      Everyone else at the table fell silent as they waited for Samantha to answer.

      “Probably,” she shot back. “I mean, I thought they were.”

      “It's easy to get complacent in a place like this,” Walt spoke with warning in his voice. “But even the safest of neighborhoods can be dangerous. Statistically speaking, most home invaders will walk away if they find a locked door or window. They want an easy target, and won't take the risk of having to drill through or break glass.”

      “Even a locked window can be unlocked if you know how,” Jo said knowingly. They all looked at her but didn’t question her further.

      “So, maybe I should come check your windows for you?” Eddy suggested. “See if we can make them more secure.”

      “I'm sure I can handle it.” Samantha looked pointedly at Eddy. “Thank you, Walt, for that good reminder. Now, what about this trap we're setting? It's going to be at Walt's?”

      “I guess it would be best.” Walt looked nervous as he stared down at the top of the table. Samantha was sure that he was not used to having people in his own space. He invited people over, but having someone invade his home was a different story.

      “Don't worry, Walt, we'll make sure the situation is monitored,” Samantha assured him.

      “I think that we should have someone other than Walt in his home for the night,” Jo added. “Just in case things don't go exactly as planned.”

      “I will be close by to take him down.” Eddy leaned forward slightly. “If he sees me he'll flee. So, I will be watching from the outside.”

      “Then I'll be inside.” Jo nodded. “We can always put up some cameras to record Abe out of his chair. That way no one can argue the truth.”

      “What about me?” Samantha asked. “I could hide in the closet in Walt's room.”

      “What are you going to do if something goes wrong?” Jo asked. She offered a grimace of concern. “Samantha, Abe is a murderer.”

      “And he's been breaking into my house. Trust me, I want him to go down. Besides, I can handle myself.” She cleared her throat. Jo met Samantha's eyes. The two women seemed to exchange some kind of understanding.

      “All right. If Samantha says that she can handle it, then I trust her.” Jo looked between the two men. “Anybody have a problem with that?”

      Walt and Eddy looked at each other and then back at Samantha. “No problem,” Eddy agreed.

      “Okay, so Samantha will be in the closet, Walt will be in the bed, and Eddy and I will be outside.” Jo smiled at Eddy. “Do you think you can handle my company on a stakeout?”

      “I might be able to tolerate it.” Eddy offered an indifferent expression.

      Samantha tried not to smile. “So, it's a plan. What time are we going to meet?”

      “I'm thinking after eight. That way it's early enough that Abe shouldn't already be staking out the house, and late enough that it's believable that Walt will be in bed.” Eddy tilted his head towards Walt. “Does that work for you?”

      “Sure, I am in bed by eight fifty every night. That gives me ten minutes to fall asleep, so that I am asleep by exactly nine.”

      Jo raised an eyebrow.

      “I think that's great that you make your health a priority, Walt. Everyone knows sleep is the most crucial key to your wellbeing.” Samantha smiled.

      With the plan settled the friends parted ways. They each had their role to fill and none of it would work if Abe suspected any of them.
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      When the time came for the memorial, Samantha walked towards the gathering. She could see that most of her friends and neighbors were already there. Sage Gardens treated death like a social occasion in many ways. There was always plenty of company, plenty of food, and plenty of alcohol. The square in the center of Sage Gardens was the meeting place for most events if the weather was nice, otherwise the recreation hall was used.

      Since it was a sunny and clear afternoon the square had been filled with lawn chairs, portable tables, and some umbrellas. Samantha noticed that a few of the residents had brought out their instruments to contribute to the memorial. It was a beautiful sight, but it occurred to Samantha that many of these people probably didn’t like Joel. If they found out the whole truth about him, she was sure that they wouldn't like him.

      “Samantha, hello.” Walt stepped up beside her and caught her elbow gently with his palm. “We're over here.” He gestured to one of the shaded picnic tables. Samantha saw that Eddy was already seated at the table with a beer bottle in his hand.

      “Where's Jo?” Samantha asked. She knew full well that Jo was setting up cameras in Walt's house, but she didn't want anyone at the memorial to wonder why the three of them were together without their fourth friend. She walked with Walt towards the table.

      “Oh, you know Jo, she's more of a loner than a joiner,” Walt said. “She said something about taking a nap.” He lowered his voice as they got closer to the gathering, “Eddy is already playing his role, so just be warned.” He furrowed an eyebrow.

      Samantha felt herself tense slightly. She knew that this wasn't about being social. They all had to be careful not to tip off Abe in any way. The thought of the man made her look for him. She searched through the faces in the crowd. She didn't see Abe anywhere. She did see Cynthia Doll and her husband, standing beside a huge wreath of flowers that were dedicated to Joel.

      Anna was sitting in a chair beside the wreath with a box of tissues on one knee and a plate of food on the other. She looked like she had been crying, but it could have been allergies from all of the pollen in the air. Samantha felt a pang of guilt for suspecting Anna in the first place. Whether or not she and Joel had been in love, she had still lost her husband to the hands of a ruthless murderer. Samantha and her friends had considered her a suspect instead of the victim that she clearly was. Samantha thought about going over to her to offer her condolences again, but she didn't want to get too close to Cynthia. She might end up saying the wrong thing. Cynthia seemed to be avoiding looking in Samantha's direction as well.

      Tommy was nowhere to be seen. Samantha imagined he had made himself scarce since Cynthia's husband was there. As she sat down at the picnic table, Eddy looked over at her. His eyes were rimmed red and his cheeks were flushed. He spoke loudly, directly into her face.

      “Samantha! So good of you to come!” He leaned close and planted a sloppy wet kiss on her cheek. Samantha drew back in horror and grabbed a napkin.

      “Eddy!” Samantha scolded him as she wiped her cheek clean.

      “What?” Eddy slurred his words as he spoke. “I'm just trying to have a good time. Don't be such a stick in the mud.”

      Samantha shot him a look of disbelief. She was honestly beginning to wonder if he was actually drunk instead of acting like it. Either way she was going to get him back for the slobber that he had left on her cheek. She shivered and crumpled up the napkin.

      “Did you hear about it, Samantha?” Eddy asked, louder than he needed to. Walt handed Eddy another beer.

      “About what?” Samantha cleared her throat and remembered that she had a role to play.

      “What really happened to our dear friend, Joel!” Eddy glanced around at the people that were close to him. “We know the truth now.”

      Samantha wondered why Eddy was putting on such a show when Abe wasn't even at the memorial yet. She assumed he was hoping that word would spread to Abe.

      “What truth?” Samantha asked. She accepted a plate of food that Walt had put together for her.

      As she looked up she saw that Abe was wheeling down the path towards the gathering. Abe's expression was as filled with grief as anyone would expect. He wheeled right over to Anna.

      “Anna, I'm so sorry, again.” Abe looked at her with a frown. “I know this is just a card, but I hope it means something.” He held out an envelope to her. Anna refused to look directly at him. She grabbed a tissue and dabbed at her eyes. “Just put it in the pile please.” She gestured to the pile of cards and flowers on the table beside her.

      “Anna,” Abe said. Samantha watched as he looked at her pleadingly. She wondered if Anna had her own suspicion about Abe and that was why she was acting so coldly to him.

      “Just put it there, please,” Anna hissed and looked pointedly away from him. Abe sighed and placed the card on the table. He turned his wheelchair around just in time for Eddy’s next rant.

      “I knew it! All along I knew it! That Joel was into some kind of illegal stuff.” He shook his head. “No one could prove it. But my buddy here, can.” He slapped Walt hard on the back.

      Walt gulped and spilled some of his drink on his sweater. He shot a look of absolute hatred in Eddy's direction. Samantha jumped up and grabbed a napkin to dab away the liquid. Walt frowned and took the napkin from her.

      “I'll do it,” he grumbled. Samantha knew that he had to be furious. She gave Eddy a look of warning. Eddy pretended not to notice. He seemed to be very involved in playing his role.

      “What are you talking about, Eddy?” Samantha asked through gritted teeth. “Are you going to get to the point or are you going to keep blathering on?”

      “Watch it, woman.” Eddy scowled at her. Samantha bit the tip of her tongue to keep from putting him directly in his place. She knew for certain that Eddy was taking full advantage of his opportunity to play drunk. He was going to regret it later, she would make sure of that. “The truth is that Joel's ledger is full of mysterious payments. As soon as Walt gets to the bottom of who was making these payments, the police will know who the killer is!”

      “Eddy, this isn't the time or the place,” Walt said reproachfully. Samantha was slightly impressed with his ability to be angry, but maybe the wine on his sweater helped make his acting more believable. She rarely had the chance to see him angry.

      “Walt's got all of the information,” Eddy boasted loudly. He knew that Abe was close enough to hear him. He took a swig of his beer to make it seem as if he was only being loud because of being a little drunk. “It's clear somebody was paying him money that didn't have to do with his business. I'm willing to bet that whoever was paying that money is the one who took Joel's life.” He shook his head and slammed his beer bottle down on the table. “I'm going to make sure that Anna gets justice for what that animal did to her husband.”

      “All right, Eddy, just calm down,” Samantha pleaded with him. “You're going to get everybody all upset.”

      “They should be upset,” Eddy said in an angry tone. “Someone needs to stand up for what's right here. Joel might not have been perfect, but he was a husband. He had responsibilities to take care of, and he was doing just that. Nobody should be killed in their own living room. From behind no less,” he muttered with disgust. “It takes a real coward to beat someone over the head when they don't even have the chance to defend themselves.”

      Samantha rubbed Eddy's back soothingly, as if she was trying to prevent him from exploding. “Eddy relax, the police will take care of it I'm sure.”

      “Not if I take care of it first.” He took another swig of his beer. “When I figure out who did it, and from those financial records we will be able to, that person is going to pay dearly. I have no patience for a man who will kill someone over money.”

      Eddy was doing such a good job of sounding drunk and belligerent that a member of the security staff began walking towards them.

      “Dial it back, Eddy,” Samantha hissed under her breath. Eddy might not have heard her, or he might have just ignored her, either way he didn't dial anything back.

      “Who's with me?” Eddy asked as he stood up from the picnic table. “Who's going to make sure the bastard who killed Joel doesn't get away with this?”

      “Sir, you're going to have to sit down.” The security officer fixed Eddy with a warning glare.

      “That's what you would like, huh?” Eddy stared back at the security officer with equal sternness. “For all of us to just sit down? To just pretend that Joel never existed?”

      “That's not the case at all. You're disrupting a memorial and making a nuisance in a public space. If you can't control yourself, I'm going to have to ask you to leave.”

      The officer took a step closer to Eddy. Samantha rolled her eyes. She knew that Eddy was just pretending, but no one else did. It seemed to her that Eddy was putting on far too much of a show.

      “I'm not going anywhere. I pay to live here,” Eddy snarled and tossed his beer bottle down between himself and the officer. Luckily it was empty, or beer would have spilled all over the man's shoes.

      “That's it!” The officer grabbed Eddy's arm.

      “Eddy!” Samantha cried out with exasperation. “Cut it out!” She looked into his eyes. Eddy offered her a nearly imperceptible wink. His lips were twitching, she realized not with anger, but with an attempt to hold back his laughter.

      Before the officer could haul Eddy away Owen came jogging over. “What's going on here?” he asked. “Let go of him!”

      “He's drunk,” the officer stated flatly. He continued to hold onto Eddy's arm.

      “He lost a friend.” Owen stared hard at the security officer. “Just let go of him.”

      The officer reluctantly let go of Eddy's arm. “This is on you, Owen. You need to get him somewhere to sober up. Understand?”

      “I do.” Owen nodded and continued to stand close to Eddy. Samantha sighed and shook her head shamefully.

      “You'll see,” Eddy barked out. “Walt has the best mind for money around. He'll find the truth, and then whoever did this to Joel and Anna is going to pay!”

      “Eddy, enough,” Owen said through gritted teeth. “Please, come with me.”

      Eddy staggered a bit as if he was about to lose his balance. He leaned heavily on Owen's arm. Owen guided him down the path towards Eddy's villa. Once they were a good distance from the memorial Eddy straightened up.

      “Eddy, what are you thinking? I've never known you to drink this much.” Owen frowned.

      “I'm not drunk, Owen.” Eddy shook his head.

      “There's no point in denying it, Eddy. If you have a problem, I can get you help.”

      “I'm not drunk, Owen!” Eddy repeated with exasperation. “I was faking it.”

      “Why would you do that?” Owen stared at him. He squinted his eyes as if he was trying to tell for sure whether Eddy was drunk or not.

      “Because I wanted someone to overhear something, and I didn't want to just blurt it out randomly. Drunk people say anything, so I had a good excuse for blathering on.” Eddy patted Owen lightly on the back. “But I appreciate you having my back, Owen. Don't think I didn't notice that.”

      “You almost got yourself arrested.” Owen shook his head with displeasure. “I'm sure there was another way you could have gotten your point across.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy flashed him a grin. “But it wouldn't have been nearly as much fun.”

      Owen looked at him with a stern expression. “Whatever you're doing, just be careful.”

      “I will,” Eddy assured him. Then he walked away. He sent a text to Jo to check on the progress with the cameras. She texted back right away.

      Everything is in place. See you at eight.

      Eddy smiled inwardly. He saw Samantha walking towards her villa. In the distance he caught sight of Walt nearing his villa. He was still scrubbing at his sweater. Everything was falling into place. Eddy could only hope that the evening would go as smoothly.
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      At eight o'clock on the dot Samantha knocked on Walt's side door. They were doing their best to keep their arrival under wraps. Walt opened the door almost right away.

      “Hi Samantha,” he said with a smile. Samantha noticed he had on crisp pajamas and his hair was perfectly combed. He pushed his glasses up slightly on his nose. “Come in quickly before anyone sees.”

      Samantha wasn't sure if he was more worried about Abe spotting her or a nosy neighbor assuming they were engaging in a tryst. Either way Walt was clearly nervous.

      “Did you see anyone on your way over?” Walt asked. He closed the door firmly.

      “No one. Not a sign of Abe at all. I'm not sure where Eddy is hiding, but he should be in position by now.” Samantha looked towards the kitchen window. “I'm sure he and Jo aren't far.”

      “I hope not.” Walt grimaced. “I have to be honest I'm a little bit nervous about all of this.”

      “Of course you are, Walt. We all are.” She reached out and took his hand in hers to offer him some comfort. However, the moment she touched his hand he pulled his away, almost as if she had pinched him. “Sorry.” She grimaced as she realized that she had probably taken him by surprise.

      “Oh, it's okay, I'm the one that should be sorry. You were just being kind. I'm just a little jumpy, and it makes my anxious behavior go through the roof.” He shook his head. “I have to make sure when I get like this that I concentrate and try to stay calm so my mind stays clear.”

      Samantha couldn't imagine Walt's mind ever not being clear. She considered him one of the most intelligent people that she had ever met. But she understood his concern.

      “It's all going to be fine. Abe might not even show up,” she lowered her voice. “What we think happened is still just a hunch until we can prove it.”

      “I know you're right, but to be honest I'm not sure if I'm more scared of him showing up or not showing up.” Walt looked worried. “If he doesn't, then what will we do?”

      “Then we'll regroup. Let's just try to stay focused on tonight. I think I should get in the closet now and stay hidden. You just go through your normal bedtime routine, that way if Abe is spying from somewhere, he won't think anything is amiss.”

      “All right, I made sure it was tidy for you, and there's a little dressing bench in there that you can sit on.” Walt led her towards his bedroom. Samantha smiled at his accommodating behavior. While Walt might be a little stunted when it came to social behavior he certainly did know how to be a good friend.

      Walt certainly had set up his closet nicely. But she didn't imagine it was too hard to do since everything was perfectly in place. His clothes were arranged according to color. His shoes were lined up very carefully, and although they all seemed to be the same color Walt appeared to have put them in a certain order. Even his ties were hung up by shape and color.

      “Are you sure that you're going to be okay in here?” Walt asked with some concern. “I just worry that you'll get bored, or stiff, or what if you fall asleep?”

      “I'll be fine.” Samantha smiled at him. “I just had a cup of coffee and I am ready to spend a few hours with my thoughts.”

      “Okay.” Walt nodded. He looked at her as if he might say more, then he turned away from the closet. “Just let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Walt. I think I have everything that I need.”

      Samantha reached out and closed the closet door. There were slats on it just wide enough that she could see movement through. She heard the sink in the bathroom as Walt brushed his teeth. Then she heard the creak of the bed as he sprawled out in it.

      Samantha felt strange hidden away in his closet, as if she was spying on him. She knew that he had been feeling just as strange. As she waited for the minutes to pass by she did sink into her thoughts. She had been wondering if there was ever going to be an opportunity for her to write again. Of course she still wrote whenever she could, but she hadn't had an article published in a very long time. As she sorted through her thoughts time slowly passed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jo shifted her foot slightly. It had fallen asleep and she was trying to get the feeling back into it. In the past she had done plenty of stakeouts of places she wanted to break into, but it had been a while since she had endured such a long wait.

      “Shh!” Eddy hissed at her. Her foot had rustled a few leaves.

      “You shh,” she shot back and glared at him.

      They were hunched down in a thicket of trees with some underbrush. It was beside the corner of Walt's villa. It was just large enough to be called a wooded area, though it really was just a patch of trees. It provided a good amount of cover, especially in the dark so that they could keep a close eye on what was happening. They could see most of the back of the villa and the side of the villa where the bedroom window was. If Abe attempted to come in the front door, they might not see him, but Samantha knew to alert them the moment that she thought someone was inside.

      “Listen, if you make too much noise you could scare him off,” Eddy cautioned her with a scowl.

      “If you keep talking about how much noise I'm making, you're definitely going to scare him off,” Jo admonished. It had been two hours since they got into position. Jo was starting to think that Abe was not coming at all. Eddy however was just as vigilant as he had been in the first few minutes.

      “You might think this is a joke, Jo, but I am responsible for the people inside that villa. If anyone gets hurt, it's going to be on me. So please, just stand still.”

      “I am standing still, Eddy. We all made the choice to be here, remember?” she softened her voice slightly. She knew that his nerves were likely on edge as he anticipated Abe's presence.

      “It doesn't matter who made what choice, if someone gets hurt, it will be on me.” Eddy stared at the villa. Jo could see the tension in his jaw. She could almost see what it must have been like for him to be in uniform. Because of her past Jo had always had an aversion to police officers, but now that she had the opportunity to get to know Eddy well, she could admire the bravery and backbone it took to wear a uniform and wield a gun. He didn't do it for any of the reasons that she suspected cops did. To her he did it because he wanted to help and to protect. There was definitely something admirable about that.

      Jo was silent as she too watched the villa. The night had grown cold as the minutes ticked by. Although most of the residents were sound asleep there was still a lot of noise surrounding them. The water splashed with playful fish and insects. The leaves above them fluttered now and then in the subtle breeze. In the distance traffic on the highway could be heard. Jo was listening so closely that everything sounded much louder than she was used to.

      “Do you think he's coming?” she spoke in a whisper.

      “I hope so.” Eddy's jaw rippled. “If he doesn't then we'll have a whole new set of problems.”

      “What if he didn't do it, Eddy?” Jo asked. “Everyone was so sure that Tommy did it, and it turned out not to be true. What if it wasn't Abe at all?” She studied him closely. Eddy did not look away from the villa and the grounds that surrounded it. He answered her under his breath.

      “Someone will show up tonight. If it's not Abe, then it will be someone. We might have pinned it on the wrong person at first, but we figured that out. Abe is clever. I should have suspected him from the start, but I made too many assumptions. When he came up to me shortly after Joel died and asked me for my help, he threw me off his trail completely. He's been too careful about this whole thing. I know he's not going to risk Walt finding something in Joel's accounts that will point at him. Abe has to know that we'll find out that the payments were from him to Joel, and that will only lead to suspicion. The police will figure it out eventually, we just got down to it a little faster than they could.”

      “Still, it all seems a little outlandish to me.” Jo crossed her arms as she stared at the back of the villa. “Why would someone go to such lengths? Just because Joel found out about Abe committing fraud? Sure, if Abe told the truth he would get in some trouble, but it wouldn't be the end of the world. It just doesn't seem like something that someone would kill for, you know?”

      “It depends on what matters to you I guess.” Eddy put a finger to his lips. He gestured to something beyond the villa on the walkway. As Jo looked she saw slow movement. At first it was just a shadow, then the figure moved under a streetlight. It was Abe in his wheelchair. As he rolled closer to the villa Jo could hear the grinding of his wheels against the pavement. It was the subtlest sound, but to her ears it was loud. Her heart began to pound. She realized for the first time that this was happening. There was no going back. Abe was going to break into Walt's house. Suddenly, Jo wondered if they had made a mistake.

      “Should we stop him before he goes in?” Jo asked.

      “Shh,” Eddy instructed.

      Jo glared at him. She was worried. Samantha and Walt were inside the villa like sitting ducks. What if Abe decided not to take any chances this time? What if he had gotten a gun? She felt very anxious as Abe left the walkway and started along the driveway that led up to Walt's villa. There was a pathway that sprouted off the driveway and around the side of the house. For a moment neither Jo nor Eddy could see Abe as he was in front of the house.

      Jo started to take a step forward to see where he was headed. She was worried that he would break in through the front. What if Samantha and Walt were sleeping? What if he was too quiet for them to hear him? She was almost out from the cover of the trees when Eddy grabbed her roughly around the waist. She gulped but did not cry out as he pulled her back. Her hands curled around his instinctively and tried to break his grasp. Eddy held her firmly with one arm and used his free hand to point to the corner of the house. Abe had just rounded the corner and was nearing the bedroom window.

      “Stay still, don't blow this,” Eddy hissed in Jo's ear. Jo felt terrible as he released her. If she had stepped out like she intended to Abe would have seen her in a second. Their whole plan would have been ruined. But there wasn't time to dwell on that. She had to be ready to go as soon as Samantha gave the signal. She was going to be Eddy's back-up.

      Eddy was so tense that she could see sweat building on his brow. His eyes were fixated on Abe. He watched as Abe wheeled the chair beneath the bedroom window. Still, there was a slight doubt within him that what he suspected could be true. However, in the next moment Abe looked all around to make sure no one was watching. Then he eased himself up into a standing position in the seat of the chair. Eddy was stunned by the sight. After seeing Abe for so long in his wheelchair, to see him standing was a lot to grasp. Abe peered through the bedroom window.
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      Inside the bedroom Walt stared hard at the wall. He had been staring at the same chip in the paint for quite some time. He was racking his brain for the name of the color of the paint. He would have to go first thing in the morning and buy the paint so that he could fix the chip. He would never sleep again if he didn't. He just hoped that the paint would be the same shade. Sometimes people claimed it was, but then it turned out that it wasn't. That was so frustrating. Really there was no excuse for it. Suddenly Walt felt fear grip his spine. He wasn't sure why until he saw the shadow on the wall. It was the shadow of a head in the window. It moved back and forth slowly.

      Walt didn't dare to move a muscle. He was sure that it had to be Abe. If Abe saw him move then he might decide to call the whole thing off. It was hard not to move though, as Walt wanted to go running and screaming out of the villa. The very thought of someone watching him while he slept, even though he was just pretending, was beyond unsettling. He wondered if Samantha was okay in the closet. Was she still awake? Did she see the shadow on the wall? He didn't think that she could from her vantage point. He did his best not to squirm or scream as he watched the shadow on the wall. He held his breath for as long as he could.

      Inside the closet Samantha was plotting a novel. She was fairly certain that she could pull it off in just a few weeks. She had already mentally created a colorful cast of characters, all of which had some kind of personal flaw that she found downright amusing. She was already writing the first chapter in her mind when she noticed that Walt's steady, regular breathing had stopped. In fact it didn't seem like he was breathing at all.

      Samantha thought she might be mistaken and leaned closer to the closet door. She listened intently and waited for the sound to begin again. After a few moments she still didn't hear any type of breathing. Her mind began to spin with all of the explanations for this. Had Walt stopped breathing in his sleep? Had Abe already broken in and gotten to Walt without her realizing it? If only she had paid closer attention she might have known. She was nearly in a panic as she reached for the doorknob. If Walt needed help she had to get out there and help him, it didn't matter what risk she might be taking. Just when she was about to turn the knob on the closet door she heard Walt sigh. It was a soft, slow sound, but it was a sound of life that she needed to hear. She lowered her hand from the doorknob. She was relieved that she hadn't rushed out and made a fool of herself. She was sure that Walt would not have appreciated that.

      Samantha checked the time on her phone. It was well after midnight. She wondered just how long they were going to wait for Abe to show up. She yawned and leaned her head against the back of the closet. She needed to be able to stay awake, so her thoughts returned to the first chapter of her novel. As she considered it, she decided the whole thing was garbage, tossed out the idea, and started all over again.
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      “What is he doing?” Jo whispered to Eddy. Eddy had expected Abe to open the bedroom window and climb in. Instead he sat back down in his wheelchair.

      “He was checking to see that Walt was inside. He wanted to make sure that he was asleep. He's not going in that way.” Eddy narrowed his eyes as Abe began to roll along the back of the house.

      The living room window was fully accessible with no brush or bushes to get in his way. He rolled right up to it. Eddy reached out and held Jo's elbow. It was partially to restrain her, and partially to comfort her. Watching a murderer break into their friend's home was not exactly the best feeling in the world.

      As Abe got to his feet in the seat of the wheelchair again it was clear that this time he was going to make his entrance. He slowly raised the window. Eddy had to bite into his bottom lip to stop himself from bolting after him. He knew that Abe had to get inside. They had to trap him, or all of this would prove nothing. Jo looked over at him anxiously. Eddy held up his free hand to warn her not to move just yet. Eddy's stomach twisted with repulsion as he watched Abe's lithe frame disappear through the living room window. Abe was now inside Walt's villa.  His empty wheelchair was waiting for his return.

      “Now?” Jo pleaded.

      “Not just yet.” Eddy looked into her eyes. “Trust me.”

      Jo scowled at him. She didn't feel the need to trust him, when he obviously didn't offer her the same. Still, she waited as he requested. Her heart was pounding. She wondered if Walt and Samantha were aware that Abe was inside.
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      Walt thought he heard something, but he told himself it was nothing. He had to, or he might scream. Samantha was in the closet, she would witness everything if he were to freak out. He had often been told by women that he was not manly enough. He had taken that to heart. He knew that his cleanliness and obsession with detail was hard enough to deal with. Samantha was his friend, but even she would likely laugh at him if he panicked and ran for the door.

      So, he remained still and pretended that he had not heard what he thought was the living room window opening. He could only hope that Eddy had seen the figure in the window. Eddy had promised he would keep an eye on the situation and intervene when the time was right. But what if he had fallen asleep? What if he had given up and already gone home? What if he was distracted by Jo? Walt squeezed his eyes shut. Just be calm, he pleaded with himself.

      Samantha heard rummaging in the living room. It was quiet, but distinct enough that she knew what it was. She heard papers sliding against papers, and drawers slowly opening and closing. There was no question in her mind that someone was searching the living room. Abe had come after all. She stood up to prepare herself to protect Walt if she needed to. She pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to Eddy.

      Abe is in the house.

      She knew that Eddy wouldn't text back. They had agreed it wasn't worth the risk unless it was an emergency. As Samantha peered through the slats in the closet door she waited for Abe to show his face. Would he come into the bedroom? Would Eddy confront him in the living room? She wasn't sure what would happen next. As she thought about this it occurred to her that everyone who was gathered at the memorial had overheard what Eddy had said. If the killer wasn't Abe, it might be someone else entirely in the living room. In that case she really had no idea what to expect. The rummaging continued. Samantha noticed that Walt had shifted slightly in the bed. She still couldn't tell if he was awake or not. She was tempted to try to whisper to him, but she was afraid it would draw attention to the bedroom.

      After what seemed like hours, but was likely only a minute or two, Samantha heard footsteps in the hallway leading towards the bedroom. Her heart lurched. She wondered if he would head straight for the closet. It really was the only place to hide in the bedroom, so it would be the first place a criminal would check to make sure no one else was in the house. If he did, she might be spotted before anyone had the chance to stop him. Would he be armed? Would he be angry enough to harm Walt or her?
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      Samantha held her breath as she saw a flicker of light across the carpet. Through the slats of the closet door she saw a figure walking gingerly through the bedroom. She knew what happened next in the plan, but her heart was still pounding. Suddenly, the light in the bedroom turned on and flooded the room. The figure froze. Before he could react, Walt jumped up from the bed. He tossed his blanket over the head of the figure and tackled him at the same time. Both went crashing to the floor. Samantha opened the door to the closet and headed straight to the window. She opened it, and Eddy climbed in. Walt was still struggling with whoever was under the blanket on the floor. Eddy charged over to them and tore off the blanket.

      Abe lay on the floor with his eyes wide open. He froze at the sight of everyone staring down at him.

      “Abe, it must be a miracle.” Eddy glowered down at him. “Or you're a murderous con artist.”

      Abe jumped to his feet and lunged for the door. Eddy tackled him before he could reach it. Abe thrashed and tried to wriggle his way out from under Eddy. Eddy kept him pinned down with the full force of his weight and his training.

      “Get off me!” Abe exclaimed. “Are you people crazy?”

      “We're the crazy ones?” Samantha laughed. “We're not the ones who have been faking the need for a wheelchair for many years. We're not the ones who broke into a neighbor's house, and we are certainly not the ones who murdered Joel Westons.”

      “You don't know what you're talking about!” Abe growled and bucked upward in an attempt to shake Eddy off his back. Eddy easily kept him under control.

      “We have everything recorded, Abe!” Eddy pointed to the camera in the corner of Walt's room. “Try explaining to the police that you just happened to be in Walt’s house, without your wheelchair. What were you looking for?” Eddy slowly eased to his feet. He remained close enough to grab Abe again if he needed to. “The ledger?”

      Abe stood up slowly. He eyed Eddy who had one hand tightly gripping his arm. “Why do you think?” he asked sarcastically. “Of course the ledger. I wasn't going to let anyone find out the truth.”

      “Is that why you killed Joel?” Samantha asked quietly. “Because you were afraid he was going to expose you?”

      “Afraid? No! I knew he was going to expose me. He set up cameras everywhere to try to catch me. He thought because I didn't seem to be depressed about my condition that I couldn't possibly not be able to walk. He accused me more than once, but he never had any proof. I was always so careful.”

      “So, how did he catch you?” Walt asked. His eyes narrowed with genuine interest. Abe had them all fooled for so long, he wanted to know how it was that Joel had figured out something that no one else had. How had Abe slipped up? Had Joel found out with his own set up?

      “I made one mistake.” Abe frowned. “When I started all of this I promised myself that no matter what I did I would never get out of the chair. As long as I didn't get out of the chair, no one could catch me. I even moved myself from the chair to the toilet and into the shower using all of the assistance products I had purchased.”

      “So then how?” Samantha pressed.

      Abe lowered his gaze to his hands. “You'd probably have to ask Anna about that.”

      “What? What could Anna possibly have to do with any of this?” Eddy asked. “Don't you try to spin another one of your cons, Abe!” He was already on the edge of fury and Abe's excuses were pushing him even closer.

      Abe sighed. He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them again. “The thing is, Joel never really took care of Anna. You know, he made sure that she had everything that she needed financially, but as far as emotionally, and intimately, he was never there for her. I always thought she was a looker. So, when Joel offered me the opportunity to invest in a new business, I decided to go for it. I had a little money to spare, and I always wanted more. Plus, it would give me the chance to get to know Anna a little better.”

      “Then when the business tanked?” Walt pressed. He had seen people do desperate things over the loss of money, but nothing so terrible.

      “I figured out what Joel was up to. I mean, a con artist always knows another con artist. I wanted my money back. I decided to go to Anna and tell her what a crook she was married to. Well, Anna and I got to talking. We ended up spending more and more time together. Joel refused to give me back my money. I hated the fact that Anna was married to such a jerk.”

      “You two fell in love?” Samantha asked incredulously. “Is it even possible for a man like you to love someone?”

      “Hey, I'm still a person.” Abe glared at her. “Just because my career choice doesn't suit you, that doesn't make me any less of a person. I'm human. I have feelings. She acted like I was her one true love.” He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I may be a talented con artist, but I'm still capable of being an idiot.”

      “Maybe, but I just wouldn't expect someone like you to have such strong emotions about anyone or anything.” Samantha frowned and looked towards Eddy. “Maybe we should call in the police.”

      “Do what you want. It doesn't matter now.” Abe hung his head with clear shame and embarrassment. “I did fall in love. I didn't think I was capable of it, but Anna was so kind. She always helped me with anything I needed. She was always concerned about my medications. She stood up for me if anyone gave me a hard time.” His eyes narrowed sharply. “I was such a fool!”

      “What did you do, Abe?” Eddy asked, his voice edged with frustration. He wanted the truth.

      Abe bit into his bottom lip as if he wanted to hold the confession inside. But there was a sadness in his eyes that made it clear he just wanted to finally get it out. He wanted to be free of the burden that he was carrying.

      “Anna and I were getting closer and closer. It was such an intimate romance. I couldn't imagine my life without her. I wanted her to leave Joel and marry me. But I didn't think she would, because even though she was so kind, what woman would really want to commit to spending the rest of her life taking care of someone in a wheelchair?” He shrugged. “So, I made the stupidest mistake I ever could have. I told her the truth, about everything.”

      “You did?” Walt asked with surprise. “That was a huge risk to take.” Eddy and Samantha looked at Abe with surprise as well.

      Jo stepped in through the bedroom door. “Everyone okay in here?” she asked.

      “We're fine.” Samantha nodded.

      “I know it was stupid.” Abe shook his head. “At first she claimed that she didn't believe me. So, I proved it to her. I stood up, and I hugged her.” He closed his eyes at the memory. “It felt so good to finally hold her.”

      Eddy frowned with some sympathy in his expression. “What did she do when you proved it to her?”

      “What did she do?” Abe raised his voice. “She took a video is what she did! She had been playing me the whole time. As soon as Joel found out that I knew about his shady scams, that I knew what he was doing with the money that he was supposed to be investing, he made her try to gain my trust. I was furious. She told me there was nothing she could do.”

      “That's when you started paying Joel to keep your secret?” Walt asked.

      “Yes.” Abe scowled.

      “But that wasn't enough was it? You were always worried that Joel would come out with the truth?” Eddy tightened his grasp on Abe's arm.

      “It wasn't even that,” Abe admitted quietly. “It might make more sense if it was.”

      “Then what was it?” Samantha asked. “Why did you have to kill him? He might have been a con artist, too, but he was still a person, Abe. You murdered him! All because of money?”

      “No!” Abe had tears in his eyes as he looked at Samantha. “It wasn't because of the money. I would have happily paid him for the rest of my life. He had pulled the wool over my eyes, he won, there is honor among con artists.”

      “Then why did you kill him?” Walt asked with confusion.

      “It was because of her,” Abe whispered. “She was everything to me. She told me that he was the reason we couldn't be together, that he had forced her to get the video of me standing up. She told me that she was afraid of him, and that she couldn't leave him because she wasn't sure what he would do. She said that she wished he was gone. She had me believing that she loved me and would be with me, even if I had nothing. So, it just felt like Joel was standing between me and the love of my life.”

      “So, you killed him to protect Anna?” Samantha said with a hint of sadness in her voice. It was no excuse to kill a man, but it made a little more sense to her than murdering over money.

      “I thought I did,” Abe muttered and looked away shamefully. “I thought it would be worth it. I kept losing my courage, but when I saw the candlesticks through the window I knew what I had to do, I just went for it. I thought the world would be a better place without him anyway.”

      “And?” Eddy stared at him.

      “And, she never loved me at all. As soon as Joel was dead she wanted nothing to do with me. She threatened to expose my secret and the video if I told anyone the truth. She has been playing the act of a grieving widow ever since. Yes, I was the one who killed Joel, it was my hands, but Anna, she also wanted him dead.” He drew his lips into a thin, flat line.

      “Wow.” Samantha shook her head. “You must have really loved her.”

      “Oh, please don't tell me that you're buying this, Sam?” Walt asked sternly.

      “What do you mean?” Samantha frowned and looked between Abe and Walt.

      “I mean this man is a professional con artist. We're supposed to believe he was in love? It sounds to me like he's just trying to take Anna down with him. There's no proof that she had anything to do with this.” Walt shook his head. “I don't believe a single word that comes out of your mouth, Abe. Eddy, let's get the police.”

      Eddy nodded and pulled out his cell phone. He dialed one of his contacts at the department and requested that a patrol car come out.

      “That's my cue to leave.” Jo slipped past her friends towards the door. “Let me know what happens in the morning!”

      “It is the morning.” Walt smiled briefly at her as she walked past him.

      “You know what I mean, Walt,” Jo said with a hint of frustration.

      “Don't you want to give a statement to the police?” Eddy asked.

      “No thanks!” Jo waved her hand in the air without looking back. She made her way out through the front door of the villa. Abe was silent but Eddy knew better than to get lulled into a sense of comfort. Abe was smart enough and desperate enough to attempt an escape. Samantha was keeping an eye on him, too, but for a different reason. She was genuinely curious about his story. She prided herself on being someone who knew how to read people. The stricken expression on Abe's face made her think he might just be telling the truth. She moved slightly closer to him.

      “Is Walt right, Abe? Did you really make all of that up about being in love?” She scrutinized his reaction.

      Abe lifted his gaze to hers. His eyes were watering, perhaps with tears, or perhaps because of the rough way that Eddy had handled him.

      “I did what I thought was right. I did what I thought I had to do,” Abe's voice trembled a little as he spoke. “No one will ever believe me. But Anna will know the truth. Just ask yourself, Samantha, who gets the money in the end? Who gets everything?” He looked into her eyes with a sense of defeat and wonder.

      To Samantha it seemed that he was more shocked than anyone else that Anna had been able to pull off such a clever and ruthless ruse. Samantha continued to stare at him with restrained fascination. She knew that with no one else to inherit his money, all of Joel's fortune would go to Anna. She had been stuck in a loveless marriage. Could she really have been cunning enough to con a con man into killing her husband so that she could be rid of him, but still have all of his money?

      “You really believe she planned this whole thing, Abe?”

      “If the money goes to her before the lawsuits are settled then those people who are suing Joel’s company will not see a dime,” Walt suddenly announced. “It's actually quite brilliant.”

      “What he said.” Abe nodded as he glanced in Walt's direction. “The woman is more devious than anyone I have ever met.”

      “Don't listen to him,” Eddy warned Samantha. “He's just trying to muddle the truth so that he has a chance in court.”

      “I can't believe that you think we should just let this go.” Samantha looked in Eddy's direction. “Don't you think that justice should be served?”

      “I think that you need to realize that there is a difference between justice and what is actually possible. If Anna is responsible for orchestrating Joel's death, of course she should face some criminal charges. But what are the chances of being able to prove that? Do you think she wrote it down somewhere? It's her word against Abe's, and Abe just got outed as one of the most repulsive men to walk the face of the Earth. Who is going to believe his story over a grieving widow who has never had a mark on her record?”  Eddy argued, though it was clear from the way he spoke that he was aggravated. Samantha was aggravated as well.

      “But, that doesn't mean she can just get away with it.” Samantha was getting more and more flustered by the minute. She was sure that Eddy couldn't seriously be suggesting that they just let Anna get away with it.

      “It doesn't mean that she should.” Eddy locked eyes with her. “But that doesn't change the fact that she most likely will.” He looked at her apologetically. “Abe will give his statement I'm sure. The police will do what they can with it.”

      Before Samantha could reply the police burst through the door.

      “Hands in the air!” The lead officer pointed his weapon at the entire group. Eddy raised his hands, followed by Walt, and Samantha. Abe raised his as well. His shoulders slumped as the officer walked up to him. He looked so resigned to his fate. Or perhaps he was just weighed down by heartbreak.
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      As Eddy explained the situation to the arresting officers, Abe was cuffed and led from the villa. Walt walked over to Samantha.

      “Do you think they will believe Abe's story?” Walt asked.

      “I don't know,” Samantha said feeling confused. “I doubt it. He's told one too many lies to be believed now.”

      “Excuse me, Sir.” One of the officers gestured to Walt. “I need you to file the report for the break in.”

      “Of course,” Walt agreed. He glanced over at Samantha. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure.”

      While Walt was speaking to one of the officers another came over to take Samantha's statement. She told the officer the entire tale from the plan to her suspicion of Anna's involvement. The officer's eyes glazed over about halfway through, but that might have been because of how fast Samantha was talking.

      “Maybe I should write it out for you?” Samantha offered.

      “Thanks, but I don’t think that’s necessary,” the officer replied. “I think I got the most important details.”

      When the officer walked away from her Samantha slipped out of the bedroom and through the living room to the front door. She wanted to see them take Abe away. The more she thought about how he had betrayed not only his friend, but also his entire community the more it bothered her. Eddy followed her outside and stopped beside her on the front porch.

      “What are we going to do about Anna?” Samantha asked. Eddy looked over at her with some apprehension.

      “What do you mean what are we going to do about her?” He settled his gaze on Samantha.

      “I mean we can't just let her get away with this,” Samantha stated firmly as she looked towards the police car that was driving away with Abe in the backseat.

      “Get away with what?” Eddy shrugged. “We have no idea if anything Abe said was true. He could have just been spinning a story in the hopes that he would get less jail time.”

      “Or he could have been telling the truth!”

      “He could have been.” Eddy nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks,” Samantha said with appreciation.

      “I’ll let you know if I find anything,” he said. “But I don’t like my chances. I promise I’ll tell you if I find anything, you just make sure you get some rest.”

      “All right. You make sure you do, too.”

      “I will,” he agreed.

      Eddy’s watched as Samantha walked away. His muscles were still tense from attacking Abe. When he had seen Abe in Walt's bedroom, his protective instincts had gone through the roof. He hated the idea that Abe might have hurt his friends. It was not something he could let go of easily.

      Once Samantha had turned towards her villa Eddy stepped back inside to check on Walt.

      “Are you doing okay?” Eddy asked him. Walt sat down on the easy chair in his living room and stared. He looked dazed.

      “I think so. I have to say that's the closest I've ever come to a home invasion and I hope I never experience it again.” He scowled. “I thought it would be fine since we all planned for it to happen, but it really wasn't.”

      “It's violating.” Eddy nodded. “I know the feeling. But it will ease with a little time. The important thing is that nobody got hurt.”

      “Yes, you're right,” Walt agreed with relief.

      “Do you want to come to my place until the officers finish up?” Eddy offered. “You could catch a nap.”

      “No, that's okay. I'll wait until they're done. There's going to be a lot of straightening up to do.” He gulped as one of the officers accidentally knocked over a carefully organized stack of magazines.

      “All right then, I'm going to head out. Just let me know if there's anything that you need.” He shook Walt's hand. “You did a great job.”

      Walt smiled in return. Then his gaze shifted back to the disarray that was occupying his mind.
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      Samantha couldn't just sit in her villa. She had tried to sleep for hours, but found it impossible. Her mind kept returning to the thought of Abe sitting in his wheelchair, watching Joel and Anna's house. He had given up everything in his life for the con. He had made sure that he never made a mistake. All of the freedoms that most people took for granted, he gave up willingly, because he wanted money.

      Early the next morning she decided to go for a walk by the lake to try and relax.

      As she neared the lake Eddy walked towards her. “How are you doing, Sam?”

      “I honestly don't know,” Samantha said hesitantly. “There have been many times that I've researched crimes that went unpunished, but this is the first time I personally know someone is getting away with murder, and there is nothing I can do about it.”

      “Anna didn't actually kill him,” Eddy pointed out. “That was all Abe's decision.”

      “I know,” she said thoughtfully. “But she did have an influence on his decision. Anyway, it doesn't matter now, does it?” she added as she shook her head. “She's gotten away with it, and there's nothing that we can do about that.”

      “Oh, there might be a little something that can be done.” Eddy raised an eyebrow with a mischievous smirk.

      “What do you mean?” Samantha asked with surprise.

      “Well, that’s why I came to see you. I got a call from Chris and he found out that from what Abe told the police they have decided to further investigate Anna’s involvement in the murder. Of course it will depend on what they can dig up, but trust me, Anna's luck is going to run out, and soon.” He reached up and tipped his fedora slightly forward on his head. “There is no perfect crime, Samantha, at least not when we're around.”

      Samantha smiled at him. As they walked back down the hill towards the water, the tall grass swayed slowly as if beckoning to them. The familiar sound of the birds chirping and the glistening, blue lake made her feel at peace. Samantha felt that Sage Gardens was safe once again. She had never felt more at home.
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      Eddy fumbled with his wallet. His thumbs were a source of frustration. It was as if they had lost some of their sensation over the years. When he tried to use them they tended to fail him. With a grunt of disapproval he managed to get his license out of his wallet. The young brunette behind the desk knew him by sight, but he didn’t like to be treated differently. He knew the rules said that he had to show his identification when he withdrew funds, so that was what he did, every single time. Perhaps it was his past career as a police detective that made him such a stickler. He just felt rules were rules for a reason. Of course when he was wearing a badge he didn’t always feel that way.

      There were four people in line ahead of Eddy. He had waited for at least twenty minutes so far. His right knee ached. He shifted his feet and tapped his driver’s license against his palm. It was unusual that there was only one teller at the desk at midday on a Friday. He would have avoided the bank rush hour, but whenever he visited in the past the line moved quickly.

      Eddy considered himself a patient man. Others had commented on his short temper over the years, but he never really bought it. He got angry when the situation demanded it. If people would do what they were supposed to he wouldn’t get so angry. Now he was losing his patience. Not because he had to wait so long, but because the brunette behind the desk looked frazzled.  Eddy had been served by her many times and she was always very courteous. It was clear from the tension in her expression that she was very stressed by the fact that she was alone with so many customers to deal with. People began to grumble and complain.

      The pretty, young woman looked as if she might cry. It really bothered Eddy when he saw someone being treated unfairly. He glanced around the bank in search of another teller. He noticed that there were three men in a glass-walled office to the side of the desk. The office was behind a secure door. He glared through the glass as if his displeasure could be communicated through the heaviness of his stare. He thought about waving to the men to try and get their attention. Then he noticed a gleam of something in one of the men’s hands. At first he thought his eyes had to be tricking him. Maybe he was seeing something that wasn’t there. What were the chances that he could be right about what he thought that was? Then he looked back at the brunette behind the counter. She looked past all of the other customers, straight to him. She met his eyes. Eddy stared at her for a long moment. She shook her head just enough for him to see. He knew then that he was right.

      The gleam that he saw was the barrel of a gun. The reason why there weren’t more tellers at the desk was because the bank was in the middle of a hold-up. Eddy had investigated his share of those during his career as a police officer. However, he had never come across one where the bank continued to function as if it was a regular business day. It was genius really. The robbers could be in and out without anyone suspecting a thing. By the time the alarm was set off there wouldn’t be a chance of the police catching them.

      Eddy felt his chest tighten with rage. All he wanted to do was take out a little cash to buy Samantha a birthday present. Instead he was thrust into the midst of a bank robbery. How could he ignore that? All of the grumbling people in line ahead of him were in grave danger. All of the bank employees were as well. He couldn’t just ignore that.

      The person in the front of the line finally completed his transaction. He turned around and walked out of the bank. Eddy tried to catch his attention. He was going to mention to the man to alert the authorities, but the man refused to even look in his direction. That was how it was in modern times, no one even bothered to look at each other. It irked Eddy, but he didn’t have time to dwell on it. He knew that things could change, and fast. As long as there was an armed robber inside the bank anything could happen. He looked around at the other people in line and tried to make eye contact to see if any of them were concerned. He thought about turning around and leaving to get help, but he didn’t want to leave these people alone.

      Eddy’s heart began to pound. He presumed that he was the only customer who had noticed what was happening in the glass office. His gaze swept the line in front of him. The potential hostages were great. An elderly woman, a man with a young boy hanging on his hand, and a young woman likely not yet in her twenties. Eddy looked back at the glass office. The man holding the gun had his back to the glass. Eddy couldn’t tell much about him aside from his build. The other men in the room looked a little frantic. Whatever they were discussing was escalating quickly.

      For a split second Eddy thought about drawing his weapon. But then he remembered that he didn’t have his gun anymore. He wanted to do something, but he did not want to put anyone at risk. If he tried something and it didn’t work bullets might start flying and people were going to die. The father and son were at the front of the line now. Eddy could hear the little boy pleading for a lollipop. Then he heard the sound of the door on the glass office opening. The armed man stepped out behind the desk. His face was obscured by a cap and dark glasses. He raised his weapon for all to see.

      “Lock that door!” He barked at the security guard.

      Eddy’s head spun. He had hoped that things would end peacefully, but it was clear from the anger in the robber’s voice that something had gone wrong. Eddy wasn’t sure what to do next. He could confront the robber and risk people getting hurt, or he could obey his commands.

      “All of you, on the ground with your hands in the air. No funny business.” He pointed the gun at the people in line. The little boy giggled as if he thought it was a game. His father cupped his hand around his mouth and pulled him down to his knees beside him. Eddy got angry, this was a moment the little boy might never forget. He glared at the robber. The pretty teller behind the counter met his eyes again. This time there were tears in hers. Eddy tried to think of how he could subdue the robber. He knew he had to be smart about the situation and not let his temper override his caution.

      “Do you want me to hurt these people?” The robber waved his gun around as he directed his question to one of the men that had come out of the office. “All you have to do is give me the money.” The man who the robber was talking to looked scared. “Now!”

      Eddy was struck by the fact that there appeared to be only one robber. In his experience bank robbers almost always worked with partners, many times in groups. The fact that there was only one armed man made him very vulnerable. But Eddy could tell that he was also intelligent. He remained very close to the little boy. If Eddy tried something the boy might get hurt. Eddy gritted his teeth. He placed his wallet that he still held in his hand on the floor beside him. He kept his gaze focused on the teller behind the counter. She was shaking like a leaf caught in a windstorm, but she held back her tears. Eddy wished he understood how to use his cell phone better. He might be able to discretely call for help.

      As the bank robber held up his gun the bank manager said in a trembling voice, “Please, don’t hurt anyone.”

      “Like I said just get me all of the cash. No dye packs. All I want is money. Nobody has to die.” He punctuated his words by pointing his gun directly at the bank manager’s head. The man grimaced and nodded. Once the money had been collected, Eddy’s gut twisted. He knew if the man was going to shoot, now would be the time. He instinctively slid his hand up his hip to where his gun would have been holstered, but there was no gun there.

      “Like I said, nobody has to die. Just let me leave.” He stepped out from behind the desk and began to walk towards the door. The security guard that had locked the door when he was instructed to, ducked out of the way of the robber. “Unlock it.” The robber pointed at the door with his weapon. Eddy jumped up. He saw his chance. He was going to tackle him from behind.

      “Don’t!” The security guard spoke up. The robber spun around to face Eddy with his gun pointed at him.

      “Don’t be a hero, you old fool!” He tightened his grip on the gun.

      Eddy raised his hands to show submission. The robber turned and fled out of the bank without ever firing a single shot. Eddy was relieved that no one had been hurt, but annoyed that the man had escaped. He felt that familiar adrenaline rush that had assaulted him anytime he had chased after a suspect.

      “Why did you do that?” Eddy demanded as he ran past the guard. The guard appeared to be in shock. He was armed, but didn’t even attempt to go after the robber. Eddy shook his head and ran out onto the sidewalk. He no longer felt the stiffness in his knee or the exhaustion from waiting in line. His adrenaline was pumping. But the moment he stepped outside, he heard the screech of tires. A car sped off down the street. Eddy couldn’t even catch the license plate as it took off too fast.

      “Gone,” he mumbled. He reached for his radio to call in the robbery, only to be reminded once again that he no longer wore a radio, that he was no longer an active police officer. He heard screeching sirens in the distance that alerted him to the fact that someone had called the police. He felt miserable as he stepped back inside the bank. The pretty brunette offered the little boy an assortment of lollipops. He shook his head and clung to his father. Eddy scowled in the direction of the security guard who talked with the bank manager. He was tempted to leave before the police arrived, but he knew that every witness mattered.

      There was a smattering of conversation between the other people at the bank. Eddy realized that he must have had a foul expression on his face because not a single one of them approached him. He looked over at the teller. She stared at the door as if she was looking for someone or something. Her hands were clenched together so tightly that he could see the skin on her knuckles turning white. Eddy started to walk over to her, but before he could reach her, the doors of the bank burst open.

      The entire lobby flooded with police officers. Eddy raised his hands cautiously. One of the officers approached him with a stern look in his eyes.

      The officer eyed Eddy for a moment, then broke into a wide smile.

      Eddy was a little surprised by his reaction until he saw a familiar face walk through the door. Detective Brunner, a young detective that he knew from a previous case he had gotten mixed up in and who he had occasionally given advice to.

      “Eddy, can’t say that I’m surprised to find you here.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Eddy frowned.

      “I mean that this is the first bank robbery in this town in over ten years, and you are a witness.” Detective Brunner shook his head. “It just seems fitting to me I suppose.”

      Eddy sighed with remorse. “A lot of good it did for me to be here.”

      “I’m sure that you had a clear grasp of the situation and the risks involved. It says a lot to me that everyone survived, Eddy. Too many times people play cowboy when there are lives at risk.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Eddy wasn’t convinced. He felt ancient as the young cops milled about taking statements from the witnesses. He guessed that each one judged him for the fact that he did not handle the situation or at least stop the robber from escaping.

      “Wait here for me,” Detective Brunner instructed. “I’ll be back to get your statement shortly.”

      “Sure,” Eddy agreed even though what he really wanted to do was get out of there. Eddy watched as Detective Brunner went to speak to one of the officers. Eddy felt like he was in a bit of a daze as he watched him. He was still trying to process what had just happened. Eddy noticed the teller talking to a police officer. She was still shaking.

      “Sorry about the wait, Eddy,” Detective Brunner apologized. “Can you tell me what happened?” He asked as he pulled out his notepad and pen.

      “To be honest I was standing in line for some time before I even realized that a crime was taking place. This guy was clever.”

      “And how did you notice what happened?”

      “Well, usually there are more tellers at the counter. That was the first thing that made me feel like something wasn’t right. I looked towards the office, to see if the manager noticed the line. I saw the other tellers in there with the manager and another man. I noticed that the other man had a gun in his hand. Then he revealed himself.”

      “The security guard said you went after the suspect.” Detective Brunner looked him in the eyes. “That was risky.”

      “I didn’t catch him, I’m not even sure what I would have done if I did. He disappeared around the corner then sped off in a car.  I didn’t even get the plate.” Eddy shook his head. “I guess I’m not as quick as I used to be.”

      “Do you remember any details about the suspect? Could you give a description to a sketch artist?” Detective Brunner looked hopeful.

      “No, I’m sorry. He had a cap and dark glasses on, I couldn’t really see his face. He was white, stocky, probably about six feet tall, brown hair.”

      “That’s good. That’s a good start.” Brunner nodded. Eddy suspected that he was trying to make him feel better. He had given the detective absolutely no evidence to work with.

      “Have you ever seen a case like this before? I mean if I hadn’t seen the gun I wouldn’t even have known the bank was being robbed,” Eddy said.

      “Actually, it was only after the manager refused to unlock the vault that the suspect started threatening the hostages. I think if the manager had complied, the suspect might have left without the customers ever knowing,” Detective Brunner explained.

      “That would have been an interesting robbery.” Eddy couldn’t stop thinking about whether he could have done more to stop the robbery. “I hope that you’re able to catch him.”

      “We’re going to do our best to do just that. Just lay low for a while, Eddy. Whoever did this is still on the loose, and I’d hate for you to be in any danger.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Detective, I can handle myself.”

      “I’m sure you can, Eddy. I’m sure you can.” Detective Brunner gave him a light pat on the back. Eddy tried not to take that as an insult. Although Detective Brunner’s words were kind, Eddy doubted that he was really taking him seriously. The problem with young detectives was they didn’t remember a time when their elders knew better. Eddy was raised in a generation that revered their elders, while Brunner had grown up in a time when many things that the previous generation did was questioned.

      “If you need my help just let me know.” Eddy met his eyes.

      “Okay, sure.” Detective Brunner’s smile appeared staged.
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      Eddy left the bank with a headache. He still didn’t have the cash out that he needed for Samantha’s birthday, and now he had the robbery on his mind. He wasn’t sure that he was going to be able to make it to the party that was planned for that evening. He had waited until the last minute as usual. He decided he would just use his credit card, something that he hated to do. He preferred the feel of real money in his hands. Credit cards seemed like an invitation for someone to rob him, both the banks by charging interest, and the hackers that could steal all of his information.

      The real problem was that he had no idea what to get Samantha for her birthday. He wanted something to show how much he valued her, but he didn’t want it to be too mushy or give her the wrong idea. Buying a gift for a guy friend was simple, but buying a gift for a female friend seemed impossibly complicated. He decided that he needed some reinforcements. He paused beside his car and pulled out his cell phone. As he dialed Walt’s number he watched the rest of the witnesses being released from the bank. He could see their shaken expressions. It hadn’t been the most pleasant experience for Eddy either, but he was used to a little bit of danger.

      “Hi, this is Walt, leave a message.”

      Eddy rolled his eyes. He knew exactly what Walt was doing. He was sitting on his back porch having his lunch. Walt was very particular about how he did things, and always stuck to the same daily schedule. Eddy guessed that answering the phone during a meal was not on the schedule. He hung up the phone and climbed into his car. He noticed through the side window that the security guard was walking down the sidewalk. Eddy watched him for a minute. As Eddy watched, the teller that he usually saw at the bank ran after the security guard. She caught up with him at the corner. Eddy continued to observe until the ring of his cell phone grabbed his attention. He looked down at the caller ID to see that it was Walt. When he looked back up the pair that had been standing at the corner were gone.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi Eddy, it’s Walt. Did you call me?”

      “Yes, I did.” Eddy could barely focus on the conversation. He searched the sidewalk and the crosswalk for the teller and the security guard. He didn’t see any sign of them. “Oh yes, I did. I was hoping that you could meet me in town and help me find something for Samantha’s birthday.”

      “You still haven’t bought her anything?” Walt’s tone was reproachful. “Eddy, I offered to go with you last week.”

      “I know, I know. So, can you help me or not?”

      “Sure, I can be there in about twenty minutes. Where do you want to meet?”

      “I guess at Forrest, there’s a couple of shops there.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      After Eddy hung up the phone he swept his gaze over his surroundings once more. He hoped to spot the teller or the security guard. Instead, all he saw were people milling about to get a look at the bank which had been roped off with police tape. Eddy sighed and started the car. He tried to push the bank robbery out of his mind. He needed to get himself to focus on a present for Samantha. He had no idea what to get her. She was too smart to just get her any old gift. He knew that she would think about why he had bought her what he bought her, which meant that he had to think about it, too.

      As he drove to Forrest, he noticed that there were quite a few people walking around. He found himself checking each face to see if it was the security guard or the teller. When he reached Forrest he parked his car along the street beside a deli. He could grab a sandwich while he waited for Walt to show up. The deli was one of his favorite places to eat. It was run by an older Hungarian woman whose accent was so thick that Eddy couldn’t understand a word she said. But it didn’t matter because the food was delicious and her smile was always warm. When he stepped inside she wasn’t smiling. She spoke in a fast and emotional tone to the man beside her. Eddy recognized him as her husband who often did deliveries for the deli.

      Eddy paused beside the counter. He wished he understood enough of their language to know what had happened to make her so upset.

      “Is everything okay?” Eddy met her eye when she finally turned to look at him.

      “It’s fine.” She cleared her throat. “Usual?”

      Eddy nodded. He looked at her with sympathy. As her husband stepped out from behind the counter, Eddy offered his hand to him in greeting. He was a quiet man who Eddy rarely heard speak. He took Eddy’s hand in a firm shake.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “She’s just upset about the bank robbery.” He spoke in perfect English. Eddy was a little shocked. He had always assumed that the man had the same thick accent as his wife, but once he thought about it he realized that he hadn’t ever heard the man speak in English before.

      “Oh, you’ve heard about it?” Eddy frowned.

      “Yes, the news spread fast. She is worried that we will be hit next.”

      “Tell her not to worry. Bank robbers go for big jobs, not little places. Okay?” Eddy smiled.

      “Oh? You know this for sure?” The man narrowed his eyes.

      “Well, just from experience. I am a retired police officer.”

      “I will tell her, thank you.” He seemed relieved as he stepped behind the counter to tell his wife. Eddy ordered his sandwich, but it was hard for him to enjoy it. As he ate it he was fuming. He thought of all of the other small businesses on the street that would be impacted by the robbery. The ripple effect that crime had on a town always bothered him. When he finished his sandwich he gave a final few words of reassurance to the owners before stepping out of the deli.

      “Eddy, there you are.”

      Eddy nearly bumped into Walt as he stepped out onto the sidewalk. “Oh, I didn’t think that you’d be here yet.”

      “Just arrived. I was going to call your phone, but here you are. Are you all right? You look a little pale.”

      “I’m fine.” Eddy nodded. “I’ll feel better once I have something picked out for Samantha.”

      “That’s why I told you to start early. There’s no better feeling than being prepared.”

      Eddy grimaced and nodded. He was not in the mood for one of Walt’s lectures, but he knew that his friend only had good intentions.

      “I just can’t figure out what she would like.”

      “Samantha is a tough one when it comes to gifts. Let’s just take a walk along the shops and see what catches our attention.” Walt gestured to the first store in a long line of small shops. Eddy nodded again. He was not much of a shopper, but he was relieved to have some help. As Eddy and Walt made their way through the shops Eddy did his best not to mention the robbery. He wanted some time to sort it out in his head before he brought anyone else into the situation. His mind kept playing back the scene, which made it difficult to focus on frilly coffee mug cozies and plaques with cute sayings carved on them.

      “Eddy, you haven’t pointed out anything,” Walt said. “If you don’t come up with something soon I’m going to think that your heart isn’t really in this.”

      “It’s just a gift, Walt.” Eddy sighed. “Maybe I should just get her a gift card.”

      “Nope sorry, that’s not going to fly with Samantha.”

      Eddy wondered for a moment if he even wanted to go to the birthday party anymore. Then he remembered that it was for Samantha. She had become a very good friend of his, and he didn’t want to hurt her by not being part of her celebration. He caught sight of something shimmering on a display nearby.

      “Walt, what do you think?” Eddy pointed to the necklace in the display.

      “It’s nice I guess.” Walt grimaced.

      “What?” Eddy glanced over at him.

      “Well, you know, buying a woman jewelry.”

      “Huh?”

      “I mean, that’s a big step.” Walt cleared his throat.

      “Step?” Eddy squinted at him. “It’s just a birthday gift.”

      “To you, and to me, it’s just a birthday gift.”

      Eddy stared at the necklace.

      “Would you like to see it out?” The clerk behind the counter smiled at him.

      “No, I better not.” Eddy shook his head. “I just don’t know what to get her. Flowers?”

      “Eh.” Walt frowned. “I never understood giving flowers as a gift. They’re going to die, you know? It’s only a matter of time before their bright, perfect petals shrivel and fall.”

      “Then what am I supposed to get her?” Eddy sighed with frustration.

      “Hey, I just got her a card. You’re the one hung up on getting her a gift. Keep it simple. A card, a signature, and everybody is happy.”

      “I know that. But Samantha’s always so caring towards us and I just want to do something to brighten up her day.” Eddy offered an awkward smile. “It’s a little out of the norm for me.”

      “I can see that.” Walt chuckled. “All right, let’s figure it out. No jewelry, no flowers, don’t ever buy a woman clothes, trust me. I know!” He snapped his fingers. “A book!”

      “A book?” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m sure. Samantha’s always looking for something new to read. I think that would be a great gift.”

      “All right.” Eddy nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. I’ll check out the bookstore on the way home.”
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      Eddy stepped into the bookstore with some hesitation. He still had no idea what to buy for Samantha, but he knew he was running out of time. It didn’t help that the shelves of the bookstore were covered by hundreds of books. All of the different sections began to blur together. He was about to ask for help from the young woman at the counter when one section caught his attention.

      “True crime. Perfect.”

      As a retired crime journalist he was sure that Samantha would enjoy a good book about an actual crime. However, he had to figure out which one she might not have.

      “Are any of these new releases?” He turned towards the woman at the desk.

      “First shelf, top row.” She smiled, but it was a forced expression. Eddy sensed that she was a shy person. He began looking over the titles available. Many were gorier than he would choose for Samantha. She was a strong and intelligent woman, but he didn’t want the stories to be too violent. He noticed a book at the very end of the row. It was slimmer than the others.

      “Unsolved Bank Heists.” He read the title out loud. When his fingertips touched the book, he felt a faint shiver race along his spine.

      “That seems fitting for today.” The woman behind the desk had walked over to him in time to hear his words. “There was just a robbery at the local bank.”

      “Hm. Maybe a little too real?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “I like the ones that aren’t solved yet.” She smiled again, and this time it was more natural. “True crime is fun to read, but I like books like these that are the real mysteries. It’s kind of exhilarating to think that you might be able to figure something out that the police didn’t.”

      Eddy smiled. “It’s perfect.” He knew that Samantha would adore an opportunity to investigate any crime. After he paid for the book he walked back to his car. As he walked he thought about the robbery. What bothered him most about it was that the robber had been so bold. Most wouldn’t be as daring as he had been. They would be worried about whether they were going to be caught. This man didn’t seem the least bit worried. Eddy shook his head and reminded himself that he had a birthday party to attend.
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      Eddy adjusted his tie. He never quite understood why men were expected to wear them. They are uncomfortable, they didn’t cover anything, or accentuate anything, they were just an annoying extra piece of material that always managed to get out of place. But he still wore them on special occasions. He thought it was impolite not to. Samantha’s party was a special occasion. He straightened his shoulders and prepared to knock on the door. Despite the fact that Samantha had invited him over several times it felt as if this was his first formal visit. He wondered if he should have brought wine along with his present. He felt as if he was showing up empty handed. He raised his hand to knock just as someone walked up behind him.

      “Don’t you look snazzy.”

      There was no mistaking that voice, or that attitude. Eddy turned around and smiled.

      “Hello Jo. You look lovely this evening.”

      He was only attempting to be polite, but the truth was Jo could look lovely in a bed sheet. With her long, thick, black hair and her lithe figure she filled out any dress nicely. The one she wore that evening was much more slinky than usual. It split at the knee of her right leg.

      “Thanks. Are you going in?” She looked towards the door. Eddy’s hand still hovered over it. Eddy realized how ridiculous he must look. He gave a solid knock on the door and then took a step back.

      “I heard about what happened.” Jo reached out and lightly touched Eddy’s elbow. “You were there, weren’t you?”

      Eddy stared at her for a long moment. He had no idea how she could know that. He hadn’t told Walt, or anyone else that he had been at the bank.

      “I’m fine. I’d rather not talk about it.” He tilted his head towards the door. “Don’t want to ruin the party.”

      “Sure.” Jo nodded. “I’ll keep it to myself.”

      Eddy smiled at her as the door swung open. Samantha beamed at both of them.

      “Hi! Thanks for coming!”

      “Happy birthday!” Jo gave Samantha a quick hug before she stepped inside. Eddy held his gift bag out in front of him as if it were a shield of some kind.

      “Happy birthday, Samantha.”

      “Oh Eddy, you didn’t have to get me a gift.” She took the bag from him. “Come in, the food has just arrived.”

      Eddy moved past her into the villa. He spotted Walt already seated at the table. He appeared to be evaluating the assortment of Chinese food that was spread across the dining room table.

      “Smells delicious.” Eddy sat down beside Walt.

      “Hmm, as long as it doesn’t have MSG.” Walt continued to study the meals.

      “The sign said no MSG,” Samantha said as she and Jo joined them at the table.

      “Right, well anyone can make a sign.”

      “If you don’t want it, I’ll eat it, Walt.” Eddy grinned. “I’m starving.”

      “Well, let’s eat then.” Samantha distributed chopsticks. “There’s forks in the kitchen if you need them.” Eddy plowed right into his honey chicken, one of his favorite dishes.

      “So Sam, have you made any birthday resolutions?” Jo skewered a piece of pork with one of her chopsticks.

      “Oh boy, am I supposed to do that?” Samantha laughed. “Actually, I have made one. I’m going to go back to work.”

      “But I thought you were retired?” Eddy looked across the table at her.

      “I am retired, but I miss it. I love writing and I don’t see anything wrong with doing a little moonlighting, even if it’s just for fun.”

      “Only you would think crime journalism could be fun,” Walt said with disbelief.

      “Well, then I guess my birthday gift will be perfect for you.” Eddy’s voice rose with pride.

      “Oh?” Samantha stood up. “I can’t wait any longer, I’m going to have to open it.”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly wrap it, it’s just in a bag.” Eddy laughed.

      Samantha reached into the bag and pulled out the book. “Oh wow, Eddy, this is great! Now, you all have to leave so I can start reading.” She winked at them.

      “Well, those aren’t the only unsolved bank heists,” Jo piped up. She winced when Eddy shot a look in her direction. It was too late. Samantha seized on the topic.

      “Did you hear about that awful robbery?” Samantha clucked her tongue. “I can’t believe it happened right in town. Did you hear anything from your police contacts about it, Eddy?”

      Eddy smiled a little. “I might know a thing or two about what happened.”

      “Well, then you should fill us in.” Walt leaned forward with a pained look on his face. “How much did they take?” Being a retired accountant Walt’s mind was always focused on the numbers.

      “I heard it was about five hundred thousand. Give or take.” Eddy shrugged.

      “That’s not a bad haul for a small bank.” All eyes shifted to Jo in reaction to her comment. “I’m just saying it was a lot to rake in.” Jo rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I’m admiring the crime.”

      “It was a lot.” Eddy grew thoughtful. It was likely more than the bank would normally have on hand. Maybe the robber knew that there would be a surplus of funds available. It seemed like too much of a coincidence to think that he just got lucky, but maybe he did.

      “Do they have a description of the robber?” Samantha asked. She sat back down at the table and put her book down beside her.

      “He was white, mid-thirties, stocky and tall. Left-handed, definitely left-handed.” Eddy nodded.

      “Wow, that’s a pretty good description. Now facial features?” Samantha pressed.

      “He was wearing a cap and big sunglasses. I couldn’t really see his face.”

      Everyone grew silent at the table. Eddy didn’t realize his mistake until Jo nudged his foot under the table.

      “You were there?” Samantha’s eyes widened with horror. “In the bank when it was robbed?”

      “Well, I might have been standing in line.” Eddy shrugged. “I mean, it’s not a big deal.”

      “No, you were just a bystander in the middle of a bank robbery. How could you not tell me?” Samantha looked annoyed as she crossed her arms.

      “It’s not like you didn’t already know about it.” Eddy frowned. He prepared himself for an interrogation. Samantha was never easily satisfied when it came to a crime.

      “I knew it happened, I didn’t know you were there, so don’t try to twist things around, Eddy. We’re you’re friends, you shouldn’t be afraid to tell us the truth,” she said sternly.

      “I wasn’t afraid, I just didn’t think it was party conversation.”

      “You still should have told us.” Samantha frowned. “You weren’t hurt?”

      “No, I wasn’t hurt.” Eddy stared down at the table.

      “So, what happened?” Samantha’s tone was calmer.

      “What happened? I stood in line at a bank that was being robbed and the robber got away.”

      “You let him get away?” Jo’s eyes widened with surprise.

      “Jo!” Walt shot her a look. “He’s a retired detective not a superhero.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way, I just mean, with Eddy’s temper…”

      “I don’t have a temper,” Eddy barked. His heart raced. He felt cornered by the conversation. The anger in his voice created an awkward tension at the table. “I’m sorry.” He looked around at his friends. “Look, I didn’t tell anyone because I was embarrassed.”

      “Embarrassed about what?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “I tried to stop him, but he got away. I was right there, I could have tackled him, and he got away.”

      “Eddy, I didn’t mean what I said that way.” Jo frowned. “I’m sorry. I’m sure there was nothing that you could have done.”

      “There were hostages.” Walt shook his head. “If you had done anything rash someone could have ended up dead.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I could have stopped him.” Eddy sighed and picked up his drink. “I thought he wouldn’t be able to get out the door, but the security guard unlocked it for him. I chased him, but I wasn’t fast enough. Sometimes I hate this old body.”

      “You’re not old,” Samantha said with conviction. “Just because we’re not in our twenties, that doesn’t make us or our bodies old, we are only as old as we feel. You were brave enough to go after the robber, that takes the heart of an alert man.”

      “Well, I might have the heart of an alert man, but I have the hips of a ninety year old.”

      “Don’t joke about that.” Walt’s voice deepened with warning. “A broken hip is the last thing you want.”

      “He’s not going to break his hip!” Samantha sputtered.

      “You see, this is why I didn’t want to bring it up.” Eddy frowned. “Now everyone is upset and it’s supposed to be a celebration.”

      “It’s okay.” Samantha stood up from the table. “I was just surprised. I’m glad you’re all right.” She hugged Eddy around the shoulders and placed a light kiss on the top of his hat.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine.” Eddy adjusted his hat and hoped the shadow of the brim would hide the heat in his cheeks. “I just want to enjoy the party.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.” Samantha nodded. “Welcome to the next year of my fabulous existence on this planet.”

      As the chatter returned to light conversation Eddy felt some relief. He was sure that Samantha was going to demand to know every detail. Instead, she poured everyone wine and they began discussing their favorite birthday experiences. Eddy relaxed and drank an extra glass of wine. By the time the party was wrapping up he had nearly forgotten about the robbery.

      “It’s getting late.” Walt looked at his watch. He had a very specific routine and did not like to stray from it. “I’m going to head home.”

      “I should go, too. I need to get up early and water my garden.” Jo yawned. “Not enough rain lately.”

      “I’ll walk with you,” Walt suggested.

      “Great.”  Jo stood up and gave Samantha a hug. “Happy birthday, and many more to come.”

      “Thanks Jo.” Samantha hugged her back. Walt gave her a peck on the cheek.

      “I’ll help you clean up.” Eddy began to gather the plates. He waved to Walt and Jo as they left.

      “It was a nice party.” Samantha smiled as she took the plates from Eddy. “I didn’t expect it to be so much fun.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Eddy turned back to the table to clear the rest of the dishes.

      “And I’m looking forward to reading the book that you gave me.”

      Eddy handed her the last of the dishes. “Are you sure you should be washing those on your birthday?”

      “Oh Eddy, that’s so sweet of you. I don’t mind washing the dishes. I’d love to have some company while I work though.”

      “I can provide that.” Eddy leaned up against the counter. “Do you have a dish towel? I can dry.”

      “It’s so terrible to think of how wrong that robbery could have gone.” Samantha handed him a towel. “I mean, we all bank there. I just can’t imagine what I would have done if I had been there.”

      Eddy looked over at her and raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t do much you know.”

      “You were there!” Samantha nearly splashed him with bubbles as she enthusiastically scrubbed a plate. “You witnessed the crime and…”

      “And, I thought I was here to keep you company, not be interrogated.” Eddy laughed. Samantha frowned and eased up on the plate.

      “I’m not interrogating you, I’m just curious.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. He had spent so much time figuring out what to get Samantha for her birthday, and all along it had been right under his nose.

      “You want to investigate it, don’t you?”

      Samantha tried to hide a smile by tilting her head away from him. He still saw the corners of her lips perking up.

      “Are you going to help me?”

      “Well, it is your birthday.”

      “Great!” Samantha tossed the washcloth into the soapy water. This time she did splash Eddy.

      “Watch it!” Eddy drew back from the counter.

      “Oops sorry!” Samantha grabbed the towel he had abandoned and used it to mop up his arm and chest. Eddy stood perfectly still as she dried him off.

      “Oh, it’s all right.” He cleared his throat.

      “So, tell me everything.” She looked at him with hunger in her eyes.

      Eddy gestured to the table. “Can we sit?”

      Once they were seated Eddy filled Samantha in on every detail of the crime he could remember.

      “So far they haven’t identified him.”

      “No fingerprints?” Samantha frowned.

      “He was wearing gloves.” Eddy shrugged. “It’s strange, it was so well planned and the man seemed so relaxed. I’ve seen robbers before, and they’re always tense, sweaty, determined, expecting the worst. This guy, it was almost like he was checking things off on his shopping list.”

      “Must have been an experienced criminal then,” Samantha said. “That might make him easier to identify if he’s committed similar crimes in the past.”

      “Maybe. But would a professional really take such a big risk? I mean, he was letting people come and go out of the bank at first. Anyone, at any time could have noticed what he was up to and alerted the authorities.”

      “So, when did that change? What made him announce his presence?” Samantha looked at him with interest.

      “Detective Brunner told me that the manager of the bank refused to open the vault. He must have known how much money was there. When he did that, the robber made his presence known and threatened lives to get what he wanted.”

      “So, he had no real interest in violence, but he came prepared for it.”

      “Seems that way.” Eddy nodded. “Just about everything about the robbery was unusual. I would have expected to see it in a bad movie, not in real life.”

      “That’s something that I think everyone hopes that they won’t see in real life.” Samantha grimaced. “I can say I’ve never been involved in a situation like that. I don’t know how you kept your cool.”

      “I didn’t really.” Eddy sighed. “If I had my wits about me better I might have stopped the whole thing.”

      “You must have left your superhero cape at home.” Samantha looked at him with a teasing smile. “You weren’t in control, Eddy. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I know, I know. It’s just hard to think of those poor people. They were so scared.”

      “Weren’t you, Eddy?” Samantha met his eyes.

      “I guess I was a little. It was just so unexpected.” He shook his head. “There were very few times that I stumbled upon a crime in progress. Usually I knew what I was walking into.”

      “It must have been pretty disturbing when you realized what was happening.”

      “It was.” Eddy nodded. “I just hope he gets caught.”

      “I think if we work together on it he won’t have a chance of getting away.” Samantha smiled.

      “I don’t doubt that for a second, Sam.” He chuckled.
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      Eddy hung his hat on the rack beside his front door. He waited for a moment to be sure that it was settled correctly on the hook. There were very few things he valued in life, but his hat was one of them. It felt like it was a part of him. He turned the lock on the door and took a deep breath. It had been a long and strange day. It wasn’t until he was alone again that he realized he was a little spooked. He had witnessed a crime, and the robber had seen him as well. He was sure that the robber was not the least bit concerned about him, nor would he bother to hunt down his address, but Eddy checked all of the windows in his villa just the same.

      When he went to bed his mind was still cluttered with all of the small details of the crime. It bothered him that he couldn’t piece them together in a way that made sense. It felt as if he had just fallen asleep when his cell phone began to ring. He fumbled for it on his nightstand. When he opened his eyes he saw sunlight filtering in through his window. He didn’t think it was possible that he had slept all night, but apparently he had. He managed to grab hold of his phone then looked at the caller ID.

      When he saw who it was he answered right away.

      “Good mor- I mean hello, I mean-” He coughed to try to loosen up his voice.

      “I’m sorry, did I wake you?” Detective Brunner’s voice sounded rushed.

      “It’s okay, I must have overslept. What’s going on?”

      “Could you meet me for breakfast?”

      “Sure. Is it about the case?”

      “Yes. At ‘Pancakes on Main’ around eight.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Eddy hung up the phone and groaned. He had no interest in rushing out of bed, but his interest in the case was enough to drive him to his feet. He stumbled through getting dressed and didn’t even flip on the television for the morning news before heading out the door.

      When Eddy arrived at the restaurant it was pretty busy. It was early enough for the before work crowd and the truck drivers to be getting their breakfast. He spotted Detective Brunner towards the back of the restaurant. As he made his way over to him he noticed that quite a few of the people he passed were talking about the robbery.

      “It’s such a relief.”

      “I’m glad that we can feel safe again. He won’t be robbing any other banks, that’s for sure.”

      Eddy thought it was strange for people to be talking that way. He sat down across from Detective Brunner who looked up at him with a broad smile.

      “I just wanted to let you know that we found the bank robber.”

      “Oh really? Did you catch the guy?” Eddy grinned with anticipation. Detective Brunner waited long enough for Eddy to place his order before he began filling him in.

      “In a manner of speaking we caught him. We found him dead in his house,” he said. “We’re not sure who took him out yet, but we’re pretty positive that he is the man who robbed the bank.”

      “How do you know? Fingerprint ID?” Eddy leaned further across the table. He was completely drawn in as he tried to visualize the scene that Detective Brunner had walked into.

      “No, he had some of the cash in his possession. The serial numbers matched the money that had been stolen.” Detective Brunner smiled triumphantly.

      “Was it all there?” Eddy’s eyes narrowed.

      “Not all of it, no, but enough. We figure he stashed the rest somewhere. Whoever offed him did us a favor. It looks like I might be able to close the robbery case soon.”

      “Aren’t you going to look into who murdered him?” Eddy picked up his drink, but he didn’t take a sip. He wanted to figure out what the detective was thinking.

      “Yes, of course.” Detective Brunner nodded. “But I doubt that they’ll assign much manpower to it. It can be assumed that he was engaged in the criminal element, and that criminal element caused his death.”

      “Wow.” Eddy raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound very committed.”

      “Are you telling me that you really think we should waste a lot of police resources on investigating this murder? You were there, Eddy. There was a little boy there, do you think he wasn’t affected by this?” Detective Brunner shook his head. “I mean I’ll do my job, but I’m not going to bend over backwards seeking justice for a person like that.”

      “Justice doesn’t pick and choose, Detective. It is not something that can be bent or altered. It is what it is. Justice is for everyone, even the ones we don’t like.” He shook his head. “If you start buying into the idea that there are good people and bad people in the world you’re going to be driven crazy. At some point you have to realize, no matter how uncomfortable it makes you, that we are just people. As a detective you have an obligation to seek justice for everyone.”

      “I don’t know if I can see things like that.” Detective Brunner frowned. “What I see are average citizens going about their day, and a monster that feels he has the right to disrupt all of that.”

      “Now the monster’s dead. So, what kind of monster do you think kills a monster?” Eddy gazed across the table at the detective. Detective Brunner looked a little confused as he studied Eddy.

      “Another monster,” he said frowning.

      “Half right.” Eddy took a swig of his drink. “A bigger monster. If that’s how you want to see things fine. You don’t want to get justice for a monster, what about catching someone who is even worse?”

      “I didn’t really think about it that way.”

      “I know you didn’t. But you should. Because the more murders this monster gets away with, the bigger he gets. So, that’s why it matters, Brunner.”

      Detective Brunner nodded a little. He set his fork back down on his plate. “Well, the man’s name was John Baker. He has a history of breaking and entering, and assault.”

      “And how did you happen upon this John Baker?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “It was a tip called into the tip line. We really didn’t have any specific direction we were going in, just sifting through the usual suspects. Someone called in and said they had overheard a man bragging about the heist and that they had seen him flashing a large amount of money. To be honest with you I thought it was just some kid playing a prank. When we found him and the money, it was a surprise.”

      Eddy nearly choked on his bite of pancake.

      “Are you kidding? He was practically gift wrapped.”

      “I know, lucky huh?” Detective Brunner smiled.

      “Lucky, or something else.” Eddy shook his head.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My best guess is a double-cross. If you’re sure he was the one to rob the bank. Someone made that call for a reason. Maybe he has a partner that didn’t want to share the money and didn’t want to be investigated. Maybe there was a getaway driver who called it in or maybe he is the getaway driver.” Eddy finished the last bite of his pancake and piled the silverware onto the plate.

      “But if that was the case, why would he leave a portion of the money?” Detective Brunner questioned. “Why go to all the trouble of murdering a man, and then leave the money?”

      “Why?” Eddy smiled as if the detective was finally catching onto something he had been wondering all along. “Why would anyone murder a man and walk away from the cash?”

      Brunner’s eyes widened. “To make it obvious that he was the thief and to make us stop looking or look in the wrong direction.”

      “Exactly. I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job, Detective, but details can be important.”

      “Sure, or they can muck up the system. I mean it’s entirely possible that what you’re saying has nothing to do with the crime. My method is to base my actions on the proof I have, not the theory I imagine.” He shrugged.

      “Well, if that’s what you think.” Eddy sighed and sat back in his chair. He tried to impart his wisdom, but it fell on deaf ears. Or maybe Brunner just wanted to move on from the case.

      “Thanks Eddy, I appreciate the talk.” Detective Brunner stood up from the table. “I’ll settle up on the way out.”

      “Thank you.” Eddy finished his drink. He sat at the table for a few minutes after Detective Brunner left.

      He ran through in his mind all of the details of the crime that he knew. He visualized walking into the scene and finding the body. It was the tip call that really set Eddy’s mind racing. Someone who was bold enough to not only kill a man, but then call the police in to flaunt the crime, was a very cunning person indeed.
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        * * *

      

      As Eddy left the restaurant he felt the weight of Detective Brunner’s revelation. Now, not only was there a robbery to solve, but a murder as well. From the detective’s attitude it was clear that Eddy might be the only one that was interested in looking into it properly. Was the young man who was killed really even involved in the crime or had he just been a victim? If he was not involved in the crime that meant that the police still had zero leads on who the robber might have actually been.

      Eddy thought of Samantha and how she would salivate at the news of a double-cross or even a frame job. He smiled to himself at the thought. There was one thing he and Samantha certainly had in common. They both enjoyed a good crime. It was not as if they took pleasure in the crime occurring, it was more that they took pleasure in justice being served. Eddy was so involved in his own thoughts that when he walked through the parking lot he almost walked directly into someone who was approaching from his car.

      “Oh, excuse me.” Eddy stepped to the side and looked up at the same time. He met the eyes of Owen, a young nurse who worked at Sage Gardens, and one of his closest friends. “Owen, what are you doing here?”

      “I came for breakfast, but I’m glad I ran into you.” Owen frowned. “I was worried about you.”

      “Worried about me? Why?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “Eddy, I heard what happened at the bank. I saw Detective Brunner leaving. Were you involved somehow?” Owen’s features creased with concern. “There are some rumors buzzing around Sage Gardens that you were at the bank at the time of the robbery.”

      “Wow, I didn’t know word was getting around so fast. Rumors?”  He locked his eyes to Owen’s. “Spread by whom?”

      “One of the residents of Sage Gardens, Paul Carlil, his granddaughter is a teller at the bank. She told her grandfather about it, and she gave him your description. She didn’t know your name, but knew you lived at Sage Gardens. I saw him just before and he said he guessed it was you. Was it?”

      “Yes, I was there. But I’ve only told a few people about that. I don’t want the whole place to know. You know how the girls can get in a tizzy over those things.”

      “Sure.” Owen nodded, but his concern had not faded. “But are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m okay. Not a scratch on me. A little embarrassed that I didn’t stop the guy, but otherwise I’m just fine.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to check you out? Stressful situations can wreak havoc on your body,” Owen explained. “It’ll only take a minute.”

      “No, I’d rather you didn’t. I’m fine. But I appreciate the offer.” He smiled. “Just hate to see it happening around here.”

      “Yes, it’s not good for anyone to have that kind of crime in our backyard. Did they catch the robber yet?”

      “Well, that remains to be seen.” Eddy smiled.

      “Uh oh, secrets, huh?” He winked at Eddy. “All right, but when you’re ready to fill me in just let me know. I’d love to hear about it.”

      “It won’t be long. Just trying to figure out a few details. Then I’ll let you know everything there is to know.”

      “If there’s anything I can do to help, just ask.” Owen met his eyes. “And try to remember that you’re not as young as you used to be.”

      “Well, Owen, with you around to remind me I don’t see how I could forget.” Eddy set his jaw.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” Owen frowned. “I just don’t want you to get in over your head with this.”

      “Don’t worry, Owen, I’m not going to hunt down and tackle a bank robber.” Eddy chuckled. If he was honest with himself he had thought about it. “I’ll be fine.”

      “All right, I’m going to hold you to that.” Owen tilted his head towards the restaurant. “Now, I’m going to have some pancakes.”

      “They are the best.” Eddy watched Owen walk away. He was grateful to have him as a friend.  He was about to turn towards his car when a thought occurred to him.

      “Owen?” He caught his attention just before he opened the door.

      “Yes?” Owen looked back at him.

      “You said Paul’s granddaughter works at the bank. Do you know her name?”

      “Terry, I think.”

      Eddy smiled. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. Take it easy, Eddy.”

      Eddy nodded. As he reached his car, the woman’s name stuck in his mind.
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      As soon as Eddy returned to Sage Gardens he headed for Samantha’s villa. He knew that she would want to be updated on any development in the investigation. When he knocked on the door of her villa, it was not Samantha that opened it.

      “Hi Eddy.” Jo smiled at him.

      “Good morning, Jo. I was looking for Samantha.” He looked past Jo and for just a moment wondered if he might have wandered to the wrong villa.

      “She’s here. We were having coffee.” Jo stepped aside to let Eddy in. “She had to take a phone call.”

      “Oh, I see.” Eddy nodded.

      “Did you have a good breakfast?” Jo smiled.

      “How did you know I had breakfast?” Eddy stared at her.

      “You left some syrup behind on your shirt.” Jo laughed.

      Eddy looked down to see that there was indeed a trail of syrup on his shirt. “Oops.” He frowned.

      “Hi Eddy.” Samantha stepped in from her bedroom. “Sorry about that, Jo, it was one of my old contacts at the police department.”

      “Contacts?” Eddy looked over at Samantha.

      “Yes, I thought that I would get a head start on the investigation.”

      “Oh?” Eddy glanced over at Jo. He had expected things to stay just between him and Samantha.

      “She clued me in,” Jo said. “But don’t worry, I’m not getting in the middle of any of this. Samantha might enjoy the hunt, but I’d rather be left to my garden.”

      “Who did you call? I talked with Detective Brunner this morning.”

      “Well, then we probably have the same information. I called someone in bookings and he let me know that the case was pretty much solved,” Samantha said.

      “Well, that was fast.” Jo laughed.

      “Very fast.” Eddy frowned. “Too fast.”

      “Do you think so?” Samantha looked surprised. “It sounded like it was pretty open and shut to me. The robber was murdered.”

      Eddy looked from Jo to Samantha and didn’t respond. Jo raised her hands in surrender. “I get it, I get it. I was on my way out anyway.” She brushed past Eddy as she headed out the door.

      “What’s that about?” Samantha frowned. “I thought you were over giving Jo the cold shoulder.”

      “This is already spreading all around Sage Gardens, Samantha. Owen already found out that I was at the bank.”

      “Eddy, you’re going to have to learn to trust people eventually you know.”

      “Maybe.” He smirked a little. “Until then, we’re going to have to try to keep this under wraps, because secrecy is going to be our greatest asset.”

      “What are you talking about?” Samantha looked puzzled. “Now you have me confused. If the case is solved, why the need for secrecy?”

      “Because it hasn’t been solved. In fact, I think the case just became even more complicated. Not only do we have a robbery to solve, but a murder as well.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “I think whoever robbed the bank, or at least whoever was behind it, is the one who murdered this man and framed him.” Eddy leaned back against the wall. “What I can’t figure out is whether the person who was murdered was the man who robbed the bank, or just someone made to look like he robbed the bank.”

      “Well, if he isn’t the robber, then who do you think he was?” Samantha stepped forward, intrigued.

      “Maybe an accomplice. Maybe just some poor sap that the real criminal wanted to take the fall. It’s quite possible that the murdered man knew nothing about the robbery at all.”

      “How can you be sure if that’s the case?”

      “I can’t. At least not without a little more information. I feel like I’m missing something.”

      “Well, let’s see if we can figure it out.” Samantha’s enthusiasm made Eddy’s head spin. He appreciated that she was so interested, but he still couldn’t wrap his head around what had happened.

      “Not here, let’s go down by the water. I need to clear my head.”

      “Okay.” Samantha followed him out the door. Samantha’s villa was situated only a few feet from the lake in the center of Sage Gardens. They walked together to a bench beside the water. As Eddy gazed out across the water, Samantha turned to look at him. “So, tell me what is on that brilliant mind of yours?”

      “I just need to think a minute.” Eddy sat down on the bench. Samantha sat down as well, and left some room between them. Eddy appreciated the fact that Samantha seemed to intuitively know when he needed a little more space.

      Eddy stared out across the pond. Samantha shifted on the bench beside him, but she didn’t speak. He felt as if she was giving him time to think. But the more he thought about it, the more he was convinced that something wasn’t right.

      “Why would the murderer leave the money behind?” He blurted the question out just as a bird lifted out of the tall grass at the edge of the pond. “Unless the victim was being framed for the robbery, no criminal would ever leave some of their profit behind, would they? It just doesn’t make sense that you would murder for the money and then leave the money behind.”

      “It doesn’t make sense to me, either. But crimes don’t always make sense. Maybe the murderer didn’t even know about the bank robbery, or the money. Or maybe after committing the crime there was something that made the killer flee and there was no time to find the money. Or maybe he deliberately left the money. Or maybe it was as simple as the murderer couldn’t find the money,” Samantha said thoughtfully. “I don’t know what other reasons there could be.”

      “So, you think that it’s possible that he was killed for an entirely different reason? By someone who had no idea that he had any money stashed away?” Eddy nodded a little. “I hadn’t even considered that.”

      “It’s a stretch. It would be quite a coincidence.”

      “Maybe we’re looking at this from the wrong perspective.” Eddy sat back on the bench. “Instead of focusing on what we don’t have the information to figure out, what do we have the information to figure out?”

      “Well, we know there was a bank robbery.” Samantha held up one finger. “That’s a fact. One man robbed the bank.”

      “Wait, wait. We don’t know that it was one man. I only saw one man, but maybe the robber was working with someone who didn’t appear to be part of the crime.” Eddy snapped his fingers.

      “Okay, okay, but before we go off on that tangent let’s stick to what we do know. There was a bank robbery, with at least one robber involved.”

      “Yes. We do know that for a fact. We also know that some of the money from that particular bank robbery was recovered in the home of a man who was murdered. The serial numbers were a match, so there is no question that the money was from the robbery.” Eddy knocked his fist against his knee. “So, now that we know that somehow the money from the bank robbery got into this man’s home. How are we supposed to figure anything out with that little amount of information?”

      “We also know something else.” Samantha smiled.

      “What?” Eddy frowned. “I thought we listed everything.”

      “We know that the majority of the money from the robbery is missing. It was not in the murdered man’s house. Which I think can lead us to either presume that whoever robbed the bank had a partner or partners so the money could be split, or they stashed the money somewhere.”

      “So, someone could still be out there with the rest of the money.” Eddy snapped his finger again. “Yes! You’re right about that. We’re too focused on who the murdered man is. We need to focus on who his partner might be. Where is the rest of the money?”

      “Exactly,” Samantha said. “Once we figure that out we might be able to get somewhere as far as both the murder and the robbery are concerned.”

      “Which brings us back to the question of whether there may have been a second robber at the bank. Someone I didn’t notice. Maybe even a silent partner.” Eddy took a deep breath.

      “Do you think that you could recall all of the people that you saw in the bank?” Samantha frowned. “I’m not sure that I could do that.”

      “I can. I’m sure I can. I just need to focus.” He ran his hands across his face and tried to relax.

      “Maybe I can help you with that. There were a few times when I was investigating a crime that the person I was interviewing couldn’t quite remember a detail that I needed to include in my story. So, I would walk them through some relaxation techniques to help them to remember. Would you like me to try that with you?” Samantha looked at him expectantly.

      Eddy didn’t want to disappoint her. It sounded like mumbo jumbo to him, but he didn’t need to tell her that.

      “All right, I’ll try it.” He nodded. “What do I need to do?”

      “It’s pretty simple. All you need to do is relax and listen to the sound of my voice.” She shifted a little closer to him on the bench. “Make sure that you are comfortable.”

      “Okay.” He did his best to follow her instructions, but it was hard for him to relax with her sitting right next to him. He started to wonder awkward things, like whether he had remembered to put on deodorant when he woke up so quickly that morning, or if she could tell that he hadn’t brushed his teeth after his morning coffee. In the middle of all of these jumbled thoughts he heard her voice.

      “Just relax, Eddy, take a deep breath and feel all of your muscles begin to relax. Any pain or discomfort that you may be feeling will leave your body. You begin to feel anything out of place in your body or mind, falling right into place. You are comfortable, you are safe, and you can think very clearly.”

      Eddy was surprised to discover that he was completely immersed in the sound of her voice. It was not difficult for him to follow her directions. He did feel comfortable and safe.

      “Now, I’m going to take you to a time when things were very stressful. I want you to remember that you are safe. This is just a memory. You don’t have to be afraid, you don’t have to be angry. You will see clearly, and your mind will be crisp.”

      Eddy felt his heart beat quicken some. He didn’t like the idea that she would think he was ever afraid of anything. But he knew that was just his ego talking. He drew another deep breath.

      “Okay, Eddy, now on the count of three you’re going to be back at the bank, waiting in line to complete your transaction. Everything will be fine. You will not be afraid. There is no reason to be worried.” Samantha drew her own deep breath then she began to count in a dreamy tone. “One, two, three.”

      Eddy was jolted into the awareness that he was at the bank. Of course he was still sitting on the bench beside Samantha in front of the lake. But his mind felt as if it had been transported back to the bank at the time the robbery took place.

      “Why are you at the bank?”

      Eddy tensed a little. He felt a little shy about admitting the reason he was at the bank to Samantha, so he went for a more generic answer. “To take some money out.”

      “Okay. So you’re waiting in line. Are there other people in line?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you see how many people are waiting?”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. He could see that there were people in front of him, but it was hard to get an exact count. “About five or six.”

      “Okay. How are you feeling?”

      “A little annoyed at the wait.”

      “Can you see anyone else around the bank? Anyone who is not in line? Maybe someone who is standing alone and watching?” Samantha’s voice was still very soothing. She spoke each word with care.

      “There is only one teller working. There are some people in the glass office.”

      “Anyone else? Anyone not waiting in line? Not talking to anyone?” Samantha pressed. Eddy felt some pressure in his memory. He forced himself to pay attention to the people around him instead of the glimmer of the gun. His heart began to pound. His eyes locked on one particular person. Then as if a fast forward button had been pressed, the scene played out at rapid speed. His breath increased slightly. His hands began to tremble. He saw the man in the hat with the gun. But that wasn’t where the memory stopped. It stopped when Eddy bolted towards the door, when he realized that the security guard had complied with the robber’s request and unlocked the door. His eyes flew open. He felt Samantha’s warm hand curl around his shaking fingers.

      “Eddy, are you okay?” She squeezed his hand. “You’re safe now. It’s okay.”

      “I know I’m safe,” Eddy barked. He pulled his hand away from Samantha’s. His mind spun as if he couldn’t quite figure out where he was. “Did you hypnotize me?” He looked at her with annoyance.

      “Maybe.” She winced. “Just a little bit.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that was what you were doing?” Eddy demanded.

      “I would have, but I figured that you would call it mumbo jumbo and refuse to do it.” Samantha crossed her arms.

      Eddy couldn’t exactly argue with that. “Oh well, I might not have said that.”

      “That’s not the point. All that matters was whether it worked. Did it work?” She met his eyes.

      Eddy was about to shake his head, then he remembered the last person he had looked at in his memory.

      “The security guard.” He stood up from the bench in one swift movement.

      “The security guard?” Samantha repeated. She stood up as well.

      “Yes. I thought it was strange at the time, but I didn’t really focus on it. When the robber went to run, the security guard didn’t even stop him. He unlocked the door for him. I remember thinking that it was crazy, but I was too busy running after him to really think much about it.” His hands balled into fists. “I bet he was in on it. I bet that’s why the robber was so relaxed the whole time. In any other robbery the first thing they would have done would have been to subdue the security guard.” He gritted his teeth. “I don’t know why I didn’t think about it before. I bet he was the partner.”

      “Wait, wait a second, Eddy. If I had been the security guard I might have done the same thing. In fact most security guards are trained to do whatever the robber requests in order to reduce the chance of injury. So, maybe the security guard was just following his training. Or maybe.” She placed a hand lightly on Eddy’s shoulder. “Maybe he was just scared.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy frowned. “Sure, it’s possible that I’m reading too much into it, but he’s the only person that I thought of when I thought about who might have been involved.”

      “I wonder if you noticed anything suspicious about him when you walked into the bank.” She studied Eddy intently. “Did he say or do anything that you thought was odd?”

      Eddy grimaced. He hadn’t thought that far back. He had thought back to being in line, not back as far as entering the bank. Now that he did, he remembered something.

      “Yes, when I walked in, I nodded to him. You know, just as a greeting. He was more concerned with drinking his coffee and he stared straight through me like I wasn’t even there. I thought that was a little rude. Also, I had never seen him in the bank before. I just assumed he was new and wasn’t taught to be courteous to the customers.” He shifted his hat on his head. “But maybe he looked right through me because he was nervous and he didn’t want to tip me off to anything.”

      “Maybe. You might be on to something. A new security guard who acted strangely and then complied with the robber’s request so he could escape.”

      “I’m sure I can get his name from Detective Brunner. Do you think you could work your investigative magic and see if you could get any information on him?” Eddy smiled at her.

      “Oh, how charming, Eddy.” Samantha winked. “Yes, if you get me a name I should be able to find some information about him.”

      “I’ll call him now.” He pulled out his cell phone. As he waited for Detective Brunner to answer he glanced over at Samantha. She was already scrolling through her contacts on her cell phone. He smiled despite his nature to resist joviality. He might not like the circumstances, but he did enjoy investigating a crime with Samantha. He thought this was going to be a very interesting case as well.

      “Hey Eddy, make it quick, I’m in the middle of something.”

      “Sorry, I just need to know the name of the security guard at the bank.”

      “What? Why?” He sounded frustrated.

      “Just curious about something.”

      “Eddy listen, I’m trying to get my superior to change his mind and put more manpower into the investigation, but I’m not getting much traction on it.”

      “Oh, I understand, the brass doesn’t want to put too much time into the investigation of the murder of a criminal. But do you know the name of the security guard?”

      “What I’m trying to say is you need to stay out of this. I can’t have you snooping around, and the aftermath fly back in my face.”

      “Detective, I’m just asking a simple question about a crime that I was a witness to, that’s all.” Eddy tried to restrain the annoyance in his voice. He knew that Detective Brunner had a job to do and he was just trying to do it. However, he also knew that a murder had been committed and he might be the only one that cared enough to solve it.  Detective Brunner did not seem very interested in finding the truth. Eddy was worried that once someone was branded a criminal not a lot of effort was put into figuring out why they were murdered.

      “I can’t, Eddy.” Detective Brunner hung up the phone before Eddy could respond. Eddy was a bit surprised that he didn’t reveal the information as he had been more forthcoming with information in the past.

      “Well,” Samantha said eagerly.

      “He wouldn’t give it to me.” Eddy grimaced. “But let me try someone else,” Eddy said. Samantha nodded hopefully.

      Luckily Eddy had another chance at getting the information. That was through Chris. He dialed the number of his contact in the police department crime lab.

      “Eddy, it’s been a while.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, I’ve been a bit busy.”

      “That’s all right, just glad to hear from you. What can I help you with, since I know that you’re not calling me to talk sports?”

      “Ha, you know me far too well. Actually, I was wondering if you could help me out with a situation.”

      “A situation, or a case?” The tension in his voice made it clear that he believed it to be the latter.

      “Okay, it might be an active case, but I’m not asking for much.”

      “What is it, Eddy?”

      “I need the name of the security guard from the bank robbery yesterday,” he said casually.

      “Really. Why?” Chris sounded perplexed.

      “It’s just a hunch I have.”

      “I don’t know, Eddy.”

      “It’s just a name, Chris.”

      “Okay, let me see if I can get it,” Chris said. “Just hold on a minute.”

      “I appreciate it.” Eddy could hear Chris typing in the background.

      “It’s Karl Connell,” Chris said when he came back on the line.

      “Thanks.”

      “You know the drill. You didn’t get it from me.”

      “Of course,” Eddy said as he hung up the phone.

      He turned back to Samantha. She waited white-knuckled at the edge of the bench.

      “His name is Karl Connell. Let’s see how long he’s been at the bank, and what his life was like before that.”

      “I’m on it.” Samantha smiled and put her phone to her ear. “I’ll have to go in so I can have access to my computer as well.”

      “All right,” Eddy complied. “I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.” He slid his phone back into his pocket and looked out over the water once more as Samantha walked towards her villa. His mind kept returning to the robbery. Had he missed something else? Was there something that could have tipped him off before he noticed the glimmer of the gun? He remembered the teller at the front desk. He also remembered the same teller running after the security guard. An uneasy thought struck him. Could the teller have been involved as well? He hated to even consider it since he had always been rather fond of Terry, but he couldn’t rule it out.

      As Eddy turned and walked to Samantha’s villa he ran through the robbery in his mind again. What about that man who had ignored his attempts to communicate that there was a robbery in progress? Eddy had brushed off his behavior as generational indifference, but now he wondered. When he opened the door to Samantha’s villa he overheard her conversation.

      “Really? So, no problems at all? Okay, well thank you for your help. If you think of anything, please do let me know.” She hung up the phone. Eddy paused just inside the door and looked at her apologetically.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” he murmured.

      “You didn’t,” Samantha said. “But I’m afraid I’m not getting anywhere with Karl, the security guard.”

      “Oh?” Eddy sat down on the couch. Samantha sat down across from him.

      “He has only been employed at the bank for about a month. However, the person I spoke to at the bank only had glowing things to say about him.”

      “Hm.” Eddy frowned.

      “Before the bank he worked as a guard at the jail,” Samantha explained. “For him to have such a good work history, I wonder if he’d really be willing to break the law.”

      “Well, money can be a strong influence,” Eddy said. “But it does sound unlikely.”

      “I still have a few rocks I can turn over.” Samantha smiled with confidence.

      “It’s a bit of a dead end, don’t you think?” Eddy asked.

      “Why?” Samantha looked at him with surprise. “I’ve never known you to give up on something so quickly.”

      “I’m not giving up, I just have nowhere to go. If he has such a spotless record at the bank, and in the prison system, I find it hard to believe that he would be involved in the crime.”

      “Well, we don’t know about his record in the prison system yet.” Samantha cleared her throat.

      “It’s not so easy to get information on a prison employee. That’s the problem.”

      “Well, it’s not a problem for me.” Samantha smiled as she began sliding through her contacts on her phone. “I have plenty of contacts in the prison system from the investigations I’ve done in the past.”

      “You would.” Eddy did his best not to roll his eyes. He and Samantha didn’t always see eye to eye on her past investigations, especially the ones that involved prisoners who claimed to be innocent.

      “Do you want me to call or not?” The phone was already at Samantha’s ear.

      Eddy smiled apologetically. Sometimes his words got ahead of his good sense. Samantha walked away as she chatted on the phone. She was overly protective of her connections and sources. Eddy could respect that to a degree. He’d been stymied more than once in a police investigation because of a journalist refusing to reveal their source. A few minutes later Samantha returned with her phone in her hand and a frown on her face.

      “I found out some information, but I’m afraid it might not be very helpful.”

      “Why not?” Eddy felt disappointed already.

      “If we’re looking for dirt there isn’t any. According to my source at the prison he was a model employee. In fact they were unhappy to lose him when he went into private security,” Samantha said. “It looks like we might be barking up the wrong tree here.”

      “Maybe,” Eddy said. “I just can’t stop thinking about how he so casually unlocked the door for the robber. Between the two of us we could have stopped him, instead he just let the robber escape.”

      “Eddy, not everyone is as brave as you.” Samantha offered a light smile. “Perhaps he was taking the value of his life into consideration. It wouldn’t be unusual for someone to be faced with danger and decide to make the safer choice.”

      “I guess. I’m still not sure though. He didn’t seem frightened to me.”

      “Some people hide it better than others. He may have been in shock.”

      “Hm. But he had worked in a prison. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been around criminals before. I don’t know, I’m just not buying it.”

      “Well, what we have now is proof that he was a stellar employee while working at the prison. I guess we can keep digging.”

      “We should get Walt to look into his finances.” He snapped his fingers. “If there’s something to be found he will find it.”

      “That’s a good idea. But Eddy, we need to be careful.” Samantha looked at him with some concern.

      “Careful, why?”

      “Because if your hunch is wrong and we’re not careful, then word could get around about this man’s reputation being questioned.”

      “It’s just an investigation.”

      “Into someone who we don’t know did anything criminal. Into someone who relies on his reputation to gain employment,” Samantha said sternly. “Even if you suspect someone you still have a responsibility to show courtesy.”

      “I will don’t worry, I won’t let anyone know that we are looking into his history. But, he was involved in this, I don’t doubt it for a second.” Eddy stood up from the couch. “No one is that squeaky clean.”

      “If your instincts are telling you that then you should follow them. It’s not often that I’ve known you to be wrong, Eddy.”

      Eddy was a little surprised by her comment. “Thanks Sam.”
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      On his way to Walt’s Eddy noticed Owen stepping into the main office of Sage Gardens. Eddy raised his hand to wave to him, but Owen was already inside. Eddy felt a hint of relief that he didn’t have to avoid another attempt from Owen at taking his blood pressure. He was almost at Walt’s when he heard someone running up behind him. He stopped and turned to see who it was.

      “Owen.” Eddy smiled.

      “Hey, I thought I spotted you. I just wanted to check in and see how you were doing.” He looked at Eddy intently. “You know sometimes reactions to trauma can happen much later than when the actual event took place.”

      “Owen, I appreciate your concern, but I’m not traumatized.”

      “I appreciate your opinion, but not many traumatized people know that they’re traumatized. It can show up in subtle ways.”

      “I think that you’re overthinking this, Owen. If I felt I was anything but normal, you would be the first one to know. Don’t you know that, Owen?” Eddy said. “I’m fine, really.”

      “Look Eddy, I know that it’s hard to be off the police force. I can’t even imagine what it will be like when I retire.”

      “I can tell you this.” Eddy looked into his eyes. “When you see someone in need of medical attention, you won’t be retired anymore. Just like when I see that justice needs to be done, I’m not going to sit back and do nothing. Either you’re going to have to accept that about me or you are going to constantly be worried about me. Trust me, Owen, there are much better ways that you could be spending your time.”

      “I hear you, I hear you.” Owen nodded, but his eyes were still wrinkled with concern. “I just worry about you, Eddy.”

      “I’m fine.” Eddy smiled.

      “Good.” Owen nodded. “Then I guess I will have to let you get back to work, Detective. You just let me know if there is any way I can help.”

      “Actually, there might be.” Eddy ran a thumb down the curve of his chin as he considered how much to tell Owen.

      “Anything.” Owen smiled.

      “I just need your opinion on something. If someone was to be in a stressful situation, a life or death type of situation…”

      “Like the one you were in yesterday?” Owen prompted.

      “Yes, just like that one. Do you think that person would be able to remain calm?” he asked with interest.

      “Eddy, even if you felt calm, you probably weren’t.”

      “See, that’s the problem, Owen, you’re thinking like my nurse again. I’m not talking about me. I’m talking about someone else that was there. He was calm, didn’t even blink an eye. No sweat, no flushed cheeks, no nothing. Is that even possible?” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “Well, it’s hard to tell what’s going on underneath when you’re looking at someone. Sometimes they will appear perfectly calm, but that could only be on the surface. However, there’s usually some sign, the tremble of a hand, sweat, widened eyes, something that indicates they are alarmed by the situation.”

      “This guy wasn’t showing any of that,” Eddy explained. “When he unlocked the door, he didn’t even hesitate.”

      “I wouldn’t say that sounds like someone who was frightened.”

      “What about in shock? Could someone be that calm if he was in shock?”

      “Well, if he was in shock, he wouldn’t likely react to direction, or at the very least there would be a delay.” Owen looked thoughtful. “But people do react differently to situations. I can tell you what the average person would do, but that doesn’t mean that everyone will fall into those parameters. I’m sorry, I wish that I could help you more.”

      “You have helped.” Eddy held out his hand for a handshake. “Thank you, Owen.”

      Owen gave his hand a firm shake. “Anytime, Eddy. You know where I am if you need me.”

      Owen turned and walked back towards the main office. Eddy turned back to Walt’s villa. He was more determined than ever to find out the truth about Karl Connell.
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        * * *

      

      Eddy knocked on the door of Walt’s villa. Walt opened it after Eddy’s knuckles hit the wood a third time.

      “Eddy.” Walt smiled. “How did I know that I’d be seeing you?”

      “I don’t know.” Eddy lifted an eyebrow. “How did you know?”

      “Maybe a little bird called me?” Walt opened the door further for Eddy.

      “A little bird named Samantha?” Eddy stepped inside.

      “Maybe so.”

      “Well, I am here for some help, Walt.”

      “Sure. Do you need a muffin recipe? Stuck on a crossword?” Walt folded his arms over his chest. “I’ll be glad to help.”

      “Not that kind of help.” Eddy laughed. “I need you to see if you can find out about someone’s finances for me.”

      “Ah, there’s the truth I’ve been waiting for,” Walt said. “I’m not going to do it.”

      “Walt. Think of the community. I need you to look into a potentially dangerous man, for the sake of our community.” He met Walt’s eyes. “Someone has to do it. You don’t have to dig too deep just see what you can find out.”

      “So, it’s the bank robber then?” Walt frowned.

      “No. I suspect he is an accomplice. So far Samantha and I haven’t been able to turn up anything criminal in his past.”

      “What’s the name?”

      Walt walked over to his computer.

      “Karl Connell. He’s the security guard at the bank,” Eddy said. Walt’s eyes widened.

      “What makes you think he’s involved?” Walt typed away on his keyboard.

      “Just a hunch of mine.” Eddy leaned over the back of Walt’s chair and peered at the computer screen. Walt stopped typing. He spun his chair around, which nearly knocked Eddy off balance.

      “I’m sorry, Eddy, I don’t know if you think I have a magic wand or something. What do you expect me to find?”

      “I don’t know, but you’ve managed to find things before.”  Eddy stared hard at him.

      “For murder suspects, Eddy, for people we were certain were bad guys. This man is a bank security guard. I have done it before, but now you’re asking me to do something just because of a hunch. I do trust your instincts, Eddy, but you were there at the time of the crime. Your adrenaline was pumping, too.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’m trying to say that maybe you’re remembering things a little differently because there was so much going on. You had your mind focused on the robber, not on the security guard. So, you say that he was too casual about letting the robber out, but that could have been how it looked through the chaos in your mind.”

      “There was no chaos in my mind.” Eddy turned away from Walt for a moment. He took a breath deep enough to make his shoulders rise and fall. When he turned back Walt eyed him warily.

      “I’m not accusing you of anything, Eddy. I’m just saying that we need to be cautious.”

      “Of course.” Eddy nodded. “Just see what you can find.”

      “Okay,” Walt agreed.

      “I was also thinking that if I can get you copies of his telephone records would you see if you can work out if he has made contact with anyone suss recently.”

      “Oh.” A grimace flickered across Walt’s features. He thought about it for a moment. Then he nodded. “I guess I could do that. But how would you get the information?”

      “You just let me worry about that.”

      Eddy walked out of Walt’s villa with blood pounding through his veins. He felt like he was getting questioned and blocked at every turn. He knew without question that Karl was involved somehow, but getting anyone else to agree with him was like pulling teeth. He couldn’t blame Samantha or Walt, the man had an impeccable record. It didn’t make sense that he would throw all of that away to be involved in a bank robbery. Eddy knew there was only one way that he was going to get the information that he needed. He needed to call Chris again. He walked back towards his villa. He was just about to step inside when his cell phone began ringing. He pulled it out to see that it was Samantha.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey Eddy, I just wanted to see how things were coming along. Did you find out any more information about Karl?”

      Eddy sighed. “Not yet. I’m trying to get some more information on him right now.”

      “Okay, well why don’t you meet me in an hour and we can go over anything new we’ve discovered?”

      “Sounds good,” Eddy agreed. He was in a hurry and trying to rush her off the phone, without being rude. He hung up the phone with Samantha and immediately dialed Chris’ number.

      “Eddy.” Chris answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, Chris. I need another favor, please,” Eddy said getting straight to the point.

      “What is it, Eddy?”

      “All I need are the telephone records for Karl Connell’s phone, the security guard that was at the bank robbery yesterday.”

      “Wait what? You mean his witness statement?”

      “No, I mean his telephone records. I know that you can get into them.”

      “Not legally I can’t. Not without a search warrant.”

      “Now now, Chris, if I had a search warrant, would I be calling you?”

      “You couldn’t have a search warrant, you’re not an active police officer.”

      “Exactly. All I need from you are the telephone records.”

      “What? That’s it?” He chuckled. “Well, let me get that right to you. Would you also like my job? Or perhaps my house?”

      Eddy rolled his eyes. “Let’s not be dramatic.”

      “Oh, I’m not. I’m telling you right now that getting you that information is not easy.”

      “So, when can I expect it?” Eddy braced himself. There was a long silence on the other end of the line.

      “A couple of hours.” The line disconnected and Eddy smiled. He knew he wouldn’t get nearly as far without his acquaintances in the police department. He also knew what a risk it really was for his friend to help him out. Eddy hated to ask so much of him, but he knew that he was one of his best contacts. There was very little that Chris couldn’t find out for him, and despite the fact that Chris took his orders from the police chief he always wanted to please Eddy. It might have had something to do with the fact that Eddy had taught him so much when he was first hired. No matter what the reason was their friendship had remained strong over the years.
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        * * *

      

      Within a few hours Chris proved that he had come through, yet again. Eddy’s phone buzzed with a notification that he had a new message. He checked it to find that it was from Chris.

      I’ve dropped it in your mailbox.

      Eddy quickly walked out of his villa and down the path to his mailbox. He looked around to make sure no one was watching him and quickly unlocked it. As expected, inside was an envelope. He walked back to his villa and opened the envelope. Eddy shook his head with admiration as he pulled out the phone records. He tried not to think about the type of risk Chris was taking for him. He knew that Chris shared Eddy’s desire for justice that didn’t always follow the rules and regulations that police had to follow.

      As Eddy glanced over the records all he saw was a bunch of numbers. He knew that Walt would be able to quickly work out if there was a pattern, a certain number that was called often or around the time of the robbery. However, it was late and his friend went to bed at the exact same time each night. Eddy set the papers on his desk and stood up to stretch. He walked towards the living room where the television entertained empty space. He stared for a moment at the images that flickered across the screen. As he focused on the show there was a knock at the door. He looked up towards it. A quick glance at his watch informed him that it was after nine o’clock, rather late for any visitors. He walked over to the door and opened it.

      “Samantha, what are you doing here?”

      Samantha looked at him with narrowed eyes. “What do you mean what am I doing here? You were supposed to meet me to talk about the case.”

      “Oh right!” Eddy grimaced and stepped back from the door. “You can come in if you like.”

      Samantha stepped inside, but she did not smile. Since she was normally such a cheerful person, Eddy noticed that she did not offer him her usual greeting.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “I just don’t want to be left out of the loop,” Samantha pleaded. “It might not seem important to you, but I really want to get to the bottom of this crime. It’s important to me that our neighborhood bank is a safe place to go.”

      “Well, the robber is dead.” Eddy shrugged. “I don’t think he’ll be a repeat offender.”

      “Very funny.” Samantha smirked. “But what I’m saying is that if there is another person involved, they might very well try again. Once a town becomes an easy target it can turn into a crime spree.”

      “Samantha, I think you’re worrying just a little too much.” Eddy gestured to the couch. “Sit with me and I’ll update you on everything that is going on.”

      “Sure.” Samantha plonked herself down on the couch. She picked up the remote and turned off the television that Eddy had been using as background noise. Eddy sat down beside her.

      “I spoke to Walt about whether he could look into the guard’s financials. He said he would see what he can find out, but he wasn’t really willing to dig too deep.  He also said that he would look into his phone records, but only if I could provide him with the information. So, I reached out to my contact in the police department and was able to get copies of the phone records.”

      “Oh, that’s great!” Samantha smiled then, finally. “Let’s take them over to Walt.”

      “No, we can’t do that, look at the time.” Eddy pointed to his watch. Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “Oh, yes you’re right. Walt is a creature of habit. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was so late.”

      “Hey, I’m the one who didn’t show up for our meeting.” Eddy smiled at her. “I’m glad you came by. I’m sorry that I forgot.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve been thinking about what you said about the security guard and how you suspect he might be involved. It occurred to me that if Karl had a spotless record in the prison system, what would drive him to change jobs? The benefits and pay are much higher in the prison system. I thought maybe the bank offered something better so I looked into it. Comparing everything from health insurance to paid vacation, Karl had a much better deal as a prison guard.” She shook her head. “I think you’re right, something does not add up here.”

      “It is possible the stress of working in the prison every day got to him. I’ve known guys that happened to. Working in a prison is like living in another world. It can feel like you’re in prison as well. Maybe he just got burnt out?” Eddy shrugged. “I don’t think that’s the case, but it’s something to consider.”

      “You’re absolutely right. I considered that. Then I considered what else could have happened and I remembered an article I wrote years ago about a murderer and prison guard getting married when the murderer was released. They had fallen in love. It made me wonder if perhaps Karl had gotten too close to one of the inmates. Not necessarily romantically.”

      Eddy’s eyes widened. “Oh wow. I hadn’t even thought about that. You mean, what if he became friendly with one of the inmates? Maybe they taught him the ins and outs of the robbery or hooked him up with someone on the outside?”

      “Exactly. I decided to do some research on prisoners with a history of bank robbery. Of course there were plenty of those. Then I cross checked that list with prisoners who were released or paroled around the same time that Karl left his job.”

      “Samantha, you are a genius!” Eddy could barely contain his excitement. “What did you find?”

      “Well, there were a few people that were released around the same time. Unfortunately, none of them had a history of bank robbery, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t potentially involved. So, right now I have someone with the parole department looking into those that were paroled within a couple of months of Karl’s transition to the bank. Sorry it’s not more conclusive, but it’s just a hunch I am following.”

      “It’s a great hunch, Samantha, I never would have thought of it. I guess by tomorrow we should have some more information to go on.”

      “I sure hope so,” Samantha said eagerly. “We’re not getting very far, so far.”

      “Hey, it’s farther than Detective Brunner, who isn’t even looking into the case properly.” Eddy rolled his eyes. “Politics apparently.”

      “All right, well call me in the morning and let me know if you find out anything.”

      “Same for you.” Eddy walked her to the door. “Samantha, it’s great that you’re helping with this. I just can’t rest until this is solved.”

      “Eddy, I have to admit, this is one of the best birthday gifts I have ever received.” Samantha laughed. “Good night.”

      “Good night.” Eddy watched as Samantha walked down the path towards her villa until he was sure that she was safe.
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      The next morning Eddy went straight over to Walt’s. The one good thing about Walt’s early bedtime was that it meant he also woke up very early. Eddy found him drinking his tea on his porch as always.

      “Morning Walt.”

      Walt sipped his tea and watched Eddy over the brim of the mug. When he set the mug down he gestured for Eddy to join him. “I guess this early visit means that you’ve got something for me?”

      “Yes, I do. These are Karl’s phone records.” Eddy slid a folder towards him. “Also, you should know that Samantha thinks it is possible that he might have bonded with one of the inmates in the prison where he worked. That might be the reason why he quit his job at the prison and took the job at the bank. He might have planned the entire thing and positioned himself as the security guard to make sure that nothing went wrong.”

      “That’s a lot of ‘might haves’,” Walt said as he picked up the folder and began scanning the papers inside. “I did some initial research last night,” Walt explained without taking his eyes off the papers. “He would have taken a big pay cut when he left the prison and became a security guard.”

      “Exactly.” Eddy nodded. “I think that alone indicates something was off. There aren’t too many people that are going to willingly lose out on that much income.”

      “Yes, but it doesn’t prove anything,” Walt said.

      “Hopefully, you’ll find something in his phone records.”

      “Yes, yes. Hopefully.” Walt tapped the folder lightly against the table top. “However, it will take me some time to go through the phone numbers and see if there is a pattern.”

      “How long do you need?” Eddy met Walt’s eyes. “The longer we take to solve the case the less chance of finding any potential evidence.”

      “My work can’t be rushed, Eddy. You know that. However, I understand the urgency and I will keep you updated about whatever I find. All right?”

      “All right.” Eddy sighed. A part of him had hoped that Walt could simply look at the numbers and find Karl’s contact. Then he could go to Detective Brunner with his findings and the robber and murderer would be found. “I’m going to look into a few things while you work your magic. Expect a call from Samantha, as I’m sure she’ll want an update on your progress.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” Walt chuckled. He picked up his mug of tea, and the folder. “I’ll see what I can dig up.”

      Eddy left Walt’s and headed back to his villa. He called Samantha along the way.

      “I didn’t hear anything back from the parole board yet, Eddy.”

      “I figured it was a bit early for the parole department.” Eddy chuckled. “That’s not the only reason I was calling.”

      “What’s up? Did Walt find something already?”

      “Not yet. I need some information from you actually. There’s a teller at the bank, her name is Terry. She is Paul Carlil’s granddaughter. Can you find her address for me?”

      “That depends, will this be a personal visit, or a work visit?” Eddy could hear the teasing in Samantha’s voice.

      “It’s a work visit, Samantha. I want to talk to her about what she saw at the bank that day, and whether she knows anything about Karl. I’m not convinced that she’s not somehow involved in all of this.”

      “Everyone’s a suspect, hmm? I’ll call you back.”

      “Thanks.”
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      Eddy headed for his car. He didn’t know how Terry would react to some customer hunting her down, but he was at the point of not caring. He knew that time was ticking and he hoped the fact that he lived in the same community as her grandfather would make her trust him more. Eddy couldn’t let a crime that had unfolded right in front of him go unsolved.

      He was already driving in the direction of the bank when his phone rang. Samantha had set up something in his car that allowed the phone to be projected through the speakers of his radio. He was jolted by the sound of her voice all around him.

      “Eddy, are you there?”

      “I’m here. Can you hear me?”

      “Yes, you don’t have to shout.”

      “Okay, sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Samantha said. “I haven’t spoken to the parole board yet, but I did speak to a friend at the bank Karl Connell uses, and apparently he recently paid off a large portion of his mortgage. Cash payment apparently.”

      “Wow,” Eddy said with surprise. “Good work. It could just be a coincidence. But it could also be related to the robbery.”

      “Seems like a big coincidence to me. I also have the address that you asked me for.”

      Eddy pulled the car over to the side of the road so that he could write down the address. He knew the street.

      “Thanks Samantha.”

      “No problem. Just don’t get yourself arrested, Eddy.”

      “I’ll try not to.” After a few tries Eddy figured out how to hang up the phone.

      He drove to the address. The closer he got the more apprehensive he became. When he had a badge questioning random people was not a problem, but now that he was retired he didn’t have that authority. With the way Detective Brunner acted, he doubted that the man would stand up for him if he got into trouble. He could only hope that the woman would be friendly enough to talk to him. He parked a few houses down from the address and got out to walk. He didn’t want to scare her off. As Eddy walked up to the driveway he noticed that she was outside unlocking the door of her car. Eddy cleared his throat.

      “Excuse me, miss?” She opened the door to her car. Eddy knew that if she got in, his chance to speak to her would vanish. “Terry?”

      She turned to look at him with a touch of recognition in her expression. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      Eddy’s ego was a little deflated. It wasn’t as if he had expected her to be in love with him, but at the very least she could remember his face. He had been going to the same bank at least once a week for years. Since she had started working there he always tried to make sure that he was in her line because she was friendly to him. He recovered from his injured pride as quickly as possible.

      “You probably don’t know who I am, but I was at the bank the day it was robbed.”

      “Oh.” She nodded. Then she smiled. “Oh, you must be one of the bank’s customers then.”

      “Yes.” Eddy cleared his throat. He found it a little strange that it appeared as if she didn’t know who he was. She had told her grandfather about him, so she must have had some idea, but maybe the stress from the robbery clouded her recollection. “You have helped me several times. I was wondering if you could give me a little information.”

      “Information about what?” She narrowed her eyes. Eddy was aware that she felt uncomfortable.

      “About the security guard, Karl?” He watched her reaction to the name. Her eyes widened just enough to show the whites of her eyes.

      “Oh, I don’t really know him very well.” She frowned and started to move to get into her car.

      “No?” Eddy decided not to mention that he had seen her chasing after him. “How long have you two worked together?”

      “Well, we didn’t. I mean, I worked behind the counter and he worked security.” She seemed annoyed. “Like I said, we barely had a conversation.”

      “I understand that. But wasn’t he there with you at opening and closing?” Eddy found her evasiveness to be a little unsettling.

      “Sure he was, but he mainly worked with the manager. I didn’t really have anything to do with that.” Again she started to slide into the front seat of her car. Eddy stood back so that she could. He made it seem as if he was about to walk away, then caught the door before she could close it.

      “So, you don’t know anything about any other friends he might have had at the bank?”

      “I don’t understand why you are asking me all of these questions.” Terry seemed downright irritated. “Are you a police officer or something? Can’t you just ask Karl yourself?”

      “I’m just trying to find out why he acted so strangely at the robbery. You know, I thought he would try to stop the robbery, instead he seemed happy to let the robber go.” Eddy leaned in towards Terry. “Don’t you find that odd?”

      “Do I find it odd that he did what a crazy man with a gun told him to?” She glared at Eddy. “No I don’t. I did the same thing, didn’t I? I made sure he got everything from my drawer. If he had asked me to stand on my head and sing the alphabet I would have. What I do find odd is you showing up in my driveway to ask me questions about a bank robbery when you are not a police officer. In fact, I find it strange enough that I intend to report it to the actual police. If you don’t let go of my door I will be calling them right now.” She whipped out her cell phone.

      Eddy took a step back. He remembered Samantha’s warning about not getting arrested. He began wishing he had asked her to join him. She was much better at talking to people than he was. She had a way of putting everyone at ease.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Terry. Just remember that if it’s an inside job, the sooner the truth is told, the better off everyone is.”

      “How dare you!” She slammed her door closed without the slightest concern for Eddy’s fingertips. Eddy managed to release the door just before his hand would have been caught. Terry roared out of the driveway. Eddy was left in a cloud of exhaust fumes and pollen. He waved his hand in front of his face and willed himself not to sneeze.

      “Well, that did not go well.” He frowned. The one thing he felt he had accomplished was ensuring that Terry would never speak to him again. He guessed he would be lucky if he wasn’t banned from the bank, which would be very inconvenient as it was the only branch in the area. As he trudged back towards his car, his phone began to ring. He was relieved to see that it was Walt. He hoped that he would have some good news for him.

      “I have something for you.” Walt sounded quite proud of himself. Eddy couldn’t help but smile at his tone.

      “What is it?” He started the car. He wanted to be able to make a quick getaway in case Terry really had called the police.

      “Well, I looked through the phone records you gave me.”

      “And?” Eddy pressed.

      “There was one particular number that Karl called often since the robbery. From what I can tell the first time Karl called the number was shortly after the robbery,” Walt explained. “The first and only time he received a call from this number was on the day he stopped working at the prison. The number is registered to a person named Charlie Deloney.”

      “Wow.” Eddy was impressed. “How did you figure all of that out so fast?”

      “Do I ask you how you get that cop look that makes people confess anything you ask them to?”

      “Cop look? I don’t have a cop look.”

      Eddy pulled the phone away from his ear as Walt laughed loudly into it. “Okay, if you say so. Do you want Charlie’s address?”

      “Yes please.” Eddy pulled out his notebook and jotted down Charlie’s address right under Terry’s. “Thanks Walt.” He hung up the phone. Eddy stared at the address for a moment. Seeing Terry’s address reminded him of Samantha, and how much better she was at talking to people than he was. He had regretted not having her with him when he spoke to Terry. He dialed her number.

      “Hello? Did you talk to Terry?”

      “Yes, I did. I didn’t get very much information though. Are you dressed?”

      “Am I dressed? What kind of question is that? Of course I’m dressed.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes to pick you up.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Her tone became eager. “I’ll be here.”

      Eddy smiled at her enthusiasm. She could make even the most tedious investigation feel like an adventure.
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      When Eddy pulled into Samantha’s driveway, his cell phone began to ring.

      “I’m here, Samantha, I’m right out front.”

      “Eddy, it’s Detective Brunner.”

      Eddy snapped to attention. “Oh Detective, sorry. Have you found out something about the robbery?”

      “No. Actually, I might be forced to open an entirely different case.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A stalking case, and you would be the prime suspect.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yes ouch. That’s exactly how I felt when I was told that the bank teller had reported she was being harassed by you. You’re lucky I snatched the case up before it could get filed. You need to stay away from Terry Carlil, do you understand?”

      “Yes, I understand.” Eddy frowned. He didn’t think he’d get any more information out of her anyway. If she was willing to go to the police then she wasn’t likely involved in the robbery. He sighed as yet another suspect was crossed off his list.

      “Eddy, I know that you’re determined to look into this investigation. But there are procedures that have to be followed. So, before you go getting yourself tangled up in something you can’t get out of, just think about the consequences.”

      “Will do, Detective.” Eddy quickly hung up the phone. He stared down at it for a moment, then shook his head. Samantha opened the passenger door just as he did.

      “You all right?” She frowned as she sat down in the car. “You look like you just got caught with your hand in the cookie jar.”

      “Maybe I did.” Eddy laughed a little.  “Let’s just say we can’t expect too much support from Detective Brunner.”

      “Well, that’s no surprise. He’s awfully green.”

      “That’s one way of putting it.” Eddy turned on the engine. “Although, I’m starting to wonder if it’s just youth, or that he really doesn’t care about this case.”

      “Detective Brunner?”

      “From the get go on this case he’s been dropping the ball. I don’t know, it just makes me wonder.”

      Samantha frowned. “Do you really think he’d be intentionally sabotaging the case?”

      “I don’t know.” Eddy gazed out through the windshield. “I don’t want to think it.”

      “What motive could he have?” Samantha’s brow furrowed.

      “Have you ever seen a detective’s paycheck, Samantha? It’s not pretty.” Eddy’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I just hope it’s not the case.”

      “We’ll just have to keep our eyes and ears open. Until we have proof, we have to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      “You’re right.” Eddy shifted the car into reverse.

      “Where are we going?” Samantha looked over her shoulder.

      “Walt gave me a lead on someone that Karl started calling often just after the robbery and the only time the person called him was the day he left the prison. It might be nothing, but I think it’s worth looking into. Maybe it’s the same person that paid off some of his mortgage. If someone directed him to get a job at the bank, then they might have supplemented his income.”

      “That would explain the move.” Samantha nodded.

      “The name is Charlie Deloney. Other than that I don’t have any information on him. It might just be a coincidence, but if our theory is correct and Karl was coerced into assisting with the robbery then it’s definitely worth looking into. Someone with that much influence could be a very dangerous man.” He accelerated just a little past the speed limit. He wanted to get to the address and see if they could prove their theory.

      “Honestly, if we are correct, whoever came up with a plan like this must have been a mastermind. Let me check and see if Charlie Deloney is associated with any of the prisoners that were recently paroled.” As she chatted on the phone with someone she knew from the parole department, Eddy maneuvered his way through traffic. By the time Samantha hung up the phone he pulled the car to a stop in front of a house.

      “Dead end with the parole department.” Samantha tucked her phone back into her purse.

      “This is the address.” Eddy gripped the steering wheel tightly. He glanced over at Samantha. Even though she was a capable and intelligent person, he had difficulty with putting her at any kind of risk. “Should I bother asking you to stay in the car?”

      “You can ask,” she said as she opened the car door.

      Eddy got out of the car and looked at the small house. With its peeling paint and untended garden it certainly didn’t scream bank robber. But Eddy knew that didn’t mean anything. He followed Samantha towards the house.

      “So remember, we’re going to scope it out. No accusations.”

      “I have plenty of experience getting information out of people, Eddy. Remember?” She smiled sweetly at him. He wasn’t sure that he had ever seen a more dangerous expression. He followed right behind her on the way to the house. As they walked past the car in the driveway Eddy instinctively peered inside. There was nothing on the backseat aside from a few empty, paper coffee cups. When they reached the front door Samantha knocked, then glanced over her shoulder at Eddy. Eddy nodded to reassure her just as the door swung open.

      “May I help you?” The woman’s face was distorted by the old, dusty screen in the storm door. However, Eddy assessed her as being in her mid-thirties with short, brown hair.

      “Hi. I’m so sorry to bother you. We’re looking for Charlie.” Samantha turned her charming smile on the woman.

      “Who are you?”

      Eddy braced himself. The woman was not denying that she knew any Charlie, but she was clearly suspicious about why they were there.

      Eddy’s strength was in interrogation and brute force, something he didn’t want to use in this situation. He hoped that Samantha would be able to come up with something to get them in the door, or at least a lead to where Charlie might be.

      “I just want to speak to Charlie,” Samantha said with a smile.

      “Oh, is that so?” The woman leaned forward on the door which made it creak open. “About what?”

      “We’re old friends and I just want to talk to him, catch up.”

      “You’re old friends with Charlie?”

      “Yes.”

      Eddy sensed that something was off. “Could you just let us know where we might be able to find him?”

      “Well, that depends.”

      “Depends on what?” Samantha asked.

      “It depends on whether you are looking for Charlie or you are looking for a man.”

      “What?” Eddy said as he exchanged a quick glance with Samantha.

      “I think you two should leave.” She let go of the screen door and it banged shut. The heavy, wooden door banged shut right behind it. Eddy heard the click of a lock being turned into place.

      “It seems like she’s not the talkative type.” Samantha shook her head.

      “She might not be, but she knows Charlie.” Eddy passed his gaze over the house again. “It’s a small place. If she lives with him, she’s probably a wife or a girlfriend. She’s going to cover for him.”

      “So, is it a loss?” Samantha frowned.

      “No, I think we should stakeout the house.” Eddy gestured towards the street. “Let’s give her some space. Charlie is going to want to come home, eventually.”

      “Good idea.” Samantha nodded. The two walked casually back to the car.

      “Let’s pick up some supplies then we’ll come back here and keep an eye on the house.”

      Eddy held the door open for Samantha. Once she was settled he closed it. When he turned on the car, he noticed a flutter of the curtains in the house. The woman was watching to make sure that they left.

      “Are you sure that she knows Charlie?”

      Eddy nodded. “She knows him all right and if we watch the house we’ll find him.”
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      After Eddy and Samantha had stocked up on chips, soda, and magazines they drove back towards the house.

      “Pull in there.” Samantha gestured to a coffee shop.  “I’ll get us a coffee.”

      “Thanks,” Eddy said as he pulled up outside the shop. He hadn’t even noticed it from the road. Eddy watched as Samantha walked into the small coffee shop. Eddy laughed to himself as he thought of how different it was doing a stakeout with someone like Samantha as opposed to one of his old partners.  She always ensured that they were well-nourished no matter what the circumstances were. Samantha walked out shortly after with two cups of coffee.

      “All set,” she said as she opened the door.

      “Thanks.” Eddy took his cup from her. He noticed that the cup had the same design as the cups on the backseat of the car at Charlie’s house. He guessed that Charlie might be a regular.

      Eddy drove back to Charlie’s house which was at the end of the street. He parked the car a few houses down. It gave him a clear view of the driveway, but enough distance that the woman would not be able to see the car.

      “How long do you think it will be?” Samantha thumbed through a magazine, but her eyes were locked on the house.

      “Don’t know.” Eddy continued to stare out through the windshield. He had a tendency to get tunnel vision on a stakeout.

      “I hope it’s not too long.” Samantha sighed and leaned her head back against the seat. “Stakeouts were always my least favorite part of an investigation.”

      “Sometimes I forget that you had to do so many of the same things I did. Interesting isn’t it? Our careers were so different, but some of the tasks were so similar.”

      “I don’t think our careers were as different as you think. There were many times that I stopped a crime, and many times you did.”

      “Maybe so, but I never got a prisoner out of jail.” Eddy cleared his throat. An awkward silence fell between them. Samantha’s advocacy for wrongfully convicted criminals was a tense subject between them. The quiet shattered when she chomped down on a chip. A moment later a car rolled down the street and then turned into Charlie’s driveway. As the car drove past them Eddy noticed a man inside that could have easily met the description of the robber. Since he had not seen the robber’s face it was hard to say for sure, but the build was similar enough for him to want to check it out.

      “I’m going to get closer so I can see who is getting out of the car.”

      “You’re not leaving me here.” Samantha frowned.

      “Listen, I get that you’re a strong and liberated woman, Samantha, but you’re also an experienced investigator, which means that you know two people can make a lot more commotion and risk being exposed than one.” He raised an eyebrow. “Can you argue with that?”

      Samantha opened her mouth as if she was thinking about attempting to. Then she closed her mouth again. She shook her head. Eddy’s lips curled upward as he savored a rare triumph, then he opened the car door and stepped out.

      “The keys are still in the ignition. If anything goes haywire get out of here, understand?”

      Samantha nodded, but she didn’t meet his eyes. Eddy had no doubt that she would not leave him behind, no matter what happened.
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      Eddy made his way along the front sidewalk as quietly as he could. With the limitations of his body he was no longer as lithe as he had once been. But flexibility had never been his strong suit. Using force to stop a criminal from hurting someone was. He summoned all of his finesse as he heard a car door slam shut. Eddy ducked back behind a tree as the man approached the front door. It only took him a moment to recognize who it was. It was not who he had expected, and also not the bank robber. The man banged on the front door.

      “Charlie!” He shouted.

      Eddy knew that he was the security guard from the bank, Karl. He was looking for Charlie, which meant that there was indeed a connection between the two of them. However, that didn’t explain everything. Especially when the door swung open and the woman that Eddy had spoken to earlier stepped out.

      “Stop making such a racket. Do you think that we need the attention of everyone in the neighborhood?” Her voice dripped with fury.

      “You’re not returning my calls!”

      “I warned you to stop calling me. You should never have come here.” She looked towards the road. Eddy ducked further behind the tree and hoped that he hadn’t been spotted. “Did anyone see you?”

      “No. No one saw me. Charlie, things are getting out of hand.”

      Charlie? Eddy peeked around the side of the tree. Only then did it strike him that a female could be named Charlie as well. The thought had never occurred to him and they had been in too much of a hurry for Samantha to have the chance to do any proper research. Eddy felt a mixture of relief and confusion. They had found Charlie, but she clearly was not the robber. Neither was the security guard that was still arguing with her.

      “You need to go home. Go home and turn off your phone. Turn off your television. Everything is going to be just fine. But you have to disconnect from the chaos.”

      “But, Charlie please…”

      “Go home,” she growled. Eddy could hear the fury in her voice. He knew that she was not making a suggestion, but forcibly instructing him to go home.

      The two stared hard at each other for a moment. Eddy half-expected a fight to break out. Instead Karl hung his head. He turned and walked back to his car. It was clear that Charlie had won the battle. She remained outside the door with her arms folded across her chest until Karl backed all the way out of the driveway. Only then did she go back into the house. Eddy continued to wait a few minutes longer just in case she was peering out the window. Once he thought the coast was clear he headed back to the car. Samantha popped open the driver’s side door for him. Eddy settled into the seat and then turned to meet her eyes.

      “Well?” She smiled with the kind of eagerness that only a journalist could have. “Did you find out anything?”

      “I found out that Charlie is not a man.”

      “What?” Samantha laughed. When his expression didn’t change her eyes widened. “Wait, are you serious?”

      “Yup. The woman that answered the door was Charlie all along. That isn’t even the best part.” He paused, as he knew she enjoyed a little drama.

      “What is it?” Samantha demanded.

      “The person who came to visit her was Karl, the security guard. They are definitely working together.” Samantha stared at Eddy for a moment as she processed the information.

      “Can we call Detective Brunner to pick them up?”

      “No, I don’t think that would be a good idea. I heard enough for me to be suspicious, but they didn’t really say anything incriminating. If we send Brunner in too soon then they will be tipped off and we may never find out the truth.” Eddy decided not to remind her that he was already on very thin ice with Detective Brunner.

      “What is the truth, what do you think?” Samantha looked over at him as he drove towards Sage Gardens.

      “I think that there is a much bigger team than we first thought. When we first discovered Charlie I was sure that he had to be the bank robber. Then he turned out to be a she. So, if the robber was not Charlie, and obviously the robber is not the security guard, then who is he?”

      “Could he be the man they found dead?” Samantha sat back and tapped her fingers against the dashboard. “Maybe he was the robber and he was teamed up with Charlie, but Charlie wanted him to take the fall.”

      “It’s possible.” Eddy nodded. “I guess I need to find out more about the man they found dead.”

      “I think we should keep an eye on Charlie, too.” Samantha pulled out her phone. “I can do some deeper research into her.”

      “Well, I think I know where to start. I think I know where she likes to get coffee from.”

      “Really? Where?” Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “The place we went to this morning. Charlie had coffee cups on her backseat and I remember Karl holding a coffee cup when I walked into the bank. I can’t remember what the name on it was, but it looked very similar,” he said as he held up the coffee cup from the coffee Samantha had bought him.  “Maybe they went to the same place? Maybe they met there? If she’s a creature of habit, she’ll likely use it as a meeting place again. I know it’s a stretch, but it’s worth a shot. Why don’t we stakeout that area? We can do some more research from the car.”

      “Great, I’m starving. These snacks did not cut it.”

      Eddy laughed as he changed direction and drove the car towards the coffee shop. His laughter faded however as he wondered what it would mean if the dead man was not the robber either. Would that mean that there was a fourth person involved in all of this?

      Once he was parked at the coffee shop, Samantha headed inside to get them both some food. While she was inside Eddy was looking out his window at the park across the road from the shop. There were a few kids playing ball. One kid picked up the ball and Eddy watched as he threw it with his left hand. It reminded him that the robber was left-handed. Eddy placed a call to Chris. As soon as the line was answered Eddy spoke. He didn’t want Chris to stop him from asking what he needed to.

      “I just need one more favor, buddy.”

      “Chris is not doing you any more favors.” Detective Brunner’s voice was not what Eddy had expected to hear.

      “Oh uh.” Eddy’s heart raced. He wasn’t sure how he was going to talk himself out of this one. “Detective, I was just about to call you.”

      “Funny, because I got the feeling you were trying to keep me in the dark about what you have been up to.”

      “Would I do something like that?” Eddy chuckled. He tried to hide his own suspicion of Detective Brunner. Yet again he was throwing a wrench in the works.

      “This is no laughing matter, Eddy. You’re getting yourself into a bad position. You’re using police resources for unauthorized purposes?”

      “Listen Detective, I have a question for you. The man that you found dead, you’re saying that he was the bank robber, correct?”

      “I’m not saying it, the proof is saying it and it is the best lead we’ve got, he was found with money from the robbery.”

      “I understand that. Is there a way to tell if he was left-handed or right-handed?”

      “The medical examiner recorded him as being right-handed. Why?”

      “Because the robber that I saw held his gun in his left hand.”

      “Eddy, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. You could have been mistaken, or he could have had a reason to hold the gun in his left hand.”

      “Have you ever known anyone to use their left hand to hold their weapon if they are right-handed?” Eddy grew impatient. He knew that Detective Brunner was a young detective who was still finding his way, but the way he investigated the case could be frustrating. “Detective, are you in the business of solving crimes or closing cases for the sake of your superior? Because you need to decide now what kind of detective you are going to be. Are you going to be by the book or are you going to be by justice?”

      “That’s not really a fair way of putting it.” Detective Brunner’s voice wavered.

      “All right, then you tell me right now that you believe the man that you found in that house was the same man that robbed the bank and was the only robber involved. You tell me right now that you are certain of that, and comfortable with moving on from this case.”

      Eddy was so worked up that he barely noticed Samantha when she opened the door.

      “I can’t know that for certain.” Detective Brunner sounded reluctant.

      “Then you haven’t solved anything, have you?” Eddy’s voice was laced with anger. “So, are you satisfied with that? Are you going to tell me that you will ignore the information of an eye witness to a crime for the sake of not ruffling any feathers?”

      “Eddy, that’s not what I’m saying, but there are rules and you are very aware of their importance. You are no longer an active member of the police force…”

      “Well, this non-active member of the police force is about to solve a crime that you and your police force have decided to neglect, Detective Brunner.” Eddy hung up the phone. As a rule he did not normally antagonize his connections. He did his best not to let his emotions get in the way. However, the disappointment he felt in Detective Brunner’s behavior was enough to make him go against his own rule. It was more than disappointment. It seemed to Eddy that Detective Brunner worked against him every step of the way. Why would he do that?

      “You okay?” Samantha frowned and offered him a french fry. “He’s just trying to do his job you know.”

      “No, I don’t know that.” Eddy took the fry and bit down on it hard. “His job is to protect the people of this community, how is he doing that if he does not solve the crime?”

      “Give him time, Eddy. We can’t all be as courageous or stubborn as you.” Samantha winked at him. Eddy tried not to smile, but he did anyway. Samantha could always get him to lighten up.

      “You’re right.” He sighed. “I got too caught up in all of this. I just hate to think of Charlie and whoever else she’s connected to getting away with it.”

      “Don’t worry, she won’t. Eat your food and relax. We might have a long stakeout ahead of us. I spoke to my connection on the parole board, and even though Charlie herself does not have a record of any kind, her name popped up on a list of known associates of someone who was recently paroled from the prison where Karl worked.” Samantha’s eyes glowed with pride. “How’s that for connecting the dots?”

      “Wow! Did you get a name?”

      “I did, the name is Derek Quinns. He doesn’t have a history of violence so I don’t think he’s the murderer, but he does have a history of breaking and entering. It’s not bank robbery, but it’s still criminal behavior.”

      “Sounds like that might be our guy. Now, I know that the man who was killed was not the man in the bank, because the man in the bank was left-handed.”

      “Do you remember anything else about the man?” Samantha met his eyes. “Any distinguishing marks of any kind?”

      Eddy closed his eyes. “You’re not hypnotizing me again.” He opened one eye to be sure.

      “I’m not.” She laughed and held up her hands.

      “Okay, I remember seeing the gun in his left hand.”

      “How did you notice it? What drew your attention?” Samantha leaned a little closer. Her voice became soothing.

      “Watch it.” Eddy opened both eyes. “I noticed a glimmer of the gun. It caught the light.”

      “The gun did?” Samantha looked skeptical. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” Eddy said. “It was definitely in his left hand.”

      “Okay, so we know the murdered man is right-handed and the robber is left-handed.” Samantha smiled.

      “We know something else, too. Charlie is a creature of habit.” Eddy tilted his head towards the parking lot. “There she is.”

      “Wow, that was fast.” Samantha slid down in her seat some. They watched as the woman lingered by the entrance of the coffee shop. Eddy pulled out a small set of binoculars to get a closer look.

      “Okay, she’s going in.”

      Samantha leaned forward and peered through the windshield. The small coffee shop was easy to miss from the road. It looked like it was mainly a local spot, which was probably why Charlie chose it.

      “Let’s give her a minute and make sure she doesn’t come back out.” Eddy lowered his binoculars.

      “I think that she must be waiting for someone in there.” Samantha watched the parking lot. “Let’s see if anyone else shows up.”

      Eddy’s cell phone began to ring. He was flustered by the sound of it because he was focusing on the coffee shop. He looked at it quickly. “It’s Jo.”

      “Answer, she probably just wants to check in.”

      “Why?” Eddy met Samantha’s eyes. “Did you tell her we were doing this?”

      Samantha avoided looking directly at him. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. He continued to look in her direction as he answered the phone. “Hi Jo.”

      “Hey Eddy. I tried calling Samantha, but it was going straight to voicemail.”

      “Do you have your phone turned off?” Eddy gestured to Samantha’s purse.

      “Oops, I do, I wonder how I did that.” She frowned with frustration and turned the phone back on.

      “Sorry, she had it off. She’s turning it on now if you want to call her.”

      “No, that’s okay. I just wanted to make sure you two were all right.”

      Eddy smiled at the idea of Jo worrying about him. She was not the type to show concern. “We’re fine. In fact, hopefully we’ll know who the actual robber was soon. I assume Samantha has filled you in?”

      “Maybe.”

      Eddy looked over at Samantha with annoyance. He wondered if all women had the same list of responses to choose from.

      “Well, we’re waiting for the next move. We’ll update you when we get the chance.”

      “Be careful, Eddy.”

      “I will.” He hung up the phone and looked sternly at Samantha. “Stakeouts are need to know, you know.”

      “She needed to know. Just like Walt did.”

      Eddy nodded silently. He understood that Samantha didn’t want Jo to be left out. He noticed movement near the front of the coffee shop. A man who looked like he could match the build of the robber paused in front of the door. He glanced back over his shoulder, offering Eddy a full view of his face. Eddy had never seen him before, but there was something familiar about the way he carried himself.

      “I bet that’s the robber.”

      “What makes you think that? Is there something you recognize?” Samantha leaned forward.

      “I just think it’s him. Shall we get some coffee?” He opened the car door.

      “Are you sure?” Samantha frowned. “We don’t want to blow our cover.”

      “We’re not going to get anywhere if we don’t hear what they are talking about.” Eddy met her eyes. “If it’s too risky for you, don’t do it.”

      “Please, risk is not an issue for me.” She opened her car door. As they started to walk up towards the coffee shop, Eddy reached out and took her hand in his. Samantha looked over at him with some surprise.

      “It’ll help us blend in,” he muttered. Samantha gave his hand a little squeeze.

      “I’m not complaining.” She winked at him. Eddy stared at her for a moment and then laughed. He swung open the door of the coffee shop and held it as she stepped inside.

      The coffee shop was tiny. It was also very dim. Eddy was relieved at that. He knew that Charlie had already seen both of their faces and likely suspected they were up to something, so if she spotted them she would bolt. As he suspected they would be, Charlie and the man who had just entered were clustered together at a table in the back. Eddy gestured to a table that was half-hidden by a wall that jutted out from the kitchen. Samantha sat down with Eddy right behind her. A moment later they gave quick and quiet orders for coffee. Eddy kept his eyes on Charlie. Her posture showed that she was in charge. The man across from her had his head bowed as if he was looking for forgiveness. Eddy strained to hear what they were saying.

      “People are suspicious,” Charlie said. “They’ve started snooping around.”

      “Don’t worry they have nothing to go on. My source in the police department confirmed it just this morning. Nobody is looking in our direction.”

      “Don’t you try to tell me what you think you know, Derek.” Eddy’s eyes widened slightly at the mention of the guy’s name. This must be Derek Quinns. “It was a simple job that I planned perfectly, and now people are looking for me. That means that someone suspects something. I am not going to go down for this. Understand?”

      “What are you trying to say? That you expect me to take the fall for you?”

      Eddy listened closer. It was becoming clear to him that Charlie was the mastermind. Derek was certainly a puppet of hers, and it appeared that Karl probably was as well. What he wasn’t sure about was how the dead man was linked into all of it. The waitress delivered Eddy and Samantha their coffee, which muffled a few minutes of conversation between Charlie and Derek. Eddy tried to wave the waitress away as fast as he could, but she was more than a little chatty. Once she was gone Samantha shifted in her chair.

      “I can’t hear anything,” Samantha hissed. She was sitting closer to the kitchen and the sound of the coffee grinders surrounded her.

      “Sh.” Eddy pretended to sip his coffee.

      “You’re being ridiculous, Charlie.” Derek’s voice raised an octave. “I did everything you asked me to.”

      “I’m telling you right now, if you breathe a word of my involvement you will pay a far greater price than going to jail. Got me?” Charlie scowled. “This has got very messy. The police are suspecting us because the guy was murdered.”

      “That’s not my fault!” Derek’s voice grew loud. Charlie smacked the table hard.

      “Quiet down.” She scowled at him.

      Derek grimaced and then leaned across the table. He lowered his voice so much that Eddy couldn’t hear what he was muttering. Charlie was closer to him so he could still hear most of what she was saying.

      “All that matters is that my name stays out of this and I’m not tied to this in any way. If you breathe a word of it, not only will you pay, but I’ll make sure you don’t see a dime of that money.”

      “Speaking of the money, when am I going to see my cut? I stuck to my end of the deal. The dead guy has more money than I do.”

      “The dead guy doesn’t have any money. That was a sacrifice. Once the heat dies down, then you will get your money. Understand?” Charlie said. “I am not risking going to jail because we rush things.”

      “No one is going to jail. You know?”

      “I know I’m not.” Charlie glared at him.

      Eddy grimaced at the harshness in the woman’s tone. He had encountered some cold-hearted criminals in his time, but this woman appeared to have no emotion other than anger. It was amazing to him that it appeared she had orchestrated the entire bank robbery and was also in possession of the remaining funds.

      “You just need to relax, Charlie. Everything’s fine.” Derek cleared his throat.

      “What about Karl?”

      “What about him?” Derek frowned.

      “He’s a weak link.”

      “I told you, he’s taken care of.”

      “You think he is. But maybe we underestimated his intelligence. What if he decides to go to the police?”

      “You don’t have to worry about him.”

      “All right, Derek. Fine. I’m going to hold you to that.”

      “Charlie, you know you can trust me.”

      “I hope so,” Charlie said. “Because if things go sideways, Derek, there will be consequences.”

      “Don’t worry,” Derek said as he picked up his coffee cup with his left hand and took a sip. “I’ll take care of it. I have to get some sleep before I go to work. I’ve got the nightshift,” he said as he stood up from the table.

      “Remember what I said, Derek,” Charlie said bitterly. “I will not go down for any of this.”

      Eddy shook his head slightly. It seemed that Derek was the robber, but Charlie was the ring leader, the real criminal. Samantha started to stand up when she saw Charlie follow Derek out the door.

      “Wait.” Eddy grabbed her hand and guided her back down into her chair. “We don’t want to leave right away. Finish your coffee.”

      “Are you going to tell me what you heard?”

      “Derek’s the bank robber, I’m almost sure of it. Charlie is the one with all of the control. Karl, he might be the next one to die.” Eddy finished his coffee. “I think we’ve gotten ourselves in the middle of quite a scheme. Now we need to work out who the murderer is.”

      “Is it time now to bring in the police?” Samantha frowned.

      “Honestly, after the way I spoke to Brunner, I don’t think he’s going to listen to a thing I have to say. What we need is some solid proof. Like the gun from the murder, or some of the missing money. That’s the only way I’m going to get Detective Brunner interested enough to look into Derek and Charlie. It sounds like Derek has connections in the police department who may be pushing the investigation away from him and Charlie.” Eddy thought that his connection might be Brunner, but he didn’t want to believe it.

      “So, what’s our next step?” Samantha finished her coffee as well.

      “Let’s have a conversation with Jo.”

      “Oh, I can call her.” Samantha pulled out her phone.

      “No. Let’s go see her. We need to talk in person.”

      “What are you thinking?” Samantha asked as she sent a text to Jo asking to meet.

      Eddy didn’t answer, he just drove towards Jo’s villa. More than once he had felt conflicted about involving Jo in behavior that wasn’t exactly legal. However, of the four of them she was the most likely to be successful in the next stage of his plan. With Detective Brunner angry at him, and his connection to Chris cut off, he needed to be sure that the case was solved or some bridges might be permanently burned.
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      By the time Eddy and Samantha walked up to Jo’s villa, she was waiting for them outside the door. She leaned one shoulder up against the doorway and had her arms folded over her chest. Eddy could see the arrogance in her expression. He knew that she had an idea about what he was going to ask her to do.

      “What’s up guys?” She looked from Samantha to Eddy, then back to Samantha again. Eddy could already tell by the squint of her eyes that she wasn’t altogether pleased.

      “Can we talk inside?” Eddy asked and gestured towards the door.

      “I guess.” She opened the door and allowed them to walk through. Jo was not the type to invite people over too often. Once inside she turned to face them. “So, what is it?”

      “Listen Jo, you know we’re looking into this bank robbery. I’m just wondering if you might be able to help us out.” He looked at her with a hint of remorse in his eyes.

      “Ah, you need my skills do you?” She winked at Samantha. When she looked back at Eddy she tilted her head to the side. “It’s amazing that an old cop like you appreciates my talents now.” She smiled.

      “All right, all right, don’t rub it in. Will you help us or not?”

      “Hm. Yup.” She laughed a little. “I have nothing better to do. Where and what?”

      “It’s a man’s house. His name is Derek Quinns. We suspect he is the one who actually robbed the bank. But with no proof whatsoever it’s going to be difficult to prove that.”

      “Yes, we overheard him talking to the suspected mastermind of the crime. We’re sure he’s involved. But we need evidence.” Samantha frowned. “Maybe if we can get a look inside of his place, we’ll be able to find something.”

      “I understand.” Jo nodded.

      “I overheard him saying he’s working tonight,” Eddy explained.

      “I just need a little time to get everything prepared.”

      “I’ll go with you.” Eddy spoke with determination.

      “Aw.” Jo patted Eddy’s cheek with a palm slightly roughened by her gardening. “That’s sweet, hon, but I work alone.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. Jo was one of very few people that could easily make him feel like he had no ground to stand on. “It’s not safe. I’d rather be there to make sure that you’re okay.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll let you know what I find when I find it.” She glanced over at Samantha. “You can keep him company until then, right?”

      Samantha frowned. “Maybe Eddy’s right, Jo. You didn’t see this woman. She seemed pretty vicious and seemed to know exactly what she was doing.”

      “Hmm. A vicious woman. Sounds like we would get along. I’m not concerned. You came to me to ask for help. If you want me to give it I will, but it’s going to be on my terms. I don’t want to have to worry about what you’re up to, or if you threw your back out, Eddy.” She pursed her lips with a hint of amusement in her eyes.

      Eddy glared at her. “I’ll have you know I’ve done my fair share of clandestine searches.”

      “I’m sure in your younger years.”

      “My younger years?” Eddy took a step towards her. “We’re about the same age you know.”

      “If you say so.” Jo’s eyes nearly glowed with repressed amusement.

      “Jo, stop teasing the poor man.” Samantha shook her head. “He’s right about this one. This isn’t your average crime, this woman appears to be dangerous and cunning and we’re taking a big risk by crossing her.”

      “Okay, okay. If it will make you both happy then fine. Eddy can come inside with me, but I call the shots. Understand?”

      Eddy tried not to think that Jo sounded a bit similar to Charlie. “Understood.” Eddy nodded.

      “Let me get some things together. We can go around eleven,” Jo said.

      “I’ll get his address.” Samantha sent a text.

      “In the meantime we should probably update Walt,” Eddy said.

      “Yes please.”

      All three turned to see Walt standing in Jo’s doorway.

      “Walt, what are you doing here?” Eddy stepped aside to give him more room.

      “I just came to see if Jo had heard anything from the two of you, since I am obviously not being kept up-to-date.” He chuckled.

      “Hey, I was on my way.” Eddy clapped his shoulder. Walt shied away from him.

      “Eddy,” Walt said reproachfully. “I’ve told you not to hit my shoulder, please.”

      “Sorry,” Eddy frowned. “Thanks to your great work I think we may really be on to something.”

      “I’m glad I could help.” Walt smiled.  “Now, what’s this you’re planning for tonight?”

      “I’m going to do a little old fashioned breaking and entering,” Jo said.

      “What do you mean?” Walt looked directly at Eddy. “You’re asking her to break in somewhere?”

      “Yes, the home of the man I believe is the actual bank robber and is possibly involved in the murder. She won’t be in there long, and she won’t be in there alone, I’m going in with her.”

      “Against my better judgment,” Jo said.

      “Well, I think it’s a terrible idea, does anybody care about that?” Walt glared between the group.

      “Why do you think it’s a terrible idea?” Jo frowned.

      “Because, for one we’re breaking into someone’s home, which is grounds for arrest. So, let’s just assume that Derek was involved in the robbery and possibly the murder. If he was then he is a dangerous man. How can we let Jo just break into someone’s home who is clearly a danger?” Walt shook his head. “It’s reckless. It’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s my choice.” Jo narrowed her eyes. “I have no problem with breaking in. I am as invested in this community as all of you are, and I want this guy caught. The residents are going to be living in fear if they think these kinds of criminals are their neighbors.”

      “Wait, wait. You guys are missing the point. All of this can be done safely if we work together. Eddy can go in with Jo, Walt and I can be lookouts, that way there will be plenty of warning if Derek is coming home. Let’s just work together instead of arguing with each other.” Samantha smiled with satisfaction. “It’s a team effort, right?”

      “I don’t know.” Jo frowned. “In my experience the more people involved in a break-in, the bigger the risk of being caught.”

      “Let’s not bring up your experience.” Eddy cleared his throat.

      “And why not? It’s why I’m the one to go in and take a look, isn’t it?” Jo crossed her arms.

      “Enough.” Samantha stepped between them. “We all do this together, or we don’t do it at all, okay? That way we all assume the risk, and we are all available to watch each other’s backs.”

      Walt nodded. “I’m in.”

      “It’s fine with me,” Eddy agreed.

      Everyone looked at Jo. She pursed her lips but nodded. “Fine. But I am in charge inside the house, Eddy, don’t try to pull any of that cop stuff on me.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Jo.” Eddy smirked.

      Samantha cringed at the banter between the two. Eddy offered a faint smile of reassurance. He gave Jo a harder time than he needed to. He knew that she had changed quite a bit since her days as a professional cat burglar.

      “Let’s plan it out and make sure we have all of our angles covered.” Walt gestured to Jo. “You can help me figure it out.”

      “I’ve got the address. We might be able to get some good information on how to get in if we search it on the internet.” As Samantha started to follow after them, Eddy shook his head. Samantha caught the movement out of the corner of her eye.

      “What’s wrong?” She looked at him with some concern. “Did you think of something that will be a problem?”

      “No, I was just thinking it’s a good thing we’re the good guys.”

      Samantha laughed a little and nodded. “Just remember that, Eddy. We are the good guys, all of us.”

      Eddy nodded. “I know.”
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      Once the plans had been set the four gathered for a few more minutes in Jo’s living room.

      “So, we’ll all meet here at around ten-thirty. By then everything should be ready to go.” Walt smoothed down his sweater. “I know that this is not normally something I would be involved in, but I’ll feel a lot more comfortable being part of it. I just want to make sure that everything goes off without a hitch.”

      “So do I.” Jo smiled. “By tomorrow morning I should be enjoying my garden, and Derek, Charlie, and Karl, should all be enjoying a jail cell.”

      “Let’s hope so.” Eddy rubbed his hands together. “If Detective Brunner still refuses to look into these guys even with evidence, then I’m going to have to give up on him.”

      “Just be patient. He’s young.” Samantha patted his forearm. “I know that it’s hard to remember what it was like when you had to follow the rules, Eddy, but Detective Brunner still has to do that.”

      “Rules are there for a reason,” Walt reminded them as he opened the door for Samantha. “Let’s all make sure that we only break the necessary ones.”

      Eddy decided not to point out that it didn’t exactly work that way. Walt was showing a little more flexibility about things and he didn’t want him to backslide into being a stickler once more.

      “I’ll take you home.” Eddy offered his arm to Samantha.

      “That’s all right. I might take a walk down by the water and sort through some things first.”

      “All right.” Eddy nodded. He tried not to be disappointed. He enjoyed hearing Samantha’s perspective on things.

      He still wasn’t sure how the dead man was involved and most importantly who the murderer was, but he was almost completely sure that Derek was the robber. But that wouldn’t matter to Brunner. He would need cold, hard evidence, so that was where their focus needed to remain.

      As Eddy walked to his villa he felt a sense of anxiety building within him. As usual he was the one tugging all of his friends into a risky situation. He wondered sometimes if his presence in their lives was more of a nuisance than a benefit. He pushed the thought out of his mind as he reached the walkway to his door. He froze at the bottom of it. Someone was standing by his front door. From behind he couldn’t tell exactly who it was.

      “Hello?” He took a few steps closer. The man turned to face him with a faint smile.

      “Hi. You probably don’t know who I am.”

      Eddy’s heart skipped a beat. He knew exactly who he was. But he didn’t dare reveal that.

      “Should I?” His heart pounded hard against his chest as he looked into Karl Connell’s eyes. Had they been caught?

      “I was the security guard at the bank. Where the robbery took place.” He searched Eddy’s eyes intently. “I just had a couple of questions that I was hoping I could ask you.”

      “Me?” Eddy cleared his throat. “Why?”

      “Well, one of the officers mentioned that you were retired from the police force. I know that you chased after the robber. I just thought you might be able to help me with something.” He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve had a hard time dealing with the robbery.”

      “Oh?” Eddy did not move any closer.

      “Yes. I mean, at the time, it was like I was numb. But ever since, I’ve just been having these flashes.” He shook his head. “You know what I mean?”

      “Not exactly.” Eddy eyed him with suspicion. He doubted very much that Karl had found him by luck. Which meant that Karl had to be on to the fact that Eddy was on to him. “What are you really doing here, Karl?”

      “Oh, so you do know who I am?” The frightened act faded fast and was replaced by a dark glare. “Amazing how you suddenly remember my name.”

      Eddy realized his mistake, but it was far too late to correct it. “Karl, I don’t know what you think you’re going to gain by showing up at my door, but you should know that I have no problem with calling the police.”

      “I know that.” Karl slid his hands deep into his pockets. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “What do you mean?” Eddy was more confused than ever.

      “I need your help. Well, more specifically, I need the help of the police. But you’re the closest I can get without being locked away.”

      “How could I possibly help you?” Eddy shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Maybe we should take this conversation inside. I don’t know if I’ve been followed.” Karl turned towards the door. Eddy’s chest tightened as he realized the decision he had to make. He could invite Karl inside and risk being alone with him, or he could refuse and risk Derek or Charlie witnessing their conversation.

      Eddy glanced over his shoulder towards the road. There wasn’t a soul in sight. But he knew that didn’t mean that Karl hadn’t been followed. He was far too curious not to hear the man out.

      “We can step around back to the patio.” He gestured to the path that led around the side of the villa. Karl nodded and began walking around it. As the blades of grass brushed against his shoes, Eddy noticed his slightly off-kilter gait. He had never noticed it before. It wasn’t as if he was drunk, it was more like he was favoring one foot over the other.

      “Are you hurt, Karl?” Eddy paused beside him as he reached the patio.

      “No. Well.” Karl lifted his pant leg to reveal a stiff, white bandage around his ankle. “A little.”

      “What happened?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. He didn’t recall Karl being hurt in any way in the robbery.

      “When Derek, the robber, wants to get his point across, he has his ways.” Karl shook his head. “I didn’t want to do it, but I had no choice.”

      “Do what, Karl?” Eddy leveled his gaze on the man. He didn’t want to miss any indication that Karl might be lying.

      “I used to work at a prison, and when I worked there Derek would talk to me a lot. To be honest with you I ignored him for a long time. But he kept pushing. He was interested in some of the same things I was. So, we struck up conversations about it, and over time, he became less like an inmate to me, and more like a friend. I had no idea.”

      “Why don’t you just tell me everything from the beginning, Karl? If you’re in some kind of trouble, of course I’ll do my best to help you.”

      “Well, the situation was that Derek was going to be released. I thought it was great for him, that he’d have a fresh start, and so on. Then one day I had a visit from this stranger, Charlie.” He narrowed his eyes. “She came to my house. She knew who I was. She claimed to be Derek’s friend. She told me that she wanted me to quit my job and take one at a local bank.”

      “She just showed up at your door and asked you to do this?” Eddy frowned. “That didn’t strike you as odd?”

      “Are you kidding me? Of course it did.” He sighed and rubbed one hand across his cheek. “Her gun was pretty convincing. She told me that Derek would be the one doing all of the dirty work. All I had to do was make sure there weren’t any complications and give them a little bit of information about the opening and closing routines of the bank, what days the most money was in the bank, that kind of thing.” He closed his eyes. “I know it was wrong. I know it was. But I didn’t have a choice. She told me I had two options. I could cooperate, or she would kill me. Kill my family.”

      “That’s not much of a choice.” Eddy feigned sympathy. He wanted to keep Karl talking, but he was still very skeptical.

      “Exactly. So you know, I did what I had to do. I didn’t like it. But I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Uh huh.” Eddy nodded. “I guess going to the police was out of the question?”

      “I didn’t think I should risk it.” He frowned. He wrung his hands together tightly. “I mean, that’s why I came to you. If I walked into the police station right now and tried to tell them this they would just lock me up. I was hoping that maybe you could help me.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. “How do you think I could help, Karl?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I thought you would take the time to listen, and then maybe get me hooked up with someone who will work out a deal for me.” He squinted against the last of the evening light. “I know I’m not getting out of this. But I want someone to hear my side of the story. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “And the man that took the fall? The man who was murdered? Did he have a choice?” Eddy positioned himself carefully between Karl and the exit of the patio. He didn’t want Karl to suddenly bolt on him.

      “I don’t know anything about that,” Karl said with a shocked look. “I had nothing to do with any murder.”

      “I don’t believe you, Karl.” Eddy believed that Karl must have some knowledge of the murder. “Someone was murdered because of this robbery.”

      “I don’t know anything about that,” he repeated. “But it doesn’t surprise me. Charlie is ruthless.”

      “So, you’re telling me that you don’t know about the murder and you had to help with the robbery.” Eddy tried not to sound too skeptical.

      “It’s not like I don’t feel guilty enough about the robbery. Sometimes I can’t stop thinking about what might have been avoided if I had just resisted the friendship with Derek. But really, I never stood a chance. He knew things about me. I think Charlie was telling him things about me, in order to win my friendship. Then once he had me, it was easy to access me when he was out. I guess really, all of this is my fault, but I don’t know how to get out of it now.”

      “Well, if you go to the police they will arrest you, there’s no question about that.” Eddy hesitated. He knew he should call Detective Brunner and tell him about Karl’s confession, but he was worried that he would just put all the blame on Karl and might not even pursue Derek and Charlie if there wasn’t enough evidence to support Karl’s story. In normal circumstances Eddy wouldn’t have doubted Detective Brunner’s ability to do his job, but these weren’t normal circumstances. He knew there was someone on the inside leaking information to Derek and trying to make sure that the spotlight stayed off Derek. So he needed to ensure that he had enough evidence so that would not be a possibility and ensure the safety of Karl while he was in police custody.

      “I know I have to pay for my part in all of this.” Karl sniffled and blinked quickly. “I don’t want to have to go to jail, but I know my life is already ruined. I just don’t want to see anyone else get hurt.”

      “All right, well I think what you should do is lay low for tonight.” It went against every fiber of Eddy’s being to advise a confessed criminal not to turn himself in. But Eddy wanted to get inside Derek’s house first. He wanted to make sure that he had evidence that the man was involved in the robbery before Karl turned himself in. That way no one could dismiss the case without investigating Derek, which would hopefully lead to Charlie and then they could all be arrested. “In the morning, I’ll take you in to talk to a detective I know. Karl, you’ve gotten yourself into a bad situation, but you’re doing the right thing by telling the truth now. That should make you look good to the detective.”

      “I guess.” He nodded. “If I just keep my head down tonight, hopefully by the morning I’ll be on the road to being an honest person again.”

      “Let’s hope so.” Eddy eyed the man with what he hoped was sympathy. He didn’t actually feel much sympathy for him at all. He watched as Karl started to step around him towards the road. He paused at the last minute and turned back to Eddy.

      “Thank you.” He met Eddy’s eyes. “I mean that. I know it has to be a burden on you to know all of this.”

      Eddy’s cheeks flushed with heat. The hardness in Karl’s eyes was enough to make him wonder if Charlie was really the mastermind after all.

      “Anything I can do to help.” Eddy hoped that his words were convincing.

      Karl stared at him for a moment longer, then nodded. He continued down the path back towards the road. Eddy turned and watched as Karl disappeared into the darkness. Karl had sent a clear message. He knew who Eddy was, and he knew where he lived. Eddy suddenly had the unsettling thought that maybe he had gotten that information from Terry Carlil. But he knew that there were many sources that he could have got the information from. Eddy pulled out his cell phone and called Samantha. He wanted to make sure that she knew what they were up against.

      “Eddy, is it time already?” Samantha sounded sleepy. Eddy realized she must have been taking a nap in preparation for their covert adventure.

      “No, it’s not. But you won’t believe who I just had a visit from.”

      “Who?”

      “Karl.”

      “Karl Connell?” Samantha suddenly sounded wide awake. “What was he doing here?”

      “He came to me to confess that he was involved in the robbery, but he claimed that Derek and Charlie threatened him and his family if he didn’t help. He asked for help because he wants to turn himself in.”

      “Huh. Did you call Detective Brunner?”

      “Not yet. I told him to lay low until tomorrow.” Eddy didn’t mention that he didn’t trust Detective Brunner at this point to not interfere in the investigation. He didn’t trust him not to alert his superior to Eddy’s involvement either.

      “Eddy, I don’t think that was a good idea.”

      “Maybe not, but I want to get some solid proof that Derek was involved in this crime. If I don’t we might have a serious problem on our hands.”

      “As if we don’t already. I can’t believe he showed up there. Did he admit to knowing anything about the murder?” Samantha asked.

      “No, he said he had nothing to do with that and he knew nothing about it. He claimed that Charlie threatened his life and his family’s lives if he didn’t help with the robbery.”

      “Oh wow. So he’s trying to claim that he had no choice?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Hm. Well, I think the fact that a large chunk of his mortgage has been paid off recently indicates differently.”

      “I agree.” Eddy frowned. “I’m not sure what to think about Karl to be honest. What I do know is that we need to get this crime solved and fast, before it blows up in our faces.”
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      Eddy was relieved when he met the others at Jo’s. He had been trying to think of a good angle to use on Karl ever since his visit, but he had yet to come up with one. He wanted Karl to admit that he was involved in the crime, not just because of force. If he did that and they could get the other two for the robbery as well and find out who the murderer was there would be a nice, neat case for Detective Brunner to solve. Presuming that Detective Brunner wanted to solve the case. He walked up to Samantha and Walt who stood outside Jo’s villa.

      “Where’s Jo?”

      “She’s on her way out.” Samantha tilted her head towards the door.

      “I heard you had a surprise visitor.” Walt squinted at Eddy. “Do you think he was telling the truth?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe a version of it.” Eddy shrugged. “He claimed that he had been injured by Derek. I don’t know though, something just feels very off.”

      “Well, I don’t see any evidence of him turning down those cash payments to pay off his mortgage, so I’d venture to say that he wasn’t just in fear of his life,” Walt said. “His pockets were being very well lined.”

      “Ready?” Jo stepped out of the front door. Eddy had to tighten his lips to keep from audibly gasping. It always shocked him a little when he saw Jo in her work clothes. Skin tight, and always black, the clothing left nothing to the imagination. Eddy had to remind himself that he had no business imagining anything to begin with.

      “Ready.” Eddy nodded.

      “How do you even carry any tools in that get up?” Walt openly surveyed Jo’s outfit.

      “Do you really want to know, Walt?” She smirked at him.

      “No, actually nope not at all.” Walt took a step back. Samantha covered her mouth with her hand to hide her laughter.

      “Let’s take Walt’s car.” Samantha glanced at her watch. “By the time we get there, Derek should have left. Hopefully we can get in and out without him ever being the wiser.”

      Eddy nodded. “That would be for the best.” He didn’t point out that so far nothing else had gone very smoothly in their investigation.

      The drive to Derek’s house was fairly short. Eddy did his best not to leave any evidence of his presence in Walt’s car. The man was very particular and would detect even a fingerprint with the naked eye, Eddy was sure of it. They parked a few houses down. Jo and Walt took a moment to review the plan that they had put together.

      “I’ll go in the window and let you in the back,” Jo explained the plan to Eddy as they climbed out of the car.

      “Remember, I’m going to text you if someone is approaching the house or if we see any lights turned on in the house.” Samantha frowned as she looked at the two. “Just make sure that you’re careful.”

      “Don’t worry.” Jo smiled at her. “We’ll be in and out before you know it.”

      “My phone is on.” Eddy patted his pocket. As they walked away from the car there was not much movement in the neighborhood. Everyone on the street slept peacefully with no idea that anyone was preparing to break into one of their homes, the home of a criminal. There was no car in the drive so they presumed that Derek was at work as expected. They walked around the side of the house to the window that Jo planned to make her entrance through.

      Jo checked the window thoroughly. Then she slid a thin, silver tool between the windowsill and the bottom of the window. Eddy watched with fascination as she slid the tool very carefully back and forth.

      “Why are you doing that?”

      “Sh.” She shot him a look of warning. “It’s to check for any alarm sensors.”

      “Oh.”

      Eddy watched as she slid the tool back out. She then reached up to the top of the window. She slid the tool between the glass and the frame of the window. With one swift movement she knocked the lock out of place. She placed her gloved hands on the glass surface of the window and eased it up. The window opened easily. Eddy was impressed. He had no idea it was so easy to break into a home. With the window open she gestured to him to be quiet. He nodded. She pointed to the back door, confirming that she would let him in the back door. He nodded again. There was no way he was climbing in the window.

      Jo swung her body right through the window. Eddy was impressed, again. She didn’t even flinch at the physical strain. He walked towards the back door. As he waited for her to open it he thought about what her life must have been like when she was an active thief. Sure it was wrong, but he could imagine the thrill. Being able to break into even the most secure buildings had to be a special kind of high for her. He was guilty of enjoying a few of his investigations a little too much because of the adrenaline that had pumped through his veins. He felt that again as he waited by the door. After another minute slid by he came to an unsettling realization. Jo was not going to the back door. She never had any intention of letting him into the house. She presumed that once she was inside Eddy wouldn’t risk going in after her and she was right, he wouldn’t risk it. He would certainly not be as discreet at entering the house as she was.

      Eddy moved back to the window and peered through it. He could see her shadow moving through the house. He was tempted to bang on the window to get her attention. But he didn’t want to risk alerting anyone to their presence. With each minute that passed by the more his fury built. He felt foolish for letting her get the upper hand. He was just about to find his own way in, when the back door swung open. Eddy braced himself for the risk that it might be Derek walking out the door. Instead, it was Jo. As soon as she was clear of the door, he confronted her.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I told you I work alone.” Jo shrugged.

      “Jo, that’s too big a risk.” Eddy snarled at her. “Do you think that you don’t matter? Is that it? Do you not realize that if something had happened to you it would have been my fault?”

      Jo looked at him with wide eyes. “Eddy, just calm down, everything went fine.”

      “But it might not have.” He glared at her. “You shouldn’t be so reckless with your life, Jo. You have people who care about you, you know.”

      Jo blinked once as if she might not know what to say. Then she cleared her throat. “I’ll try to remember that.”

      “Good. And next time, I’ll be going in first.” Eddy sighed.

      “Sh!” She steered him further away from the house. As soon as they were far enough away she turned to face Eddy. “All that matters is the job was done.”

      “Was it? Did you find anything?”

      “Of course.” She held up a small camera to reveal a photo of what looked like a floorplan that had been crumpled up and then smoothed out. Eddy recognized it as a sketch of the layout of the bank and down the side it had opening and closing times. He was surprised that Derek had kept it. She scrolled to the next photo which was of black gloves that the robber most likely wore on the day of the robbery.

      “There’s no evidence from the murder?” Eddy asked.

      “Nothing that I could find.” Jo shook her head. “But hopefully these will make Detective Brunner investigate Derek’s involvement.”

      “I bet they will.” Eddy hoped that when he showed the photos to Detective Brunner it would convince him to investigate Derek, but he still didn’t know how he was going to explain to the detective how he got the photos. They made their way towards the car. Walt jumped out of the car and opened the door for Jo.

      “She got what we needed.” Eddy smiled with pride.

      “Great, now we can finally go to Detective Brunner, right?” Samantha met Eddy’s eyes.

      “Yes. Well, after one more thing.” Eddy cringed.

      “What?” Samantha and Walt both looked at Eddy with disbelief.

      “You wanted proof, now you have it. What more do you want?” Walt frowned.

      “I want the chance to find out where the rest of that money is. If we don’t figure out where the money is it might be gone forever,” he explained. “The moment we bring Detective Brunner into this, the moment that Derek is arrested, we lose all control. Derek and Karl could clam up and not give up Charlie. Or none of them may reveal where the rest of the money is.” He didn’t mention that he hoped in the process he might find evidence to prove who the murderer was.

      “Eddy, I admire your determination, especially when it comes to the money, but you may not be able to get proof of everything.” Walt started the engine of the car. “Is it really worth more risk for you to find it?”

      “Yes. I think it is.” Eddy paused a moment. “But we went into this as a team, so it’s not just my choice. If the three of you think we should go to Detective Brunner now, then that’s what we’ll do.”

      “Listen, if this woman is as vicious as you describe, I think it’s worth going the extra mile to make sure she ends up behind bars.” Jo looked over at Eddy. “What’s the point of going to all of this trouble if we’re not going to get them all?”

      “She makes a good point.” Samantha nodded from the front seat. “I guess one more day won’t hurt anything.”

      “Keeping that money from making criminals rich is enough reason for me.” Walt smiled as he drove towards Sage Gardens.
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      Eddy found it hard to sleep. His mind kept returning to those moments when he did not know what was happening inside the house. He had been so worried about Jo that it had been impossible for him to focus properly. As he lay awake in bed he struggled to piece together what he knew. After Karl visited him he was fairly sure that Charlie was in charge of everything. However, she had a few loose ends in Karl and Derek. Would she really leave them dangling? Eddy doubted it.

      He had the impression that Charlie was going to make short work of the men as soon as she felt safe enough to do so. If he didn’t intervene the only one that would end up alive and with all of the money would be Charlie and there would still be an unsolved murder. It was hard for him not to get up and call Detective Brunner as he hated the idea of withholding what he believed was actual proof. But he felt like he didn’t have much choice, waiting to try and bring them all down was really his only option. When the sun rose Eddy was still awake and restless. He decided it was time for him to speak to Derek about the robbery, maybe he would turn on Charlie. He called Samantha.

      “Eddy, are you awake already?” She yawned into the phone. “I feel like we just got back.”

      “If you want to sleep go right ahead, but I’m going over to Derek’s. Now that I know he is the bank robber I want to ask him a few questions.”

      “Do you really think that’s wise?” Samantha sounded nervous.

      “We’ll just have to be careful. That is if you decide to go with me.”

      “Of course I’m going with you!” Samantha insisted. “You’re not going alone. I need about twenty minutes.”

      “All right. I’ll pick you up.” Eddy was not as reluctant as he pretended to be. He enjoyed having Samantha along on the investigation. Eddy decided not to alert Walt or Jo. He would update them if they found anything.

      As he headed to Samantha’s to pick her up he recalled the way that Charlie had acted so confidently when she spoke to the two men she had worked with. The woman was not someone that would easily be caught. She was smart enough to pull off almost the perfect robbery and he suspected almost the perfect murder as well. He doubted that she was going to risk one of the two men working for her, turning on her. The chance for them to truly solve the crime was fading fast. Samantha seemed to understand the urgency as she hurried to the car. Once she was seated inside she barely had her seatbelt buckled before she started talking.

      “I did some more digging last night. I couldn’t sleep. I decided to try and find out if, and how, Charlie is tied to John Baker, the man who was killed. It turns out that they were a couple at one time.”

      “A couple?” Eddy glanced over at her.

      “And from what I found I don’t think he was involved in the robbery, I think he was their fall guy.”

      “I guess the relationship didn’t end well.” He drove out of Sage Gardens.

      “No, actually he had taken a restraining order out on her, and was filing a civil suit for harassment. Which is probably what made him the perfect target to take the fall for the bank robbery.”

      “Ouch, to think that she was once involved with someone and now it looks like she murdered him. She has to be cruel.” Eddy steered the car down the street that led to Derek’s house. Since they had used Walt’s car the night before he hoped that they would not be noticed.

      “Well, it seems like there was a lot of bad blood between the two. I guess she figured that she could kill two birds with one stone.”

      “Hopefully, we can prevent that from happening and she’ll be punished. I think it’s clear that she orchestrated the murder.  I would be very surprised if she didn’t pull the trigger herself.”

      “Clear to us, we just have to make sure that it’s clear to Brunner,” Samantha said. “Yes, I think we need proof.”

      Eddy parked the car a few houses away from Derek’s house. He gritted his teeth. “If he’s interested in proof that is.”

      “What are we going to do when he answers the door?”

      “We’re just going to knock and strike up a conversation. We’ll see what happens from there.”

      “Okay.” Samantha got out of her side of the car. She was already halfway up the walkway when Eddy caught up with her.

      “Remember, we need to be as casual as possible.” Eddy reached up and knocked firmly on the door. He waited a few moments. There was no sign of movement inside the house.

      “Maybe he’s not home?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “Maybe.” Eddy knocked again. This time he hit the wood a little harder. When he did the door swung open about a foot.

      “Oops. It wasn’t locked?” Samantha took a slight step back.

      “Maybe Charlie already got to him.” Eddy frowned. “I better take a look. You wait here.”

      “Oh, no way, you’re not going in there without me.” Samantha stepped up beside him once more. Eddy frowned, but he didn’t want to take the time to argue. He knew that if there was any chance that Charlie had left Derek alive, he would need medical attention fast. Eddy pushed the door all of the way open and stepped cautiously inside. The interior of the house was dim as the curtains were drawn. Eddy moved slowly through the house with Samantha right behind him.

      There were a few piles of clothes and other mess throughout the hallway and the entrance of the bedroom. Derek was clearly not the tidy type. He also was not in the house as far as Eddy could see.

      “He’s not here.” Eddy turned around and bumped right into Samantha. Samantha tried to step back, but her foot caught on a pile of dirty laundry. She stumbled and hit the wall hard. A picture that hung precariously on the wall crashed down and struck the floor.

      “Yikes, that wasn’t exactly stealthy.” Samantha cringed.

      “Don’t worry he’s not here.”

      “We should go, we don’t know when they might be coming back.” Samantha started towards the door.

      “Wait.”

      “Eddy, we agreed not to break in.”

      “Well, we didn’t actually break in. We walked in, but now that we’re here, we might as well take a look around.” He kicked over a pile of clothes and picked up a crumpled piece of paper. He opened it to see it was just a receipt for some groceries. Eddy threw it back down on the floor.

      “Eddy, Jo’s already looked around. We don’t have any idea where Derek is, and we don’t have any lookouts. I don’t think this is a good idea.” Samantha grabbed him by the hand. “Let’s go. I have a bad feeling.”

      Eddy looked at her for a moment. He was about to point out that bad feelings weren’t a reason to abandon an investigation when her words sunk in. He knew she was right. It was too risky to do a full search.

      “All right, let me just put the painting back,” Eddy said.

      “Okay quickly. Who knows when Derek will be back.” Samantha started towards the painting.  Eddy followed after her. Before she could get near it, Eddy tugged her sharply towards the wall.

      “Eddy!” Samantha protested

      Eddy clamped a hand down over her mouth and pulled her into the coat closet beside the front door.

      “He’s coming,” he hissed in her ear. They both heard the slam of two car doors in the driveway. Eddy realized that maybe hiding in the coat closet wasn’t the best idea, but that’s where they were, and it was too late to make a different choice. The door to the house swung open. Two voices filled the front entrance.

      “Why is the painting on the floor?”

      “Maybe it just fell off the wall.”

      The first voice was Derek. Eddy was surprised to hear that the second voice belonged to Karl, the security guard.

      “Paintings don’t just fall off the wall.” Derek sounded annoyed. “I think someone’s been here.”

      “Do you think it’s Charlie?”

      Samantha leaned closer to the door to listen. Eddy pulled her back behind him.

      “Sh. Not a word.” Eddy pushed her towards the back of the closet. Even though he wasn’t touching her chest, he could feel her heart pounding. Maybe it was his heart pounding, but he suspected it was hers. He could hear the commotion outside the door.

      “No, if it was Charlie, we would be dead,” Derek hissed. “I’m going to take a quick look around. Make sure no one is in here.” Eddy and Samantha didn’t dare move. They waited frozen on the spot in anticipation of Derek opening the closet door. They heard Derek’s footsteps as he walked around the house.

      “Must be long gone,” Derek said. Eddy and Samantha relaxed slightly.

      “Maybe no one was even here.”

      “Someone was here, I’m sure of it.” Derek’s voice raised. “Someone has been asking the police about the case. Someone is onto us. I can feel it. If Charlie gets wind of it, she’s going to panic, that’s why we need to figure out what to do.”

      “What do you mean?” Karl sounded frightened. “I’m not doing anything to upset Charlie.”

      “I’m not doing anything to upset Charlie,” Derek repeated in a mocking tone. “Do you think that woman would hesitate to kill you, Karl? You’re the weakest link out of all of us.”

      “That’s not fair. I did my part.”

      “You almost got us caught in the process.” Derek snarled. Eddy wondered if he was talking about the robbery or murder.

      “Does Charlie know that?”

      “It doesn’t matter what Charlie knows. The only thing you should worry about is who else knows? Have you told anyone anything, Karl? Because somehow someone is looking into us. If it was the cops, then we would be in handcuffs. Cops don’t break into houses, they get warrants.”

      “Uh well.”

      Eddy cringed inside the closet. He hoped that Karl wasn’t going to tell Derek about his meeting with Eddy. If he did then Eddy would be even more of a target than he already was. Which would make finding him and Samantha in the closet even more dangerous. Would Derek hesitate to kill them both? He felt Samantha’s hand slide into his own. Normally it would inspire awkward feelings within him, but at that moment, he was relieved to feel it.

      “Uh, well what?” Derek shouted. “Who did you tell, Karl?”

      “I didn’t tell anyone, exactly.”

      “Answer the damn question. Don’t play word games with me.” Derek sounded as if he was about to explode.

      “Look, I needed to protect myself, my family. You know, I’m not a criminal.”

      “You are now,” Derek snapped. “You’re just as much a criminal as the rest of us. You agreed to be part of this.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. He had suspected that Karl lied about being forced to be part of the robbery. Karl was quite manipulative as well. It appeared that he tried to play the victim when he was willingly involved the entire time.

      “Whatever. I have a lot more to lose. I don’t want to go to prison. I wouldn’t do well there.”

      “You sure wouldn’t. So you better keep your mouth shut. Who did you tell? I’ll take care of it.”

      “No wait…”

      Eddy heard the door swing open, and the two men fell instantly silent.

      “Karl, what are you doing here?” Eddy froze as he recognized the voice. Charlie. There was no way they were getting out of there with Charlie just outside the door.

      “We’re just having a conversation, Charlie.” Derek sounded nervous.

      “A conversation without me? About me?” Charlie’s voice raised. “Do you know how this looks to me?” She slammed the door closed behind her.

      “It’s not what you think.” Karl sounded terrified. “Charlie, we’re just sorting out a few things.”

      “You shouldn’t be sorting anything out without talking to me first. Get away from the door. Get into the living room, away from the windows.”

      “Why?” Karl questioned with a trembling voice. “Why do we have to be away from the windows?”

      “Why? Because I told you to. I don’t want anyone spotting the three of us together. I’m already annoyed that I have to be here right now. If you two idiots didn’t keep messing things up, everything would be fine, and we wouldn’t even have to look at each other.”

      Eddy heard footsteps as the three shuffled past the closet. He was relieved that there would now be some distance between them. He thought about edging the closet door open. They could attempt to run out the door before they were seen. However, he knew that would be taking a huge risk. The three were still talking loudly enough for Eddy and Samantha to hear them.

      “Why don’t you two start telling me the truth?” Charlie’s voice smoothed out. Her confidence had built up again. “There’s no way either of you are leaving this room without telling me.”

      “All right, all right.” Karl cleared his throat. “I’m meeting with Derek because I wanted to know about the money.”

      “The money? What money?” Charlie snarled.

      “Look, you said when the job was done we’d split the money. Now we’ve given some of that money to the cops. I want to know where the rest of that money is.” Karl’s voice tried to get stronger, but it didn’t have the confidence to make it. Eddy knew that Karl was talking about the money the police found with John.  He wanted to try and record the conversation in case Charlie admitted to the murder, but he didn’t dare move.

      “You want to know? Rent-a-cop? You’re the only one out of all of us that saw some real cash, so what are you complaining about?”

      “It’s not just him,” Derek broke in, his voice was rough. “I want my share, too. We did everything you asked, we want our money now. I want out of all of this before the heat kicks in.”

      “There will be no heat.” Charlie sighed. “Listen boys, you’re falling for it. This is what ruins a great heist. Dissent. Panic. Idiocy. We need to wait, just a little while longer. A few more days and the robbery will be a distant memory. Then you’ll get your money and we can all move on.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.” Derek’s voice raised. “You have all of the money.”

      “I don’t have it. I know where it is. I can access it,” she said.

      “I want to see it. How do I know that you even have it? You could have spent it all. Your dead ex-boyfriend might have had the only cash that was left,” Derek sounded furious as he spat out his words.

      “You’re out of control, Derek. Do I need to remind you of exactly who I am?”

      “No, no. I’m sorry.” Derek’s tone shifted so fast that Eddy was shocked. It made him wonder just who this woman was that she could make a man like Derek submit to her so easily. “I’m just getting anxious. You know there’s been these people sniffing around. I think someone was in my house.”

      “Derek, you’re just getting paranoid. Stay inside, keep your head down, don’t worry about anyone sniffing around. We’re almost out of the danger zone. Then we’ll all be living the good life. Just keep your cool a little bit longer. Understand?”

      “Yeah, I understand,” Derek muttered.

      “Karl?” Charlie’s voice was sharp.

      “Yes, I understand.” Karl sounded spooked.

      “All right. I don’t want to even think about the two of you trying to do anything to cause me any trouble. I promise you, if I get the slightest bit anxious about my decision to trust you two, I’m going to make you pay the price.”

      Silence followed her harsh words, until the front door slammed shut indicating that she had left. Eddy knew that he had to get Samantha out of there before the two men discovered them. He reached for the door knob. When he heard the two men begin to talk again, he froze.

      “She’s crazy. You know that don’t you?” Karl’s voice was filled with urgency.

      “Karl, just calm down.”

      “I’m not going to calm down. I know what’s going to happen. Either you two are going to set me up to take the fall, or I’m going to end up hurt or worse. I’m not the idiot that you think I am, Derek.”

      “You’re acting like one right now. You heard Charlie, she’s being smart about things. You’re the one who’s about to mess everything up. Now, who did you talk to about the robbery?”

      Eddy looked over his shoulder at Samantha. He knew there was only one way he could protect her.

      “Stay here,” he whispered. “No matter what.” He met her eyes through the shadows, inside the closet. “I mean it, Samantha.”

      “What are you going to do, Eddy?” Her eyes widened with fear.

      “Never mind, just keep quiet and stay here until I say it’s safe.” He gazed into her eyes with a hard stare. “Please.”

      “I will.” Samantha nodded. Eddy turned back towards the door. He could hear Karl and Derek still arguing in the living room. He turned the knob on the door and stepped out. Then he quickly closed the door behind him.

      “He talked to me, that’s who he talked to.”

      Both men looked at him in shock.

      “I knew it, I knew someone had broken into my house!” Derek snarled. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m nobody,” Eddy started to explain, but before he could Derek had him slammed back against the closet door.

      “Wait, Derek don’t, he’s a cop. Or at least he used to be,” Karl gasped.

      Derek’s eyes widened. “What is going on here?” He looked from Karl to Eddy and then back to Karl. “Why would you talk to a cop about us?”

      “I’m not a cop. Not anymore.” Eddy looked between them. “That’s why he talked to me. He knew that I could help him.”

      “Help him with what?” Derek’s cheeks were bright red. His eyes squinted with rage as he looked at Karl.

      “Like I said, I was expecting you and Charlie to double-cross me. I thought Eddy could give me some advice about how to navigate a plea deal.” Karl took a step back. “But I didn’t go through with it, Derek, did I? I’m here aren’t I?”

      “Is this some kind of set up?” Derek demanded.

      “No, not at all.” Eddy frowned. “I want a cut.” It was hard for him to even speak those words, but he knew the only way to get out of the situation was to lie. “After Karl came to me and told me that he had been involved, I thought about it, and decided I wanted in on the action. I’m retired now and money is tight. So, I want some cash in exchange for my silence and my advice.”

      “Why would I ever need advice from you?” Derek shook his head. “This is ridiculous. Charlie was right, I should have gotten rid of you.” He scowled at Karl.

      “Sure, you seem to have everything under control. At least until Charlie decides that she doesn’t want to share that money. Boys, if we play our cards right, you won’t have to share it with her. I have enough proof now to put her away for a long time, but first we need to find out where the money is. Otherwise she’ll be in jail and we’ll all still be broke.”

      Eddy’s stomach twisted. He knew that he was taking a huge chance.

      “Listen to him, Derek. Do you really think Charlie is going to give us our share?” Karl shook his head. “I never thought you’d want a cut, but if that’s what you want, Eddy, you’ll get it. What’s your plan for getting the money?”

      “Quiet!” Derek slammed his hands against his temples. “Everything is changing too fast. Why should I let you in on the deal?”

      “Because you’re not going to be rich without my help. You’re just going to be dead. If you let me in on the money, then I can make sure that you get everything you want. I will keep you out of jail, and together we can pin everything on Charlie. Then she doesn’t kill you, doesn’t get any of the money, and will be the only one paying the price.”

      “You can’t really do all of that.” Derek shook his head. “I don’t believe it.”

      “No?” Eddy smiled. “I got in here didn’t I? Without you knowing? I know that the man that was murdered was Charlie’s ex. She should have known better than to bring personal stuff into all of this. They are eventually going to make the connection between the murdered man and her, and then the police will have every reason to suspect her.”

      “He has a point.” Karl frowned. “She wants to spin all of this around on us, but she’s not expecting us to do the same. I think she’s ready to get rid of both of us. So, what’s the difference if we share the money with Charlie or with Eddy? At least we might stay alive.” Karl shrugged. “I think we should go for it.”

      “And how exactly are we going to do that?” Derek scowled. “It’s not like Charlie is just going to tell us where the money is.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I can find the money.” Eddy smirked. “I have a guy.”

      “Oh?” Derek shook his head. “I guess you’re ready to trade in your life of justice for a life of crime.”

      “Crime pays better.” Eddy shrugged.

      “Hm.” Derek studied him intently. “How do I know you won’t cross us?”

      “You don’t. Just like you don’t know if Charlie will. The difference is I don’t have an ego that needs to be stroked. I don’t have any reason to take you out of the equation. I just want some cash, just like the two of you.” Eddy did his best to sound convincing. It wasn’t completely untrue. A financial windfall would be very nice for him. But he would never become a criminal to get it.

      “I don’t know.” Derek shook his head. “All of this seems too strange.”

      “Stranger than trusting a woman who keeps threatening our lives?” Karl shook his head. “I think we should just talk it through. See what Eddy has to offer us.”

      “Let’s do that.” Derek nodded.

      “How about that little coffee shop where you and Charlie met yesterday?” Eddy smiled. “I know all about that meeting.”

      “How?” Derek’s eyes widened.

      “Like I said, I have information on all of you. I don’t want to send you to jail. I just want a cut. So, let’s go have some lunch boys.”

      “All right.” Karl nodded. “Derek?”

      “I could eat.” Derek sighed.

      Eddy knew that as soon as he had them out of the house Samantha would be able to escape. What he didn’t know was how he was going to convince two criminals that he was a criminal just like them.
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      The ride to the coffee shop in Derek’s car was nerve-wracking. Eddy’s heart pounded the entire time. He wondered if Samantha had managed to get out of the closet. He didn’t dare call her. He didn’t want to do anything to tip off the men that he was riding with that he had not been honest with them. Derek parked in front of the coffee shop.

      “I think this was a bad idea. What if Charlie sees us? She’s always here.” Karl frowned.

      “So, what if she does? Let her sweat it out a bit.” Derek smirked.

      Eddy saw his chance to escape. “All right look, there’s no need to antagonize her. Why don’t I go see my guy about finding out where the money is? You two can hash out whatever you need to hash out. We can meet back at Derek’s tomorrow morning to discuss things.”

      “That’s awful fast,” Derek said. “Why are you rushing things?”

      “Do you want to wait for Charlie to pick you off one by one so she can keep all of the money?” Eddy laughed. “I thought you were smarter than that, Derek.”

      “All right, all right. We’ll meet at my place tomorrow morning. No funny business.”

      “Do you need us to take you somewhere?” Karl offered. Eddy was reminded that he still had an honorable nature.

      “No, that’s all right, I can find my way.” He opened the door and stepped out. Just when he thought he was in the clear, Derek called out to him.

      “Eddy wait.”

      Eddy turned back slowly. He looked into the eyes of the man who he presumed was concealing a gun. “What?”

      “Don’t make me regret this. No more breaking into my house, understand?”

      “I understand.” Eddy nodded. His heart flipped. Derek nodded as well and started the engine of the car. As Eddy watched them drive away he pulled out his cell phone. He quickly called Samantha.

      “Eddy? Are you okay? I was afraid to call!” Samantha sounded like she was in a panic.

      “I’m fine, I promise. Are you out of the house?”

      “Yes, I’m by your car.”

      “Okay, if you look in the glove compartment you’ll find a spare key.” Eddy gave her instructions of where it was. “Drive over to the coffee shop where we watched Charlie and pick me up.”

      “Eddy, are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I promise, Samantha, but I’ll be a lot better when I put some distance between myself and this place. Okay?”

      “I’ll be there in five minutes.” Samantha hung up the phone. Eddy was so glad she was safe. Now, he had to figure out what kind of mess he had just gotten himself into. Sure, he and Samantha were safe, but he had two criminals who expected him to help them double-cross a ruthless criminal. He might have talked himself into a situation he couldn’t get out of. He dialed another number on his cell phone.

      “Walt! It’s Eddy. I think I’m going to need your help.”

      Samantha pulled up just as Eddy hung up the phone with Walt. Eddy opened the door to take over driving and Samantha practically flew out of the car at him.

      “What were you thinking? I heard what you said to those men. If you don’t do what you said you would, they are going to come after you, Eddy. How could you do that?” She glared at him.

      “Calm down, Sam, let’s just get out of here.” He slid in behind the steering wheel. “Hurry.”

      Samantha scowled, but ran around the car to the passenger side. She fumed as Eddy pulled out of the parking lot.

      “I didn’t know what else to do.” Eddy frowned. “It’s not like I had a lot of options.”

      “I know.” Samantha sighed. “I know that you did what you did to protect me, Eddy, I’m not stupid. I just wish you hadn’t promised to work with them.”

      “Well, that’s where we’re at.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t say it was my best moment, either.”

      “So, what are you going to do about it?” Samantha gripped the side of her seat. “What do you think they’re going to do when you don’t show up for the meeting tomorrow? Are you going to go to Detective Brunner now, Eddy? This has gone on long enough. We have the information we need to at least get Karl and Derek arrested.”

      “Right, but unless they provide credible enough proof of Charlie’s involvement, she’s going to get off scot-free. Then what? We failed completely at what we tried to do. We don’t even have proof of who murdered John.  I don’t think it’s time to go to the police yet.” Eddy turned into Sage Gardens.

      “Are you kidding me?” Samantha glared at him. “We have to go to the police. Derek and Karl might come after you. Let’s not forget that Karl knows where you live, Eddy. You have to tell Detective Brunner today, or I will.”

      Eddy stopped the car in Walt’s driveway. He looked over at Samantha. “You’ll do no such thing.”

      “Eddy, I can do whatever I please. If I want to go to Detective Brunner with what I’ve found then that is what I will do.” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Great, then you might as well just put the handcuffs on me right now.” He held out his hands with his palms facing down. “Go ahead and lock me up because that’s what is going to happen when Detective Brunner goes to question two bank robbers and they tell him that I am involved in the crime as well.”

      “Eddy, you’re not really involved.” Samantha frowned. “Detective Brunner will know that.”

      “In case you don’t remember Brunner isn’t the one who is running the show over there. That honor goes to someone who is connected to Derek. Don’t you think that same someone could very easily decide to use me as a scapegoat instead?” Eddy opened his car door. “No, we’re just going to have to see this thing through. I’m trusting you, Samantha, not to go to Detective Brunner until I say it’s time. At this point, I’m not convinced he isn’t involved somehow. He might even be the person feeding information to Derek.”

      “Detective Brunner?” Samantha shook her head. “Eddy, that’s crazy. And I thought you said we were a team.” Samantha got out of the car as well and blocked his way towards Walt’s front door. “You said we were all in this together, so all of our opinions should matter. This idea that you have that you can just do whatever you please, put yourself at whatever risk you choose, that’s the problem that we’re having. Because you can’t just throw yourself to the wolves, Eddy.”

      “I’m trying not to.” Eddy winced. “I know what I did was reckless. I couldn’t think of anything better to do at the time. Now, the only way I’m going to get out of it is if we can actually find that money. If we find the money then we will be ready to go to Brunner. He will have enough proof that no matter what anyone tries to do on the inside, the proof will speak for itself. Really, it’s the only way to make sure that we’re all safe.”

      “I don’t know, Eddy. You know I’m not the first one to run to the police, but this is getting a little out of control.” Samantha frowned. “You know it’s not because I don’t trust you. It’s because I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “I know and I am the one that brought us all into this.” Eddy sighed. “Don’t think that I don’t regret it. Some birthday gift.”

      “It’s a great gift. I just don’t want to see anyone else get hurt because of it.” The front door of Walt’s villa opened and Walt stepped out onto the porch.

      “Eddy? Samantha? Are you coming in?”

      “We’ll be right there.” Samantha nodded. “Eddy, just remember that you’re not the only one who wants to solve this, and you shouldn’t be the only one that is taking the risk.”

      “I hear you, Samantha.” Eddy nodded. He looked up at Walt. “Ready to do some real digging?”

      “I’m ready.” Walt nodded.

      “Anything I can do to help?” Jo stepped out of the house behind Walt.

      “Well, I guess the crew is all here.” Eddy offered a nervous laugh. “Let’s get inside and discuss this.”

      They all gathered around Walt’s desk.

      “So, what I need you to do is figure out where the money is!” Eddy explained.

      “Oh, that’s all?” Walt peered up at him. “You want me to figure out where a criminal has hidden thousands of dollars. From what?”

      “I don’t know, just see what you can find, previous crimes, places she frequents.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Walt frowned. “I’m not sure that I will be able to find anything though.”

      “Just see what you can find.”

      “I can’t believe you got yourself involved in a bank robbery.” Jo shook her head and smiled with admiration. “I think that you are better at being a criminal than you would like to admit.”

      “Maybe I am. All I know is I don’t want this woman getting away with the robbery or the murder.”

      “Here, I just found a picture of Charlie from a few years ago.” Samantha showed Eddy the picture on her phone. “She looks like she’s living the good life.”

      “Wait, is that Charlie?” Jo stared at the screen of Samantha’s phone.

      “Yes.” Samantha looked up at Jo. “Why? Do you recognize her?”

      “Uh yeah, I do.” Jo glanced up at Eddy for a moment and then back down at the phone. “She must have changed her name, but she’s pretty well-known in the robbery circles. She’s pulled off quite a few large heists.”

      “So, this isn’t her first time.” Eddy smirked. “That’s why she was able to come up with something so complicated to cover her tracks.”

      “Yes, and she was also known for her ruthlessness, she has no problem getting blood on her hands. She would leave guards, witnesses, sometimes just bystanders in her wake, either dead or close enough.” Jo shook her head. “It’s disgusting. There’s never a reason that murder has to be involved with theft.”

      “That pretty much confirms it. She has mixed the two again. I’m almost sure that she pulled the trigger and murdered her ex,” Eddy said. “Now I need the proof.”

      “This woman is dangerous. I’m not so sure it’s wise to keep getting involved in all of this with her. I think maybe it’s time to turn things over to the police,” Jo said.

      “We can’t do that.” Eddy shook his head firmly. “I’m not throwing away the entire investigation over one woman.”

      “She’s not just one woman.” Jo’s eyes flashed as she argued. “She’s a horrible person that will stop at nothing to make sure that anyone who crosses her suffers. Eddy, you don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

      “So, tell me. If you know her so well, then tell me.” He looked at Jo. “What can I expect?”

      “That’s just the thing, she is unpredictable. The only thing you can know for sure is that she will do anything to get what she wants.” Jo frowned.

      “What about her previous heists?” Eddy’s eyes widened. “Did you ever hear of where she would store her cash?”

      “Hm.” Jo closed her eyes for a moment. “I never heard of any specific place, but I can tell you that anyone who pulls off that large of a heist is going to put the money in a safe place, but a close place. She will want to be close enough to it to go check on it, to keep an eye on it.”

      “That doesn’t seem like a smart move,” Eddy said.

      “It doesn’t, but if you’ve worked that hard to steal a fortune, you’re going to want to keep it close to you,” Jo said. “It’s common not to spend it or move it much in the days after it’s stolen as that will alert the police. But keeping it close is the traditional thing to do.”

      “You said she would keep it close, like in her house?” Walt asked without looking away from the computer screen.

      “No, not in her house. She would never risk that. Plus, she wouldn’t want her accomplices to know where the money was. Just in case they tried to double-cross her. So, it wouldn’t be in the house, but it would be somewhere nearby.”

      “What kind of distance are we talking?” Walt started typing on the keyboard.

      “I don’t know, probably no more than ten or fifteen miles away. Sometimes they use storage facilities, or even an underground bunker, things like that.”

      “Okay. That helps.” Walt continued typing on the computer.

      “I just think this is asking for trouble. What are we going to do if we find the money? You’re not really going to tell them where it is, are you, Eddy?” Samantha questioned.

      “Well, it would be a good way to get all three of them.” Eddy nodded his head towards the computer screen. “I can tell Karl and Derek to go there and tip off Charlie that they’re going. If they all end up at the same place where the money is then the police can arrest all of them. I don’t know how I’m going to prove Charlie’s responsible for the murder without a confession, though.”

      “If Charlie thinks they’re going to get her money she will do whatever it takes to stop them.” Jo nodded.

      “Wait, I think I might have it.” Walt sounded as surprised as Eddy felt. “I think I found the money.”

      “Really? Where is it?” Eddy leaned over him to have a closer look.

      “When Jo said that Charlie would keep the money somewhere nearby, somewhere familiar, I started by looking into the coffee shop which she regularly frequents. There wasn’t anything there to find. I then looked at a five mile radius from Charlie’s home and I found a new storage facility. The storage facility is right behind the coffee shop.”

      “So, you think that Charlie hid the money there?” Eddy nodded.

      “I think it’s the best place to start looking,” Walt replied. “It fits all the criteria.”

      “That makes sense. She’s close enough to keep an eye on it,” Eddy agreed.

      “Well, it’s worth looking into. I’ll call the facility and see if they can give me any information,” Samantha offered.

      The three friends waited in silence as Samantha made the phone call.

      “Bingo!” Samantha announced when she got off the phone. “She rented a locker in her name.”

      “That must be the place. But why would she rent it under her name? That’s a little sloppy don’t you think?” Eddy said.

      “I do.” Walt looked troubled. “But people do make mistakes. I guess this was hers.”

      “Maybe you have to show identification to rent the locker,” Samantha suggested.

      “Or she might have felt so confident that she wouldn’t get caught that she didn’t feel the need to be cautious.” Jo shrugged. “It happens to the most seasoned thieves.”

      Eddy arched an eyebrow, but he kept his mouth shut. His mind churned with the next steps in his plan.

      “And get this, the guard also said that she had a safe delivered to the storage locker,” Samantha said.

      “How did you get the information?” Eddy asked with admiration.

      “I bent the truth a bit to get the information on the locker and he just told me about the safe,” she shrugged. “He said he thought it was strange.”

      “Good work, Samantha.” Jo smiled.

      “If I let Derek and Karl know that I know about the locker, they’re going to go there together to try to get the money. Then we’ll have them, and the money, in the same place.” Eddy frowned. “Then I’ll find a way to get Charlie there.”

      “So, you’re going to meet them tomorrow morning and tell them about this?” Samantha asked.

      “Yes, I think that’s the best way to do it.” Eddy looked over at Samantha. “I want to make sure that we can all feel safe when all of this is over.”

      “Well, I’m afraid I don’t agree with that.” Walt pushed back from his desk. “I think it’s a terrible idea.”

      “Why?” Eddy was surprised. “It’s the best way to make sure that the money is recovered and they are arrested and then maybe the police will investigate them for the murder and find out exactly who is responsible.”

      “You’re talking about tipping off two criminals that you know where the money from a bank robbery is being held. But you’re not thinking about what they are going to do to you if they think that you are a threat to their cash and their freedom. So, what happens once you tell Derek and Karl you know where the money is? Then you tip off Charlie? Then they all decide to take you out, since you’re on to them.” Walt looked at Eddy. “You know as well as I do that they will come prepared to do whatever it takes. How do you plan on not getting caught in the crossfire?”

      “Walt, I know how to protect myself. I’ll be prepared.”

      “Or we could just go to Detective Brunner with what we have.” Samantha crossed her arms. “I’m sure that he will help us if we explain the entire situation to him.”

      Eddy sighed and ran his hands across his cheeks. “Look, if we go to Brunner it’s going to be a bad situation. If he is involved with all of this, if they’ve paid him off, then he will either have me arrested or let them kill me.”

      “Eddy, you don’t know that Detective Brunner is part of this. He’s never given you reason to doubt him before. Maybe he just doesn’t think it’s worth looking so closely at the case. None of us are police officers and we need the police involved.”

      Walt stood up and crossed his arms. “You’re not alone in this situation. If we all think that it would be best to call the police, then that is what we should do. Am I right? Jo? Samantha?” He looked between the two women.

      “I think so.” Samantha nodded. She couldn’t look directly at Eddy.

      “I agree.” Jo lifted her chin. “Even if you don’t get Charlie, we’ll get ourselves out of this situation.”

      “I can’t just leave this alone. I can’t risk Charlie getting away with it,” Eddy said with determination.

      “All right, that’s up to you. You guys figure out what to do. Just leave my name out of it,” Jo said.

      “We will,” Eddy assured Jo before she turned and walked out of the villa.

      “Okay, let’s sort this out and get in contact with Detective Brunner.” Walt picked up his phone.

      “Wait, wait! Let’s just think this through. Why don’t we table it for today? In the morning I’ll go down to the police station and speak to Brunner myself. That’s the best way to make sure that the information gets into the right hands.” Eddy started to walk towards the door. “So, that’s what we’ll do, all right?”

      “That sounds fair.” Walt nodded. “I’m glad we’ll at least be able to tell them where the money is.”

      Eddy nodded and managed a smile. He still wasn’t convinced that Brunner wasn’t Derek’s contact. He decided not to mention that the police wouldn’t be able to search for the money without a warrant, and wouldn’t be able to get a warrant without some solid evidence that it was at the storage facility. Eddy walked out of the villa with his frustration building. He knew that everything he had tried to do was going to go to waste the moment that he spoke to Detective Brunner. That was why he couldn’t speak to him. Eddy was almost to his car when Samantha caught up to him.

      “Eddy wait.”

      “What is it, Samantha?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he replied. “I just really want to get home and rest a little.”

      “I know you’re disappointed with how this is ending, Eddy. I just want you to know that you can talk to me if you want to.” She reached out and took his hand in hers. “We’re friends, Eddy, you can tell me what you’re feeling.”

      “I know that, Sam. I really appreciate it, but I’m fine. You are all right. It was too much of a risk to take, and it needs to be settled. I just want to make sure I can’t think of another way before I talk to Brunner. All right?” He managed a smile. Samantha stared at him as if she was searching for something.

      “Are you sure that you’re okay?”

      “I’m sure.” Eddy turned towards his car. He was surprised when he felt her hand on his arm.

      “Eddy, promise me that you will not do anything by yourself.” Samantha looked at him pleadingly. “I know that you want this case solved, but this is the best way to do it. I just want you to know that all the hard work you did was not for nothing. Two criminals are going to be behind bars, and that’s much better than none. Don’t you think?”

      “Of course. Yes, it’s better, Sam,” he reluctantly agreed. “I just got too caught up in my old ways. I wanted to get to the core of it, and even when I was a detective that wasn’t always possible. I’ll be fine, I just need to be with my own thoughts for a bit. Okay?”

      “You’re sure you don’t want company?” She met his eyes.

      “I’m sure. Not today, Sam. But thank you.” Eddy opened the door to his car. “I will let you know when I speak to Brunner.”

      “Do you want me to come with you to talk to him?” Samantha perked up as if she looked forward to it.

      “I don’t think so. It’s better if it’s just me. If anything doesn’t go as planned, I don’t want your name involved in the investigation. Bye Sam.” He leaned over and gave her a light hug. Samantha stiffened and then smiled.

      “Bye Eddy. Have a good night. Or at least try to.”

      “Okay.” He smiled.

      As Eddy drove away he looked in the rearview mirror. He hoped that this wasn’t the last time he would see Samantha, but his decision had already been made.
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      As Eddy was driving the short distance to his villa he was thinking about the decision he had made. He felt comfortable with it even though he wasn’t completely sure if it was the right one. All of a sudden something strange caught his attention. Outside Paul Carlil’s house was Terry’s car. There was nothing strange about the car being there she was his granddaughter after all, but what was strange was the fact that Paul was standing in the doorway of his villa talking to someone. Eddy recognized straight away that it was Karl.

      Eddy slowed down, he was about to pull over on the side of the road and jump into action to protect Paul when the men shook hands and Paul ushered Karl inside. They seemed friendly with each other.  Eddy didn’t know what to make of the situation, but he decided that he needed to find out what was going on.  He continued to his villa and parked his car there then he swiftly walked back to Paul’s place.  Eddy was almost at the door when it swung open in front of him.  He quickly moved to the side of the house and hid in the shadows. Terry, Karl and Paul stood in the doorway.

      “Thanks, Grandad,” Terry said as she kissed him on the cheek.

      “See you soon, Paul.” Karl shook the man’s hand.

      Eddy’s heart was pounding. He couldn’t believe he had doubted his initial instincts. Terry was involved all along.

      Terry and Karl walked towards Terry’s car. Eddy was ready to confront them both, he wanted to find out the truth. Eddy expected to hear them talk about how they had pulled off the robbery, how they had succeeded and fooled everyone, instead Terry started crying.

      “Please, Karl,” she said in a low, trembling voice. “Please just leave him alone.”

      “I told you, Terry,” he said gently. “You have nothing to worry about from me. You’ve done your part. You will be okay. You just need to keep your mouth shut now.”

      “So, what are you doing here?” she asked. “I thought you were going to leave him alone.”

      “I just wanted one last visit to say goodbye.” Karl shrugged and then looked into her eyes with a stern expression. “And to remind you of the consequences if you don’t keep quiet.”

      “I never told anyone.” She sounded genuinely upset to Eddy. Could she have been pulled into this?

      “Just keep it that way and you’ll be fine,” Karl warned.

      “I’m so scared,” Terry said through her tears. “What about the others? What if they come after me? After Grandad?”

      “They won’t,” he said. “They don’t care about you, you’re nothing to them. They know that you’re taken care of.”

      “I wish I’d never gotten into this.”

      “I’m sorry. Just keep quiet and you’ll be fine.” With that he turned on his heel and walked towards the street where Eddy presumed his car was parked.

      Terry steadied herself against the car. Eddy knew that he could be booked for stalking or harassment if he tried to talk to Terry again. She had made it clear that she had no issue calling the police. But he needed to find out the truth. She seemed scared and he needed to know how she was involved.

      Eddy knew that if he confronted her then and there she would probably scream or at least he would scare the life out of her. Then the police would be called and he might never find out the truth.

      Eddy waited until Terry got in her car and then he ran to his.  He wished he could get Samantha to come with him to talk to her, but that wasn’t an option. It was too late now. He quickly caught up to her, but he kept his distance so she wouldn’t spot his car. Eddy recognized that they were heading to her house. As he followed Terry his heart pounded.  He tried to piece together everything he had overheard. Terry was obviously involved somehow, but it didn’t seem willingly.

      As Eddy pulled up to Terry’s house she was getting out of the car. He quickly got out of his, he had to get to her before she got into her house otherwise the opportunity would be lost.

      Eddy parked the car and walked straight up to her.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said as she looked at him trying to process what was happening. “I want to help you.”

      “You again,” she said. “Get away from me, you crazy man.”

      “Terry,” Eddy said gently. “I just want to help you. I overheard you talking to Karl and I know that you are involved in all of this. I can help you.”

      “No one can help me.”

      “I can help,” Eddy repeated. “You just need to tell me the truth and we can put them all behind bars. You won’t have to be scared anymore.”

      “I should have kept quiet in the first place and then I wouldn’t be in this position.”

      “What position?” Eddy said trying to get the truth out of her.

      “It doesn’t matter now.” She shook her head. “I just tried to do what was right and now it’s all a mess.”

      “Tell me what happened,” he said. “I know you didn’t have anything to do with the robbery. Just tell me the truth.”

      “Okay,” she said hesitantly “But out here. I’m not letting you in my house I don’t trust anyone anymore.” She walked Eddy up to her porch and they sat down across from each other at a table.

      “I had no idea what was going on until the robbery,” she said as she took a tissue out of her purse.

      “What was going on?” Eddy asked wishing Samantha was there. He knew that she would get to the truth faster.

      “When Karl started working at the bank I was immediately suspicious of him. He seemed so interested in the workings of the bank.” She wiped her eyes with the tissue. “You know procedures and other things that had nothing to do with him. I told him somethings at first and we went out for coffee a few times. He seemed so intent on befriending me. I thought maybe he just liked me. But then the robbery happened and I saw the way he acted and everything came together.”

      “You worked out he was involved,” he pressed gently. He didn’t want her to clam up. From her body language and what he had overheard her say to Karl, Eddy knew she was telling the truth.

      “I suspected it,” she said. “But I never wanted to believe it. But after the robbery I ran after him to ask him about it and he denied everything. And then…” she started crying.

      “It’s okay,” Eddy said. “Take your time.”  He had heard Samantha say that to upset people that she wanted to get information from, but what he really wanted to say was, hurry up.

      “Then I received some photos from him. He was with my grandfather. He had become his friend. I couldn’t believe it. He said that if I did anything my grandfather would get it.”

      “He blackmailed you?” Eddy’s eyes widened.

      “I didn’t know what to do.” She grimaced. “I was so scared and then you came to see me and I had to get you off my back so I called the police.  I couldn’t let Karl think I would tell anyone about him, including you. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” she said. “I haven’t told my grandfather because I don’t want him to worry, but I’m scared.”

      “It’s okay,” Eddy said again with more determination. “I will protect you and the way I’m going to do that is by getting these criminals arrested.”

      “What if they come after me?”

      “Don’t worry I’ll make sure your name is kept out of it.” Eddy didn’t like that Terry had kept information from him and the police, but he understood it. She was one of the people that needed protecting not punishing.

      “How?”

      “You don’t need to worry about that,” he said. “You just take care of yourself and get some rest. This will be over very soon.”

      She nodded her head as she stood up and walked towards her door. When she had stepped just inside the door she turned around. “I hope you’re right,” she said before she closed the door.

      Eddy hoped that he was right, too.  He was more determined than ever to make sure that these criminals were put behind bars not just for the crimes they had committed, but to protect Terry and Paul, the innocent members of the community. He walked to his car and slowly drove back to Sage Gardens. He wanted to call Samantha to tell her about the conversation he had just had with Terry, but it was late and he didn’t want to wake her or have her worrying about it.  She would find out soon enough. One thing was becoming clear to Eddy, Karl was guilty of more than being an accomplice to a robbery. If Karl was responsible for blackmail was he also responsible for murdering John?
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      When Eddy woke up the next morning he felt as if he had the best night’s sleep ever. He felt comfortable with the choice he had made. Even if this was the last action he took in his life, he was satisfied, because he would be doing what he loved, serving justice. He straightened his hat and grabbed his old, small tape recorder and placed it in his pocket. He might be able to use it to record their confessions to the robbery, the more proof the better. He found the recorder on his phone much too difficult to handle secretively or when he was in a rush.

      When Eddy made it to the car he felt his heart begin to race. It was early enough that most of Sage Gardens was still sound asleep. He wanted to make a quiet exit. He felt a pang of guilt for not telling Samantha the truth, but he wanted to make sure that she didn’t get in the middle of what he was about to do.

      As he drove towards Derek’s house he thought about everything that had happened. He hoped that he would be able to get all three arrested for the robbery, but he had to accept that he probably wouldn’t be able to get them arrested for murder. He could only hope that the police would look into their involvement in the murder. He parked in the driveway and walked up to the front door. He placed his hand in his pocket to start the tape recorder. Just as he did Derek opened the door and startled Eddy. Eddy immediately withdrew his hand from his pocket. He wasn’t sure if he had managed to start the recording and he didn’t want to make Derek suspicious by putting his hand back in his pocket.

      “So? Do you have some information for us?” Derek asked.

      “Let’s go inside first.” Eddy gestured to the door.

      Derek nodded and stepped back. Karl stood in the hallway inside the entrance. “Did you find out where the money is?” He looked at Eddy anxiously.

      “I did.” Eddy looked between the two men and knew that the next words he spoke would change everything.

      “So?” Derek glared at him. “Where is it?”

      “It’s at a storage facility.” The words left Eddy’s mouth before he even realized he had decided to speak them.

      “Let’s go get it!” Derek started to open the door.

      “Where are you going without me?” The door swung open hard behind Eddy. It struck him in the back. Eddy stumbled forward. When he caught himself and turned he found himself face to face with Charlie. “Did you think I was going to let any of you get away with this?” She pulled out her gun and closed the door behind her. “Did you think I wouldn’t know about your little meetings?” She laughed as she waved the gun in their direction. “I know everything that you do.”

      “You don’t trust us?” Derek did his best to seem tough.

      “Trust you?” Charlie laughed again. “How could I trust someone that can’t even make a simple murder look like an overdose?” Eddy was surprised as it didn’t seem that Charlie pulled the trigger, but it did look like she had orchestrated it. He just hoped he was recording this.

      “You’re the one that decided to involve personal business and to get me to do your dirty work. None of it was necessary.” Derek grimaced. “If I had known you were setting up someone you had a personal tie to, I wouldn’t have done it.”

      “Don’t try to pin this on me, Derek. Do you really think the police are just going to let that go?” She sighed. “I gave you a simple instruction. Leave some of the money, make it look like an overdose. The cops would assume he was the bank robber, and the entire thing would be over with. We would have been in the clear. Instead you messed everything up.”

      “You never told me he could fight.” He pointed to the deep bruise on his cheek bone. “Do you think this felt good?” Eddy listened intently as he didn’t want to interrupt them and stop them from telling the truth.

      “Oh, toughen up.” Charlie shook her head as she waved the gun. “None of it matters now, anyway.”

      “You’re right it doesn’t.” Derek sneered. “All we want is our money.”

      “There was never going to be any sharing of the money, boys. Who cares if a parolee and a security guard who was an accomplice to a bank robbery end up dead? I can tell you who cares. Nobody.” She chuckled and pointed the gun directly at Eddy. “And you? An old cop who decided to meddle? Well, you figured it out all right, and then the convicted criminal over here shot you. Sad story, but a simple story, and it’s over.” She shrugged. “I was going to wait a few more days, but since you two decided to go behind my back I had to move things up a little. Lucky enough for me, you all made it easy for me by being together. So, let’s not drag this out.” She pointed the gun at Derek. “Who are you going to shoot first?”

      “What?” Derek stammered out. He took a few steps back. When Charlie waved the gun he froze.

      “Oh, did you think I was going to do all of the dirty work? I had to clean up the mess you left with John, you fools, you couldn’t even take care of that.” She smirked.

      “I had nothing to do with that,” Karl protested. “I had nothing to do with the murder.”

      “Maybe not,” Charlie said. “But the police are going to think otherwise.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Derek said. Charlie waved the gun towards Derek in a threatening motion.

      “Derek, if you don’t want to pick, then you can be the first.” She released the safety. “I respect the fact that you’re man enough to volunteer.”

      “No wait, all right, I’ll do it!” Derek gulped down a few breaths of air. “Eddy.” He mumbled the name. Charlie pointed the gun at Eddy. Eddy braced himself. It wasn’t until that moment when Derek spoke his name that he realized he had gotten himself into a terrible situation. There wasn’t much chance that he was going to get out of it. In the end Charlie was going to win. She was going to have all of the money. She was going to get away with arranging the murder of her ex-boyfriend. Terry and Paul might still be at risk. Eddy had sacrificed everything, for nothing.

      “So, I guess you think you have it all settled then, Charlie?” Eddy was desperate to distract her. “But what you don’t know is that Karl and Derek were planning on making you take the fall. In fact, I’ve contacted the police and they are on their way here now, to arrest you. You think you’ve won, but really, you’re about to spend your life in prison.”

      “What?” Charlie snapped out the word. She continued to point the gun directly at Eddy, but she glared in Derek’s direction.

      “Don’t listen to him!” Derek hissed. “He’s making it all up. We would never turn you in.”

      “Never!” Karl glared at Eddy. “He’s just mad because Derek picked him to die.”

      “Fine, take the risk. You can waste your time trying to murder us all, or you can take your last chance to escape. It’s your choice.” Eddy tried to act casual.

      Charlie flinched. It was the first time Eddy had seen her act anything but confident. All at once he was aware that she was terrified of going to jail. She wasn’t afraid of violence, but she was afraid of handcuffs. He decided to apply a little pressure.

      “The moment those sirens start flashing in the window, these two are going to trip over each other to be the first to turn you in. That’s the consequence of being in charge, Charlie. The only thing that you can negotiate with is the money. If you can give the cops the missing money from the bank robbery, then you might be able to get your sentence reduced. But I can tell you right now, if you pull a trigger, you’re not getting anything reduced.” Eddy shook his head. “You’ll be lucky if you get paroled in fifty years. Is that what you want?”

      “You must really think I’m a fool.” Charlie laughed. “I knew who you were from the moment I laid eyes on you. A real lone wolf. I don’t believe for a second that you called for back-up. In fact I doubt that anyone even knows you’re here. Do they?” She locked eyes with Eddy. “You don’t have any back-up.”

      “Charlie, I can take care of him for you.” Derek stepped forward. “Let me do it for you. I’ll make sure nothing comes back on you. Just give me Karl’s cut.”

      “Karl’s cut?” Charlie grinned. “A little too late, Derek. I’m taking every last dime.” She pointed the gun towards Derek. “Get against the wall or you’ll be the first to go.”

      Derek glowered at her, but he did as she instructed. “You, against the other wall.” She pointed the gun at Karl. Karl nervously moved towards the opposite wall. Eddy stood in the middle of both of them. His heart sank as he realized that his last hope had faded. Charlie was right. He hadn’t listened to anyone. He had tried to do things on his own. Now he was going to pay the price. His only hope was that the tape recorder was recording and Charlie, Derek and Karl would be held accountable for their actions even if he wasn’t around. Charlie turned her attention back to Eddy.

      “Well, I guess it’s now or never.” Charlie pointed the gun at Eddy and started to pull back on the trigger.

      “Drop the weapon!” The shout carried through the room with such force that Eddy jumped in response to it. It was not from either of the men beside him. It was from a man standing in the doorway. Detective Brunner had his gun aimed at Charlie. “Drop it now or I will shoot!”

      Charlie stared hard into Eddy’s eyes. The moment for her to flee had passed. The moment for her to shoot him had passed as well. There were no more options for her. She sighed and released her grip on the gun. The gun fell from her grasp and hit the ground beside her feet. Eddy sighed with relief. He stared at Detective Brunner as he walked up behind Charlie and pinned her arms behind her back. Behind him a few uniformed officers jogged up to the scene. They began taking Karl and Derek into custody.

      “Don’t you forget what I told you, Eddy, I’m a victim in all of this!” Karl wriggled his body in an attempt to escape the handcuffs.

      “Oh, give it a rest, nobody believes you.” Derek rolled his eyes. He submitted to the arrest as if it was a familiar act. “Just watch the wrists, all right? Last time the guy put the cuffs on too tight and it hurt for weeks.”

      The officer arresting him didn’t seem too interested in being gentle.

      “Are you okay, Eddy?” Detective Brunner turned to look at him with concern clear in his eyes.  “Are you hurt?”

      “No, I’m fine.” Eddy was still amazed that the last person he would expect to save him did. “How did you know?”

      “Later. Right now, we need to get these three into custody,” Detective Brunner said. “Do you know who’s responsible for what?”

      “They were all involved in the robbery. Charlie just admitted to organizing the murder, but Derek pulled the trigger. I think you’ll find that John Baker had nothing to do with the robbery. He was used as a fall guy and was murdered because of his personal ties to Charlie,” Eddy said as he slowly pulled the tape recorder out of his pocket. He looked down at it and sighed with relief as he stopped the recording. “This will explain it all,” Eddy said as he handed it to Detective Brunner.

      “Old school.” Detective Brunner nodded.

      “Always the best.” Eddy smiled. “The money. The money is at a storage facility across town.” He saw Charlie flinch as she was lead out of the house by the officers. She had overheard Eddy mention the storage facility and he knew that he was right, the money was there. “Now Detective Brunner, your case can be closed. Please, make sure these criminals get the justice that they deserve.”

      “Not just yet.” Detective Brunner grimaced and looked away from Eddy.

      “What do you mean?” Eddy narrowed his eyes. He wondered if he had missed something important. He couldn’t have gone to all of this trouble only to have everything fall apart. “Don’t you have all of the proof that you need?”

      “Oh sure. Along with the confessions that I’m sure we’ll get when they try to pin everything on each other.”

      “Then what is the problem? Why can’t you close the case?” Eddy frowned.

      “The paperwork, Eddy. There’s always the paperwork.” Detective Brunner hung his head. “It’s going to be hell explaining this one.”

      Eddy chuckled and nodded. “I don’t miss the paperwork.”

      “Nobody does.” Detective Brunner grinned.

      As Eddy looked into the young detective’s eyes he felt a pang of remorse for ever doubting him. Maybe he didn’t do things the way Eddy would have, but in the end he had arrived just in time.

      “Apparently, there’s a mole in the department that’s been feeding information to Derek.”

      “Really,” Detective Brunner said thoughtfully. “I have a feeling I know who that is. They are being investigated by Internal Affairs at the moment. I’ll have to pass that information on to the relevant people for them to look into.”

      “Do you mind if I get some air?” Eddy pointed to the door.

      “Feel free, just don’t go far. The fresher the information, the better.”

      “I won’t.”

      Eddy walked out of the house and sighed with relief at the fresh air. As he walked towards the curb, he began to get an inkling of what had saved his life. Samantha stood beside one of the patrol cars. As soon as she saw him she stood up and ran towards him.

      “Eddy! You’re okay!” She gazed at him with relief. “They told me I had to wait out here. I didn’t want to. But Detective Brunner threatened to cuff me.” She scowled.

      “I’m okay.” He smiled at her. “Thanks to Detective Brunner showing up at just the right time. I wonder how he managed that.” He raised an eyebrow and looked into her eyes.

      “I called him.” Samantha frowned as if she expected him to be angry. “I knew you didn’t want me to, but I was concerned and my gut instinct told me I could trust him. Sometimes, Eddy you forget that not having a badge can make a big difference, and not having back-up can make an even bigger difference. I knew that you would come here, even when you said you wouldn’t.”

      “Maybe it was risky, but I felt like I had to do it.”

      “What? Walking into a den of thieves and murderers with the purpose of agitating them,” Samantha pointed out with a grim smile. “A bit risky?”

      “Okay, a lot risky.” Eddy smiled. “But it all worked out in the end. Charlie admitted to arranging for Derek to kill John and Derek admitted to doing it. So, they should go down for the murder as well as the robbery.”

      “That’s a relief.” Samantha smiled. “Good work, Eddy.”

      “Thanks to all of us,” Eddy said. Eddy looked around to make sure no one could hear him.  “I also found out that Terry was being blackmailed by Karl because she worked out he was involved in the robbery, but I’ll tell you the whole story later.”

      “Ooh, I can’t wait,” she said enthusiastically. “That was certainly the most adventurous birthday present I’ve ever received.”

      “I didn’t expect it to get quite so adventurous.” Eddy laughed.  “How did you get Detective Brunner here?”

      “I called to tell him we had found the floorplan and the gloves and he agreed to send a car over to check. I had no idea that he was going himself.”

      “Apparently, he trusted my instincts.” Eddy smiled.

      “And mine.” Samantha gave him a quick hug. “I’m just glad that you’re safe, Eddy. You know that you mean a lot to all of us. We need you to be safe.”

      “I appreciate that, Samantha. I have to say that if we hadn’t all worked as a team I don’t think we would have been able to pull this off. It’s good to know that if there’s ever trouble in Sage Gardens I have plenty of back-up.”

      “Absolutely.” She smiled at him. “Never forget that, Eddy.”

      

      
        
        The End
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      Samantha waved the cloud of smoke away from the top of the pan and cringed at the burnt creation in it.

      “That’s what I get for watching television while making breakfast.” She shook her head and grabbed a potholder. Once she had a grip on the pan she eased it into the sink and added some water to cool it off. The sizzle was loud enough that she didn’t hear the knock the first time. She turned off the water and heard the second set of knocks. Briefly she considered whether there was enough smoke for a neighbor to have called the fire department. That wouldn’t be so bad, a few strapping young men in uniform. When she opened the door she found Jo. She tried not to look too disappointed as she looked at her slender friend dressed from head to toe in black.

      “Wow! What did you burn?” Jo cringed as she was hit with the smell of the burnt breakfast.

      “Bacon.” Samantha sighed. “I can’t say I’m a culinary whiz.”

      “Hm. Why don’t you come to breakfast with me? There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

      “Okay. Let me grab my purse.” Samantha ducked back into the kitchen long enough to get her purse and make sure that the stove was turned off. Jo waited for her outside. Samantha walked through the living room and opened the windows. As she stepped out of the villa she smiled at Jo.

      “Hopefully it’ll be aired out by the time I get back.”

      “Burnt bacon should be a crime.” Jo winked at her. “But look at the bright side, now we get to try out the new café they opened.”

      “Good point.” Samantha nodded. “It’s nice that management allowed it to be opened.”

      “Yes, I have to say, I moved into Sage Gardens for the quiet location, but all of the activities and amenities they offer has been nice.”

      As they walked down to the main office where the new café was, Samantha nodded and smiled to a few of the other residents of Sage Gardens. Jo however did not. In fact, most of the people that passed by didn’t even offer her a second look. Jo was not the making friends type. Once they were settled at the café and placed their orders, Jo slid a brochure across the table.

      “There is this amazing flower show that I am going to attend. I bought two tickets already, hoping that you would go with me.”

      “Really?” Samantha smiled. “That’s so nice of you, Jo.”

      “Well, I might have had an ulterior motive.” Jo grinned. “I am going there by train and I got a discount on the train tickets and flower show tickets because I bought tickets for two people together. See the package?” She pointed it out to Samantha. “But I would really like you to go with me. I know gardening isn’t exactly your thing, but there are so many interesting plants to see at the show, I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      “I’m sure I will.” Samantha skimmed over the brochure. “I haven’t been on a train in years. This will be so much fun.”

      “The food and drinks on the train can be really pricey and the train is quite old. But the scenery is gorgeous.”

      “You’ve been before?”

      “Once, in my younger years. It’ll be a bit of a walk down memory lane for me.”

      “How nice.” Samantha met her friend’s eyes. Despite the fact that they spent a good amount of time together, Samantha still didn’t know Jo very well. Then again, she doubted that anyone knew Jo very well. Her nature was secretive.

      “There’s a fast train, but it’s much more expensive and I thought overnight on the train would be fun to do again,” Jo said.

      “Sounds like it.” Samantha smiled. “How long are we away for?”

      “We leave in the afternoon, sleep on the train overnight and then go to the show and head back that night. So two nights,” Jo explained. “Is that okay with you?”

      “Sure, sounds like fun,” Samantha said as she looked at the brochure. “Too bad we can’t do this one.” Samantha tapped another section of the brochure. “It comes with free food and drinks.”

      “Yes, that one requires four train tickets though.” She lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “I only had one person to invite.”

      “Thanks for inviting me.” Samantha smiled as her bacon and eggs arrived.

      “Well, thanks for saying yes,” Jo said happily and took a bite of her breakfast.

      “I’m already looking forward to it. I haven’t gotten to travel in a long time. I used to travel all the time.”

      “I know what you mean. I don’t think I’ve left the state all year. That’s so strange for me. It used to be an occupational perk.” Jo smiled sheepishly. “It was once my goal to visit as many foreign countries as possible. Now, it’s my goal just to go on a train ride.”

      “It’s your goal right now. But who knows. First a train ride, then a plane ride, then maybe we’ll even reach the moon.”

      “The moon?” Jo laughed.

      “Well, you never know. You can go into space now. Could you imagine?”

      “No thanks, I’ve got enough to deal with on earth.” Jo shook her head.

      “Good point.” Samantha raised her cup of coffee. “Maybe we’ll just stick to trains.”

      “I’ll send you all of the details.” Jo smiled.

      “Great. I can’t wait.”

      “I’m really looking forward to it, too.” Jo finished her coffee.

      “Before we go, though, you’ll have to give me a crash course in flowers so that I don’t call a daisy a daffodil.”

      “Come over a bit later to my garden and we’ll go through it together.” Jo stood up. “Thanks Samantha.” She met her friend’s eyes. Samantha returned the gaze with a gentle smile. Jo was still getting used to the idea of having a friend, and though Samantha had friends over the years, she had never really had a best friend. Most women she knew couldn’t understand her desire to be in dangerous situations for the sake of journalism. She didn’t have to worry about that with Jo, who had the unusual history of being a cat burglar. Maybe they had danger in common, but Samantha didn’t share her love of gardening. She made sure she was coated in bug spray before she headed over to Jo’s garden.
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      After getting a basic overview of gardening from Jo, Samantha returned to her villa. As she walked towards the door she heard footsteps behind her. Out of habit she spun around, ready to defend herself.

      “Easy there, tiger. I’m friendly.” Eddy laughed. He adjusted his hat and met her eyes. “A little jumpy are you?”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be sneaking up on people.” Samantha grinned. “You never know how I might react.”

      “I was hoping with an offer of lunch.” Eddy angled his head to the side. “If you let me live that is.”

      “All right, I guess you can keep breathing.” Samantha laughed. “So, you came over for lunch, hmm?”

      “To offer to take you out to lunch.” Eddy cleared his throat.

      “That might be safer considering what I did to my kitchen this morning.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “It will be once it airs out.”

      “All right.” He smiled. “I’ll leave it at that.”

      “I’m going to be away for a few days.”

      “You are? Where are you going?” Eddy picked up her paper and handed it to her.

      “I’m going on a train ride to a flower show. Thank you.” She took the paper from him and tossed it down on the table inside the door. Normally, she couldn’t wait to tear into the paper and read the latest columns, but at the moment there was more on her mind than just whether the current crime journalist made a good effort.

      “You are going to a flower show?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you kill a cactus once?”

      “Never mind that. Jo invited me, and I can’t wait to go.”

      “Well, that should be nice for you both.” Eddy shook his head. “I can’t say it would be my idea of a fun time.”

      “Oh!” Samantha’s eyes widened. “What a good idea!”

      “Huh?” Eddy glanced over his shoulder to see if someone stood behind him. “What idea?”

      “You and Walt can go with us! There’s a special package if you buy four tickets. If you and Walt come along, we can all enjoy free drinks and food on the train. This is perfect! Wait until Jo finds out. Oh no, wait, we’ll surprise her. How long do you need to pack?”

      “Wait just a minute.” Eddy held up his hands and took a step back. “Who said I was going? And you haven’t even asked Walt.”

      “Oh, sure you will go. Don’t you want the chance to get to know Jo better?” Samantha offered her most charming smile, complete with wide eyes and a plucky wink. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

      “Samantha, you’re getting ahead of yourself. I don’t know if this is such a good idea. Jo is a private person.” Eddy frowned. “I don’t want to invade her trip. Plus, I doubt Walt would go for it.”

      “He would if you do.” Samantha crossed her arms. “You know that.”

      “Maybe, but again, Jo invited you, not me or Walt. Do you really think it’s a good idea?”

      “I think Jo needs to know that she has more than one friend.” Samantha frowned. “You are her friend, aren’t you?”

      “That’s not fair, Samantha. Jo and I may have our differences, but you know that she is my friend. She and Walt have been spending a lot of time together, too.”

      “So, it’s a good idea.” Samantha smiled.

      “Just because Jo and I are friends that doesn’t mean she wants us to tag along.”

      “Relax Eddy. I think I know women better than you. Do you want to go on the trip or not?”

      He looked thoughtful. “Maybe.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “What about lunch?” Eddy stepped into the villa and sniffed the air. “Oh wow, you did do a number in here didn’t you?”

      “Okay, Eddy I’ll make you a deal. I will take you out to lunch, my treat, if you talk to Walt about going on the trip.”

      “Your treat?” Eddy stroked his fingers along his chin. “I could go for that.”

      “Only if you promise to talk to Walt.” Samantha playfully poked her finger towards him.

      “I promise, let’s eat.” Eddy sighed in defeat. “Why don’t we go to the café in the courtyard?”

      “I was just there for breakfast.” Samantha laughed. “Why don’t we just hit the sandwich shop on the corner?”

      “Sounds good, they have fantastic soup.” He held the door for Samantha as they stepped outside. “Samantha, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

      “Yes?” She glanced over at him as they walked to Eddy’s car.

      “When you worked as a crime journalist did you ever come across a man by the name of Peter Wilks?”

      “Peter Wilks?” Samantha shook her head. “The name doesn’t bring anyone to mind. But I’ve dealt with hundreds of people over the years, Eddy. Is there a reason you ask?”

      “He’s a friend of mine, just moved into town a few blocks away. I mentioned you during a conversation and he swears that he worked on a story with you.”

      Samantha frowned as they got into the car. “I’m not sure. It’s possible I guess,” she replied once they were seated.

      “He said that you were the most determined woman he ever met.” Eddy cleared his throat. “So, there’s no doubt in my mind that he was talking about you.”

      “Ha!” She grinned at him. “Well, we’ll have to get together sometime. I remember stories better than I remember people, to be honest.”

      “It was something to do with funds disappearing from a charity that supported the families of fallen police officers.”

      “Is Peter a police officer?” Samantha asked. “Wait a minute, I think I do remember him. Oh.” She smiled. “Yes, I’d love to get together with him.”

      Eddy raised an eyebrow as he started the car. “I could invite him to lunch.”

      “Yes, please do,” Samantha said with a dreamy smile on her lips.
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      “Peter said he’d be here in a few minutes,” Eddy explained after hanging up the phone. “Let’s order, I’m starving.” Eddy gestured to the waitress.

      “That’s a little impolite, don’t you think?” Samantha looked out through the front window of the shop. “We should wait for him.”

      “It seems to me that you’re a little excited to see this guy. What’s the story?” Eddy waved the waitress away.

      “No story. He just gave me good information.”

      “Hm.” Eddy nodded. “Well, if I don’t find out from you I’m sure that I will find out from him.”

      “There’s nothing to find out, Eddy.” Samantha rolled her eyes.

      “Here he is.” Eddy stood up to greet his friend. Samantha smiled as Peter walked up to the table. His short, brown hair was combed back from his forehead. He wore the same style she remembered him wearing, jeans and a button down top.

      “Samantha.” He smiled at her as he paused beside the table. “I can’t believe it’s really you, after all these years.”

      “It’s me.” Samantha giggled. Then she tried not to blush. “It’s good to see you, Pete.”

      “You’re still the only one who ever called me that.” He shook his head and sat down beside her.

      “Pete is a good name.” Samantha leaned closer to him. “It’s so nice to see you again. I’m sorry that we lost touch.”

      “Lost touch?” His expression hardened. “Is that what you call not returning my calls or e-mails, losing touch?”

      Eddy sat down on the other side of Peter. Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “I’m sorry, I must have just gotten busy with a story.”

      “Must have.” Peter winked, then he looked over at Eddy. “Are the cheese steaks good here?”

      “Not bad, not the best.” Eddy shrugged.

      Samantha sat back against her chair. Her mind churned as she tried to remember whether she had a falling out with Peter. She recalled they had shared many coffees and a few meals. But she couldn’t remember any arguments. She knew that the investigation became very intense at the end. Once they ordered their food Samantha decided to find out a little more about how things ended with Peter.

      “What have you been up to since we worked on that case? Did you ever experience any consequences from the investigation?” she asked.

      “Not really. I quit and went to work as a private investigator. I figured I’d rather work for myself than work for crooks.”

      “Now, not all cops are like that.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “You know that.”

      “Sure I do. You’re the one exception, Eddy.”

      “That’s right.” Eddy laughed and nodded to the waitress as she brought their food.

      “Well, you were one of the most honest police officers I ever worked with, Peter. If it wasn’t for your information we never would have blown that story wide open.”

      “Yeah. We worked well together.” Peter took a bite of his sandwich. Samantha’s phone rang. She glanced down at it to see who it was.

      “Oh, it’s Jo, probably calling about the trip.”

      “You should ask her about Walt and me.” Eddy wiped some crumbs from his hands.

      “No, I want that to be a surprise.” Samantha laughed. “I’ll call her back in a bit.”

      “Are you going on a trip?” Peter finished his sandwich.

      “Just for a couple of days, to a flower show.”

      “Are you kidding?” Peter asked.

      “No.” Samantha narrowed her eyes. “Do you know about my reputation as a plant murderer, too?”

      “No. It’s just that I’m going to the same show. I’m taking the train.”

      “So are we.” Samantha’s lips parted with shock. “What an amazing coincidence.”

      “Well, then maybe we’ll see each other along the way. It was good to see you again, Samantha. Eddy, we’ll have to get together soon.” He nodded to Eddy, then stood up.

      “Glad we had the chance to reconnect, Pete.” Samantha stood up as well. Peter stared at her for a moment. His lips eased into a smile.

      “Me too, Sam, me too. Maybe, we can keep in touch this time.”

      “I’d like that.” Samantha nodded.

      Eddy walked over to her as Peter left the shop. “You did a number on that guy, huh?”

      “What?” Samantha looked over at him. “Did he say that?”

      “He didn’t have to.” Eddy chuckled. “The heartbreak is written all over his face.”

      “That’s not possible, we didn’t even date.” Samantha shook her head.

      “That doesn’t mean he didn’t fall in love, Sam.”

      “Eddy, you’re being ridiculous.”

      “Am I?” He smiled. “I could easily see you so wrapped up in a story that you didn’t notice the young cop mooning over you.”

      “Oh trust me, no one has ever mooned over me.” Samantha laughed.
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      Walt reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He checked the time. Eddy had called earlier to ask if he could stop by after lunch. Walt calculated the time it would take Eddy to get to his villa and waited on the porch for him. As another minute ticked by he squinted down the street. He saw the neighbor’s Pekinese peeing on a bright red fire hydrant. A few ambitious people jogged down the sidewalk despite the heat. He didn’t see Eddy. He looked back down at his phone to check the time. The shrill ring of the phone startled him so much that he almost dropped it.

      “Eddy?”

      “Yes, I’m on my way. Sorry, Walt, I got held up.”

      “All right, I’ll be here. On the porch.”

      “Okay.” Eddy hung up. Walt slid the phone back into his pocket. He sighed. He didn’t like it when things didn’t go as planned. A few minutes later Eddy walked up.

      “What took so long?” Walt leaned against the railing.

      “Sorry, I went out for lunch with Samantha. It took a little longer than I expected.”

      “Oh? How is she?”

      “She’s good. I had an old friend along with me for lunch, and apparently he and Samantha have quite a history.” Eddy winked.

      “Oh?” Walt stood up straight. “What kind of history?”

      “She says they just worked together, but from his attitude I’d say that he expected more.” Eddy shook his head. “Poor sap looked like he’d just been socked in the gut. The worst part is, she barely even remembers him. She claims there was never anything between them.”

      “Samantha doesn’t seem like the type to be insensitive to anyone’s feelings.” Walt scratched the curve of his cheek. “Are you sure you’re reading him right?”

      “Trust me, when Samantha works a story, she works that story, and does nothing else. I don’t think there’s ever been a time that I’ve seen her notice someone’s feelings while she was focused on an investigation.”

      “Huh.” Walt tilted his head to the side. “You wouldn’t be jealous would you, Eddy?”

      “What?” Eddy took a step back. “You’re crazy. I haven’t been jealous of anyone or anything since I was twenty years old.”

      “Oh sure, okay.” Walt nodded. “Take it easy, pal, it was just a question.”

      “A crazy question. Besides, Samantha and I are just friends.”

      “You’re right, maybe I read too much into it.” Walt smiled.

      “Oh, you think you’re real clever don’t you?” Eddy laughed. “I see what you did there.”

      Walt shrugged. “Either way it’s none of our business.”

      “The reason I came round is because Sam wants us to go on a train ride to a flower show with Jo.”

      “Huh. Wait, Jo invited us to go on a train?” Walt raised an eyebrow.

      “Not exactly. She invited Samantha, and then Samantha invited us.” Eddy shrugged. “If we go we get free food and drinks.”

      “Oh. Well I suppose that would be nice. Are you sure that Jo will be okay with us going though? She’s never invited me anywhere before.”

      “There’s a first for everything.” Eddy shrugged. “Besides, it’s time that Jo knew we were her friends, too. If that means inviting ourselves along on a trip, then that’s what we will do.”

      “You’re just in it for the free food, aren’t you?” Walt smirked at him.

      “I can tell you that I’m not opposed to free anything.” Eddy laughed.

      “What do you need on a train ride?” Walt frowned. “Lots of wipes, and hand sanitizer. That’s for sure.”

      “Yes, that would be good.”
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      After Eddy left to talk with Walt, Samantha settled onto her couch and called Jo back.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t take your call, I was in the middle of lunch with Eddy and one of his friends.”

      “Oh, it’s okay, I just wanted to make sure that you knew to pack a sunhat. It’s going to be pretty hot.”

      “Thanks for the warning.” She paused a moment. “Jo, something strange happened at lunch.”

      “What was it? Did Eddy order a salad?”

      “Ha, no. Actually his old friend, was someone I once knew. I worked a story with him.”

      “It must have been nice to be reunited then.”

      “It would have been, but he seemed annoyed with me, like I’d done something wrong to him.”

      “Well, did you?”

      “That’s the thing, I don’t think that I did. I don’t remember doing anything wrong. Apparently, he called and e-mailed me and I didn’t get back to him. I probably moved on to another story, and just didn’t get back to him.”

      “It sounds like you made more of an impression on him than you realized.” Jo sighed. “It happens sometimes. It’s not your fault that he didn’t get the hint.”

      “Want to know the worst part?” Samantha pressed the phone to her ear.

      “What?”

      “I can remember having a huge crush on him. It was actually pretty distracting to me while I worked on the story. I didn’t usually go for police officers, but he was so idealistic, so determined to follow the letter of the law, but also to help people.”

      “So, he did make an impression.” Jo cleared her throat.

      “He did, it’s just that I didn’t remember any of it until I saw him. That time of my life was so chaotic, it felt like everyone was out to get me. I guess the memory of Pete just got lost in the shuffle.”

      “Well, here’s your chance.” Jo’s voice heightened with excitement. “It’s a perfect time to reconnect. You’re not actively working now, plenty of time to get to know each other again.”

      “It would be perfect, if he didn’t seem to have a problem with me.”

      “Ouch.”

      “That’s not even the worst part.”

      “There’s more?” Jo asked eagerly.

      “He’s going on the same train to the same flower show!”

      “Oh no! But wait, that could be great. It might give you two the chance to get to know each other again.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha sighed. “So, that’s my big adventure at lunch today.”

      “Sounds like quite an adventure. I’m looking forward to the trip, even if your heartbroken ex is on it with us.”

      “He’s not my ex, and I’m sure he’s not heartbroken!”

      “We’ll see.” Jo laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      On the day of the trip, Samantha took a little extra time getting ready. Her mind kept drifting back to the fact that Peter would be on the train as well. Maybe she would have the chance to find out what happened. Once she was sufficiently primped Samantha grabbed her bag and walked towards the front door. When she opened it, she found Eddy and Walt poised to knock.

      “Yes, right on time. I knew you would be, Walt, wasn’t so sure about Eddy.”

      “I’ll have you know I set two alarms,” Eddy said. “Ready to go?”

      “Yes. The cab is going to meet us at Jo’s.”

      “Did you tell her about us going yet?” Eddy asked.

      “No. I want it to be a surprise.”

      Walt cringed. “Not so sure it will be a good surprise.”

      “Relax, it’ll be fine.” Samantha locked her door. The three walked a few streets down to Jo’s house. Samantha paused at the end of the driveway.

      “Now remember, good attitudes and no complaining about flower talk.”

      “Why do I feel like I’m being coached?” Eddy shook his head. “We’ll be fine don’t worry, Samantha.”

      “Okay, let’s get going.” Samantha walked up the driveway to the door of Jo’s villa. She reached up and knocked on the door. Walt and Eddy exchanged a glance.

      “I think that we should have let her know first.” Walt frowned. “I don’t like surprises, I bet she doesn’t either.”

      “Shh, it will be great!” Samantha waved at him to be silent. A moment later the door swung open and Jo stepped out. She had her overnight bag slung over her shoulder.

      “Samantha, ready to go?” She smiled. Then she noticed the two men who stood behind Samantha. Her smile reduced considerably. “Walt and Eddy, what are you doing here?”

      “See!” Walt frowned and adjusted the strap of his small bag.

      “We’re going along for the ride.” Eddy sighed. “We don’t have to come if you don’t want us to. Samantha thought it would be a good idea.”

      “Oh did she?” Jo narrowed her eyes.

      “So we can get the discounted package, the free food and drinks!” Samantha’s tone was very enthusiastic.

      “I guess that will be a good thing. We’ll have two rooms?” She looked at Eddy and Walt.

      “Yes, of course.” Eddy nodded.

      “I hope it’s not a bother to you, Jo, to have us go along,” Walt said.

      “No, it’s not.” Jo looked at Samantha. “Samantha, may I speak to you for a moment?”

      “Sure you can.” Samantha dropped her bag by Walt and Eddy’s. “Give us a minute.” She followed Jo into her villa. Jo closed the door and fixed Samantha with a frown.

      “Why would you do this to me?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you could have at least asked me about it instead of springing this on me.”

      “If I had, would you have said no?” Samantha asked. “I honestly didn’t think it would bother you.”

      “I probably wouldn’t have said no, but that’s not the point. The point is I would have at least known what to expect. I like to be able to prepare for things.”

      “That’s funny.”

      “Why is it funny?” Jo threw her hands in the air with exasperation.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just that Walt told me that you wouldn’t like to be surprised and he was right. He likes to prepare for things, too.”

      “I think most people do.” Jo put her hands on her hips. “I thought it would be just you and me on the trip.”

      Samantha’s eyes widened. “Oh Jo, I didn’t realize that you were looking forward to it just being us. I mean it’s usually just us. I thought you might want to see that Eddy and Walt are your friends, too.”

      “I know that Eddy and Walt are my friends, too.” Jo shrugged. “Just not quite the same as you are.”

      “Well, maybe after this trip they will be.” Samantha smiled. “It’s worth a shot isn’t it?”

      “I suppose it is.” Jo sighed. “Only for you, Samantha.”

      “It was a good idea, admit it.”

      “We’ll see after the trip.” She picked up her bag. “Looks like the cab is here,” Samantha said as she opened the door and saw the cab pulled up at the end of the driveway. Walt had his and Samantha’s bags in his hands. Eddy reached out to take Jo’s.

      “Let me get that.”

      “Oh, that’s okay, I can carry it.”

      “I know you can, but I insist.” Eddy took the strap of the bag.

      “All right.” Jo smiled.

      “See.” Samantha nudged her with her elbow. “Not so bad having them around, hmm?”

      “Maybe not.” Jo laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Jo gave the instructions to the driver while Eddy and Walt stowed their bags. Walt did a quick wipe down of the inside of the cab before he allowed anyone to get inside.

      “It’s a bit tight in here, isn’t it?” Walt shifted over further on the bench seat of the cab.

      “Just try not to breathe.” Eddy smiled at Walt. Samantha and Jo wedged in on the other side.

      “Might want to get used to it, I’m pretty sure the rooms on the train won’t be much bigger.” Samantha patted Eddy’s knee. “We’re going to be in close contact for the next nineteen hours.”

      “Actually, it’s only eighteen.” Walt nodded. “I checked.”

      “Trust me it’ll feel like longer.” Eddy grimaced. “I was stuck on a train once for three days. It felt like a year.”

      “Why were you stuck on it?” Jo looked past Samantha to meet his eyes.

      “It’s a long story, but basically I was following a suspect. I fell asleep, and woke up about five states away from where I was supposed to be. Then I had to take the train all the way back only to find out that my suspect was never on the train in the first place.” He shook his head. “It was not my greatest hour.”

      “That’s what you get for sleeping on the job.” Samantha grinned.

      “You’ve always got something funny to say, Samantha, but I bet you’ve had your fair share of embarrassing moments while on a stakeout,” Eddy mused.

      “Maybe Peter knows some of them,” Jo chimed in.

      Samantha looked from Eddy to Jo. “If he does, you’re not going to find out.” She joked.

      For the rest of the trip to the train station Samantha’s antics as a crime reporter was the main topic of conversation. When they pulled up to the train station Samantha turned to Eddy and smiled. “Pay the cab, Eddy,” she said as she gave him a light smack on the knee.

      “Me?” He sputtered and reached for his wallet. “How much?” He peered at the driver. As Eddy settled the fare, Jo and Samantha climbed out of the cab. Walt stepped out of the other side. He immediately began wiping down his trousers and anything else that might have touched the interior of the cab with a disposable disinfectant wipe.

      “All clean?” Eddy slid out behind him.

      “Can I ever be clean again after that ride?” Walt cringed and tossed the wipe in a nearby trashcan. The train station was small, but crowded.

      “Jo and I already have our tickets, so we’ll wait for you two on the platform.”

      “Here, just make sure you give them this code so that we can get the group discount.” Jo handed Eddy a slip of paper.

      “Will do.” Eddy nodded and walked towards the ticket window. Walt followed after him. He clutched his bag so tight that his fingers were white from the pressure. Samantha linked her arm through Jo’s and walked towards the platform. It was crowded with people saying goodbye and people waiting for the train. Samantha leaned close to Jo.

      “Looks like I might not even get to see Pete on this trip.”

      “He might be hard to spot.” Jo nodded. “I didn’t expect it to be this busy.”

      “Must be the warm weather. Everyone has somewhere they want to go.”

      “You might be right.” Jo looked towards Eddy and Walt as they joined the line. “I still wish that you had told me about Eddy and Walt joining us.”

      “Why? Would you have packed something cute?” Samantha winked at her.

      “No, of course not. It’s just I’ve been looking forward to this trip, and you know how Eddy can get. To him I will always be a criminal.”

      “Eddy’s stubborn, but he’s been coming around lately, don’t you think? Besides, one of the main reasons he agreed was because I pointed out that he would have the chance to get to know you better.”

      “Really?” she asked doubtfully. “I don’t know why.”

      “Maybe they enjoy their time with you. What’s so wrong with that?” Samantha pulled away from her and stepped to the edge of the platform. “But you’re right, I should have told you the truth and asked if it was okay. I guess the real reason I didn’t was because I thought you would refuse the idea. I just wanted the four of us to have some fun together. It seems like the only time we spend any amount of time together is when something goes wrong. Have you noticed that?”

      Jo laughed. “Yes, I guess I have noticed that.”

      “It’ll be fun, I promise,” Samantha assured her.

      “It doesn’t look like too much fun for them right now.” Jo tipped her head towards the long line.
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        * * *

      

      The line was about ten people deep when Eddy and Walt stepped into it. More people filed in right behind them. As they waited Eddy looked around at the crowd. It was instinct for him to always assess his environment. There was quite a mixture of people from business people to young teens. Everyone appeared fairly under control, but there were a few who were not so steady on their feet. The train station had a small restaurant attached.  Eddy guessed that some of the passengers had enjoyed a few drinks over lunch.

      “Oh, that is disgusting,” Walt’s voice rattled with horror. Eddy’s attention snapped right back to him. He looked around for what Walt saw.

      “What is it?”

      “Just look,” Walt barely whispered.

      Eddy followed Walt’s line of sight. He noticed a man in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Eddy didn’t see anything that disgusted him.

      “His hands,” Walt hissed.

      Eddy looked down at the man’s hands. He saw that there were several scabs on his skin which he picked at until they flaked off and fell onto the ground.

      “Oh.” Eddy tried not to roll his eyes.

      “Why would anyone do that, in public no less?” Walt shook his head.

      “Just try not to look. We’re almost at the front.”

      Walt sighed. He didn’t look away from the man, or his hands. Eddy glanced over at the edge of the platform. He saw that Samantha hovered near the edge of the platform. He was about to open his mouth to admonish her, but before he could she moved away from the edge.

      “Next?”

      Eddy turned towards the ticket agent. Her eyes drooped and her lips were tight.

      “Busy day?” Eddy said.

      “Very. The train is going to be very crowded.”

      “We’d like to purchase two tickets under this code, I believe that should make it the Buy Four and Save More deal.” He slid the piece of paper with the code on it towards her.

      “Oh yes, this is a good deal.” She hit a few buttons on her keyboard then gave Eddy the total. Eddy reached into his wallet.

      “You’re not using a credit card, are you?” Walt grimaced. “Credit cards are best used only in emergencies, Eddy, you should know that.”

      “Relax Walt, I handle my finances just fine, but I am going to use cash.” He winked at the woman behind the counter as he handed her the money. “Retired accountant, you know how numbers guys are.”

      “Sure, sure.” She laughed. “Here are your tickets. Just make sure that you keep your vouchers for the free food and drink with you, all right?”

      “We will.” Eddy smiled. “They’re not going to leave my side.” He took the tickets and vouchers from her. As they turned to walk back towards the platform, Eddy narrowed his eyes. “What’s going on over there?” He raised an eyebrow. A small crowd had formed around the area of the platform where Samantha and Jo waited.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha sighed and checked her watch. “It is taking them forever.”

      “That’s why I bought ours ahead. There’s some kind of boxing tournament not far from the flower show, so there’s a lot of people taking the train.”

      “So, what flowers are you most excited to see at the show?” Samantha did her best to sound interested.

      “I’d like to learn more about orchids. They are difficult to grow in this climate, very delicate.”

      “Are you going to try to grow some?” Samantha’s question was interrupted by a loud bang. She jumped at the sound and spun around to see a woman who stood in the middle of the platform. Her large suitcase was flat on the ground. Samantha guessed that she had dropped it. She walked over to help her retrieve it. As she got closer to the woman she could see that her features were pale and speckled with sweat. Her eyes were tightened as if she tried to hold back tears. Several other people gathered to see if the woman was all right.

      “Miss, are you okay?” Samantha picked up her suitcase. The woman took it from her and nodded.

      “Yes, sorry if I startled you.” When she spoke the smell of alcohol drifted right under Samantha’s nose. She was one of the people that had enjoyed a few too many drinks at the restaurant.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Samantha frowned.

      “I’m fine really, I’m sorry to bother you.” She clung tightly to her suitcase.

      “Are you with anyone?” Samantha glanced around. “A friend, your husband?”

      “No one.” The woman dabbed at her eyes. “I’m alone. But I’m fine. I just want to get on the train.”

      Samantha nodded. Jo steered her away by the elbow.

      “She doesn’t want any help, Samantha. Best to leave her alone.” The crowd began to disperse.

      “She seems pretty drunk.” Samantha grimaced. “I hope she can make it onto the train.”

      “That’s her choice.” Jo clenched her jaw. “I have no patience for drunks. As Samantha and Jo walked away from the woman she saw that Eddy and Walt were ready with their tickets. They walked over to Samantha and Jo.

      “What’s going on?” Eddy tilted his head towards the woman who still struggled with her suitcase.

      “Oh, she seems a little drunk.” Jo frowned. “I have a feeling this might not be as peaceful a ride as I had hoped.”

      “Don’t worry,” Eddy said. “Walt and I will keep things nice and boring for you.”
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      “Time to board.” Jo pointed to the groups gathered near the entrance of the cars. The four walked over to join the line by theirs. As they waited to board Samantha looked around at the crowd.

      “Looking for someone?” Eddy asked and quirked his brow.

      “Yes.” Samantha continued to search.

      “Peter?”

      “What?” Samantha looked at him. “No! That’s not who I’m looking for. I’m looking for the woman from the platform. I just wanted to make sure she gets on the train okay.”

      “You’re a bleeding heart.” Eddy shook his head.

      “Nothing wrong with looking out for your fellow human beings.” Samantha sighed. “Right, Jo?”

      “Actually, I agree with Eddy on this. Anyone who would get that drunk before they even get on the train deserves whatever they get.” Jo frowned.

      “Thank you, Jo.” Eddy tipped his hat.

      “It’s nice to see you two agree on something.” Walt smiled. “But you should both be a little more compassionate.”

      “What do you mean?” Eddy stepped aside to let Jo and Samantha board in front of him.

      “Alcoholism is not easy to shake. Too many people think it’s a choice, but the numbers show that it’s a disease. Just something to think about. If the woman had a heart condition would you find her so repulsive?”

      “I never said anything about repulsive.” Eddy shook his head.

      “Maybe you have a point, Walt, but I’ve never known anyone who has got a heart condition that caused an accident,” Jo said.

      “She’s getting on a train, not in a car.” Walt stepped up onto the train as well.

      “Our room is down this corridor.” Eddy nodded his head to the right.

      “Ours is this way.” Jo pointed in the opposite direction.

      “Let’s meet in the dining car in a couple of hours after we get settled.” Samantha waved to Eddy as the crowd swept her and Jo down the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      Eddy pushed open the door to the room he would share with Walt. The moment he did, he regretted it. The space was tiny, but that was not the problem. The problem was the smell in the room. It smelled like something had been left behind and ignored for a very long time. Walt poked his head in.

      “Oh, no, no.” He shook his head. “I can’t stand for this.”

      “Walt, I doubt they’re going to let us change rooms. It’s so packed on this train.”

      “Don’t worry, I don’t want to change rooms. I want to clean this one.” Walt stepped right in and opened his bag. He pulled out a few wipes and cleaning supplies. Then he looked under the furniture. Eddy could only stand back and watch as Walt searched the entire room.

      “Aha! Here it is!” Walt held up a bag that he had pulled out from under the bed. “Someone left behind some rotten apples.”

      “I think there’s a joke there.” Eddy grinned.

      “Here you go.” Walt held out the bag. “It’s your job to take out the trash.”

      “Is that a cop crack?” Eddy asked as he took the bag. “I’ll find a trashcan far away from here for this.”

      The corridor had cleared from the initial rush of people in search of their rooms. Eddy noticed a man at the end of the corridor. He appeared to be struggling with the door to his room. Eddy walked past him into the next car of the train to dispose of the rotten apples. As he brushed past the man he noticed that the hair on the back of his neck was soaked with sweat. The temperature on the train was very cool. He looked at the man a moment longer.

      “What is that smell?” The man looked up, annoyed.

      “Sorry, found it in my room.” Eddy held up the bag.

      “Well, get it out of here will you?” The man was finally able to open the door. He ducked inside his room and closed his door. Eddy shook his head and moved into the next car of the train. He threw the apples out in the trash and turned around to head back to his room. By the time he stepped back in, the room smelled like lemon and Walt was perched on the edge of his bed.

      “Wow, you work fast.”

      “Better huh?” Walt smiled.

      “Much.” Eddy started to walk in.

      “Uh, shoes off!” Walt pointed at his feet.

      “Seriously?” Eddy sighed and slid his shoes off. “This is going to be a long eighteen hours.”

      “Really, it’s only seventeen now.”
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        * * *

      

      Samantha looked around the room. “Well, it’s cozy.”

      “You could call it that.” Jo grinned. “We will make it work. Wait until you see the view.” She opened the shade on the window. “There’s this amazing overpass, the mountains are enough to make you want to become a painter.”

      “Sounds gorgeous.” Samantha settled into the seat by the window. “I really think this was a great idea, Jo.”

      “So far, so good.” Jo unzipped her bag and rifled through it. “I’m sorry that you haven’t seen Pete yet. Maybe you’ll see him in the dining car.”

      “I’m not sure if I even want to see him.”

      “Oh, you do, you know you do.” She laughed.

      “I have to admit that I’m curious.” Samantha frowned. “But I doubt with the amount of people on this train that I will run into him. I guess I’ll leave it up to fate.”

      “Good plan.” Jo grabbed her by the hand. “My plan is to get you in the dining car where he might be able to spot you!”

      Samantha laughed as Jo pulled her down the corridor towards the dining car. Samantha caught herself checking the faces of all of the people she passed to see if it was Peter. She noticed the woman they had seen on the platform. She stood near the end of the corridor close to a room door. Samantha lowered her eyes as she wanted to avoid a potential conversation. When Samantha stole a peek in her direction, it seemed to her that the woman checked every person who walked by as well. Samantha wondered for a moment who she was looking for since she had stated that she was alone. Then she brushed the thought from her mind.

      “Stay close.” Jo slid open the door to the dining car. Samantha stayed right behind her. There were only a few open tables left. The bar which also served as the food counter was packed with people. Jo found the closest table and sat down. Samantha sat down beside her.

      “Well, now that we’re here we better not get up.” Samantha laughed.
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        * * *

      

      The dining car rocked back and forth as Eddy stepped into it. He grabbed the wall to steady himself.

      “Oh here, you’re going to need this.” Walt held out a disinfectant wipe.

      “Walt, give it a rest. We’re going to be stuck on this train with all of these people for a long time. Just relax.”

      “If only I could.” Walt frowned. Eddy shook his head and walked further into the dining car. The place was packed, as was the rest of the train. He didn’t see a single empty booth.

      “Over here!” Samantha waved her hand in the air from a booth near the counter.

      “Oh good, they’ve saved us a spot.” Eddy led with his right shoulder in an attempt to force his way through the crowd. “Excuse me, excuse me.” He was about half way there when he realized that Walt was no longer right behind him. He turned back to see Walt staring at the crowd with great trepidation. Rather than annoyance, Eddy’s demeanor softened with sympathy. He often forgot how difficult it was for Walt to function outside of his safe home and routine. He moved back through the crowd.

      “Come on. I’ll get you to where you need to be.” He grabbed the sleeve of Walt’s suit jacket and guided him through the crowd. When they reached the table, Jo smiled at them.

      “Do you feel like a sardine?”

      “I think that sardines have more room.” Eddy grinned. He sat down at the table. Walt took a moment to make sure that his seat was clean and then he sat down as well.

      “It’s worth it.” Samantha tapped the table with her fingertips. “We are going to have a great time.”

      “Plenty of opportunity to people watch.” Jo smiled.

      “I’ll be having fun when the free food and drinks start flowing.” Eddy chuckled. “It’s pretty crowded up at the bar. Why don’t all of you give me your vouchers and I’ll go up and get our drinks?”

      “That’s very kind of you, Eddy, thank you.” Samantha handed him her voucher. Jo nodded and handed him hers as well.

      “Walt?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m not sure if I want to drink anything from here.” Walt cringed. “Do you think they wash those glasses?”

      “Of course they do, Walt.” Samantha patted the back of his hand.

      “No, I mean really wash them, not just rinse them out in the sink.” Walt sighed. “Those glasses could be covered in germs.”

      “Don’t worry, if they are the alcohol will kill them.” Eddy clapped him on the back.

      “Ouch.” Walt frowned. “I asked you not to do that.”

      “Sorry. Habit. So, are you going to give me the voucher or not?”

      “Sure, all right. Here it is.” Walt handed it to him.

      “Great, I’ll be right back with drinks for all of us.” Eddy turned towards the bar. When he saw the crowd there he amended his statement. “All right, maybe not right back. It could be a while.”

      As Eddy lined up with the rest of the customers, he was relieved that Walt did not join him. People were pressed so close together that Eddy could hear snippets of their conversation, and feel their breath on him. He was sure that Walt would not be able to deal with it. As the line moved forward Eddy found himself beside a man who held the attention of several people in line. With nothing better to do, Eddy listened in.

      “I need a little liquid courage for this trip.” The man chuckled. He appeared young to Eddy. Perhaps in his twenties. “I’m finally going to pop the question,” he said as he held up a diamond ring. “I’ve even bought the rock.”

      “Oh yeah?” another man barked out. “Why would you want to go and do a stupid thing like that?”

      “I know, I know, it’s not manly to be in love. But this girl, this woman, is the most amazing woman I’ve ever known. We were forced into a long distance relationship, but now I can finally cross the distance and ask her the question that I’ve been dreaming of asking for so long. I cannot wait to hear, Ryan Barker will you take Leila Wall to be your lawfully wedded wife.”

      “Well, good luck, chap, I guess, if that’s what you want.” The other man shrugged and turned back to the bar. Eddy smiled to himself. He could remember the first time he thought he was in love, and the first woman that he thought hung the moon. It was a heady, wonderful time, until she didn’t feel the same way. He hoped the young man would get to avoid that kind of heartbreak.

      “Good luck.” He nodded to the man.

      “Thanks. I’ll probably need it.” He laughed as a barmaid finally walked over to take Eddy’s order. Eddy balanced the drinks in his hands and walked back towards his table. It took a little maneuvering, but he managed to reach it without spilling a drop. He set the drinks down at the table and settled into his chair.

      “That was a jungle. I have a feeling we’re not going to be seeing as much of this free food and drink as we hoped.”

      “Well, it always tastes better when it’s free.” Jo took a long swig of her drink.

      “I agree.” Eddy held up his drink then swallowed down half of it. Walt rubbed the rim of his glass clean with a tissue and then took a sip. Samantha’s drink sat untouched. Her gaze locked to a man who had just walked into the dining car. Peter Wilks weaved his way between people that waited in line at the bar. He didn’t get in line. Instead, he walked all the way to the other side of the dining car. There were no open tables. He leaned against the wall. Samantha bit into her bottom lip. She wondered if she should invite him to sit at their table. Just as she was about to dismiss the idea, Eddy shot his hand up into the air.

      “Peter! Hey Peter!” He waved his hand. Samantha instinctively sunk down in her chair. She knew there was no getting out of it now.

      Peter raised his hand enough in the air to silence Eddy, but he made no move to walk over. Samantha lowered her eyes. All of the hopes she had of rekindling any kind of connection with Peter burst. He clearly didn’t want anything to do with her, and was even avoiding Eddy because she was there. Whatever she had done to hurt him, must have been pretty bad.

      “I don’t think he wants to sit with us, Eddy,” Samantha said.

      “He probably just doesn’t want to walk all the way back across the dining car.”

      Jo leaned across the table. “Is that him? Is that the famous Peter?”

      “Yup, that’s him all right. What has she been telling you?” Eddy asked.

      “Nothing much, just that she broke his heart.”

      “Okay stop, that’s enough.” Samantha shook her head. Her cheeks burned bright red from her friends’ comments and from the disappointment of Peter not being interested.

      Eddy coughed, then took another swallow of his drink. “Don’t worry about him. He’s probably working a case.”

      “On the train?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “Can you think of another reason that he would be going to a flower show?” Eddy asked.

      “You know, Eddy, there are plenty of men who enjoy horticulture as much as women.” Jo finished her drink and set her glass down. “Just because you’re not in touch with your nourishing side, doesn’t mean other men aren’t.”

      “In touch with my nourishing side?” Eddy joked. “I wouldn’t think that I had one to get in touch with.”

      “Oh, you do.” Jo smiled. “Everyone does.”

      Samantha couldn’t keep her eyes off Peter. He continued to simply lean up against the wall. How was that more important than catching up with old friends?

      “It’s so crowded in here.” Walt shifted in his seat. “I don’t think I can take it much longer. The air is getting so thick.”

      “Just try to relax, Walt. This is a good exercise for you, right?”

      “Exercise?” Walt frowned. “This isn’t going to make me any calmer about crowds, trust me. When you combine the speed of this train with the amount of people in this particular car, the result you get is disaster.”

      “Are you saying the train might crash?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “Walt, stop scaring her. Samantha, the train isn’t going to crash.” Jo shook her head.

      “You’re absolutely right, Jo. Samantha, the train is not likely to crash. Not many trains actually crash, as in collide with other things. However, they do derail much more frequently, which is actually worse than crashing. If a train crashes it’s likely that only the front of the train is impacted, not many lives lost. If a train derails, then there is the potential for all of the cars to tip, twist, explode.” Walt shrugged. “Many more lives lost. So, as Jo said, the train is not likely to crash.”

      “Walt!” Jo set her drink down hard on the table. “This is supposed to be a fun getaway. Not a lecture on how we might die.”

      “Walt has a point.” Samantha looked over the crowd teeming with very intoxicated people. “I’ve been in enough dangerous situations to know when it’s time to leave. If this many people are drinking this much alcohol there is a good chance a fight will break out.”

      “Well, is it going to be a fight or a crash?” Jo stood up and put her hands on her hips.

      “Uh, remember it’s more likely to be a derailment…”

      “Walt!” Samantha and Jo spoke his name at the same time. Walt jumped in reaction to the attention.

      “What?” He looked over at Eddy. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “I have an idea. Why don’t we all go back to the girls’ room and play some cards?” Eddy produced a deck of cards from his pocket. “I brought a deck just in case we had the chance to play.”

      “Now, that sounds like a great idea.” Jo’s lips curled upward with confidence. “I can beat all of you in a hand of rummy.”

      As a group they made their way through the crowd and out of the dining car. The moment they were out of the dining car the noise died down. The corridors were actually fairly empty.

      “I guess everyone is either in the dining car, or holed up in their rooms.” Samantha sighed with relief. “Not much else to do on a train.”

      “So far this trip isn’t exactly going as planned.”

      “Don’t fret, Jo, we’re going to have fun.” Samantha hooked her arm through Jo’s. “Once we’re playing cards, you won’t even remember the noise of the dining car. You’ll get your peaceful trip.”

      “In here.” Jo tilted her head towards the door of their room. “There’s not a lot of room I’m afraid.”

      Eddy poked his head inside. “I’m sure we can all fit.”

      Samantha sat on the seat near the window and Jo sat on the single bed opposite Samantha so they could look at the view. Eddy sat on the end of Jo’s bed and Walt sat next to Samantha. They used the small table between the bed and seat to deal the cards.

      “I’ll deal.” Eddy began to shuffle the cards.

      “Oh dear, you’re doing that wrong. May I see the cards?” Walt tried to grab the cards from Eddy’s hands.

      “Walt relax, they’re just cards,” Eddy said.

      “But if you don’t shuffle them well, the entire game will be ruined.”

      “Eddy, just let him shuffle.” Samantha offered him a sweet smile. “It’s for the best.”

      “All right, all right, but I get the next deal.”

      “Good, then pay attention to how I shuffle, that way you can do it right next time.”

      Jo leaned close to Samantha.

      “Are you doing okay?” She met Samantha’s eyes.

      “Yes, I’m all right.”

      “I’m sorry that Peter didn’t want to talk.”

      “It’s for the best.” Samantha shrugged. “What would we even really have to talk about? It was silly of me to ever expect that whatever I did in the past could simply be swept under the rug. Besides, I’m having plenty of fun playing cards with my four friends.” She flashed a smile in Walt’s direction. He didn’t notice as his mind was on Eddy’s sloppy dealing.

      “That’s two cards not one.” Walt pointed to Jo’s pile of cards.

      “Oops. So, I’ll skip her on the next round.”

      “No!” Walt shook his head. “No, that makes it unfair because she’s not getting as random cards as she should. That card should be Samantha’s. If you just skip her next time you will be throwing off the entire balance of the game.”

      “Walt.” Jo frowned. “It’s okay.”

      “No, he’s right.” Eddy smiled at Walt. “Here, let’s fix it this way.” He picked up the top card in Jo’s pile and moved it to Samantha’s. “How’s that?”

      Walt sighed with relief. “Better. Thanks Eddy.”

      Eddy shrugged. “Hey, when I beat you I don’t want you making any claims that I threw the game.”

      Walt grinned. “No chance that you’re going to manage that.”

      “We’ll see,” Eddy said confidently.

      “Boys, do remember this is just a game.” Samantha picked up her cards.

      “To you it’s a game, to us, it’s a battle.” Walt picked up his cards as well. As the four took their turns the train rumbled on. The noise of the dining car was blocked out by the door of the room and the roar of the train.

      Samantha glanced up as the train shifted a little around a curve. “Oh look, Jo!” She pointed out the window at the mountains that rose beyond it.

      “We’re coming up to the overpass.” Jo smiled. “It’s worth the train ride, just for that view.”

      Samantha stared out the window, until Walt’s voice drew her attention.

      “Your turn, Samantha.”

      Samantha played her turn, and returned her attention to the window.

      “Oh yeah, this is it. Read them and weep!” Eddy prepared to lay his cards down on the table. Just as he did, the train lurched hard. The brakes ground and shrieked. Eddy’s cards fluttered across the table. Walt jumped up from the seat.

      “It’s a derailment!” Walt exclaimed.

      The train lurched again. Walt lost his balance and tumbled back into Samantha.

      “Hang on!” Eddy grabbed onto a hook on the wall.

      Jo stood up from the bed. “It’s not a derailment, the train is safe. It’s just stopped, suddenly.” She peered out the window. “I don’t know why.”

      Walt managed to get back to his feet. “I’m sorry, Samantha, are you all right?”

      “That’s okay. Walt. I’m okay.” Samantha stood up as well and joined Jo at the window.

      “Let’s see what’s going on.” Eddy walked to the door. He opened it and was greeted by quite a commotion. Several train attendants ran down the corridor followed by a security officer.

      “Something major is going on.” Eddy glanced back into the room. “I think that we better stay inside until they figure out what is happening.”

      “Why would the train stop here?” Jo looked out the window. “We’re not even close to a station. We’re right on the edge of the mountains.”

      “There’s only a few possible reasons. Maybe some engine trouble,” Walt suggested.

      “Engine trouble wouldn’t make them put on the brakes like that.” Eddy shook his head.

      “Well, the important thing is that we’re all safe.” Walt sighed.

      “That’s true, but I want to know what’s happening. What if it’s a train robbery?” Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “Like in the old west movies?” Jo laughed.

      “I’m serious. Why couldn’t it happen today?”

      “Sam, I think you’re letting your imagination get the better of you.” Eddy peeked out the door again into the corridor. “It’s clear out here now.”

      “Well, we can’t just sit here. Let’s go see what’s happening,” Samantha encouraged.

      “Ugh, do you know how many investigations I’ve been on that got gummed up because some curious neighbor got in the middle of it?” Eddy said. “We should stay put and let security and the staff handle it.”

      “Samantha could be right though. If there is something criminal happening on the train I don’t want to just sit here and wait for it to get to us.” Jo shook her head. “We know how to stay out of the way. Let’s go take a look.”

      Eddy looked at Walt. “What do you think?”

      “I think I have to know what’s happening. Let’s go.” Walt slid past the others and right out into the corridor. Samantha followed behind him, with Jo behind her. Eddy took a look up and down the corridor then fell into step behind them.
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      The corridor remained empty as the four friends walked down it. If there were any other passengers disturbed by the sudden stop of the train they were not brave enough to emerge from their rooms. Samantha’s heart fluttered as she heard the intercom system crackle to life.

      “Passengers, we apologize for the delay. We will be back on schedule shortly. Please remain in your rooms for the moment.”

      “Oh dear, maybe we should go back?” Walt looked up at the speaker.

      “No look.” Samantha gestured to a train staff member that entered the corridor. “Let’s see what we can find out.” She broke away from the group and hurried to meet the man in the middle of the corridor.

      “Excuse me, do you know what happened?” Samantha asked.

      “Ma’am, just go back to your room. Nothing to see here. We will be on our way again soon.”

      “Please, I just want to know that everyone is safe.” Samantha bit into her lip nervously. “Should we leave the train?”

      “No one leaves until we move the body.” His tone became stern. “There is nowhere for anyone to go. We are right alongside the mountains.”

      “Body?” Samantha took a slight step back. “What do you mean body? Is someone dead?”

      “Oh, now you’ve made me say more than I should have. Do you want me to get fired?” His cheeks reddened. “Please excuse me.”

      “I’m not going to cause you any trouble. I just want to know what’s going on, that’s all. Was someone on the tracks?” Samantha shifted her body in front of his when he tried to step around her.

      He sighed and shook his head. “Look, sometimes people come on a train, not to get to their destination, if you know what I mean.”

      “Are you saying someone jumped off the train?” Samantha’s chest tightened. “Who? Was it a passenger? A staff member?”

      “I can’t tell you that. What I can tell you is that the train will be moving again soon. We just need everyone to be as patient as possible so that the local police can complete their investigation. Okay? So, please go back to your room, and do your best to remain calm.”

      Eddy, Walt and Jo caught up with her. The four of them blocked off the corridor.

      “Anything I can do to help?” Eddy offered his hand. “I’m a retired police officer.”

      The staff member ignored his hand. “What I need all of you to do is return to your rooms. If you continue to cause trouble you will be forced off the train at the next station.” He brushed past them and stomped down the corridor.

      “Yikes, he’s touchy.” Samantha stared after him. “He gave me the impression that someone committed suicide by jumping off the train.”

      “How awful.” Jo ran her hand across her stomach.

      Eddy peered out through the nearby window. “Looks like they’ve called in some local police.”

      “We’d better get back to the rooms before security catches us in the corridor.” Walt pointed to a group of men that were about to enter the corridor.

      “You’re right.” Eddy nodded. “Let’s all stick to one room for now though.”

      As they walked back towards the room, Samantha noticed another person who was in the corridor. She stood near a room door, but she didn’t try to open it. Samantha recognized her right away as the woman that she had first encountered on the platform. She was as white as a sheet.

      “Did you find out who it was?” Her breath was still laced with alcohol, so much that Samantha had to cover her nose to block out the smell.

      “I’m sorry?” Samantha said.

      “The man who died, do you know his name?”

      “We didn’t even know that it was a man. The staff are being very tight-lipped.” Samantha frowned.

      Eddy studied the woman. “You should go back into your room.”

      “Oh no, this isn’t mine. Not my room,” she muttered.

      “Do you need some help finding your room?” Walt offered his arm. Samantha was shocked by the gesture, but kept silent about it.

      “No, I’m fine. I just wondered if you knew his name.” She sighed.

      “Let’s keep moving.” Jo tilted her head back over her shoulder. The group of men continued down the corridor in their direction. “I don’t want to get thrown off the train.”

      “All right.” Walt frowned. His eyes remained on the woman a moment longer, then he nodded. They continued down the corridor to the room. Once inside, Eddy sunk down on the end of the bed.

      “I guess we have ourselves a real situation here.”

      “If it’s a suicide, then as sad as it is the train should be on its way soon enough,” Samantha said.

      “If.” Eddy lofted an eyebrow.

      “Eddy, don’t go looking for a case where there isn’t one.” Samantha crossed her arms. “Until we know something for sure we have to assume it was suicide.”

      Eddy glanced out the window. “Now, what is he doing out there?”

      “Who?” Samantha tried to see past him out the window.

      “You three stay put. I’ll be back. I’m going to find out what’s going on.”

      “Eddy wait.” Jo started to move towards him.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t get us thrown off the train.” Eddy was out the door before any of them could stop him.
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        * * *

      

      Eddy saw a few people in the corridor. They were getting restless. There hadn’t been another announcement to satisfy the curiosity of the passengers. He blended in with the group and moved slowly towards the next train car. He was determined to find out what had happened. He noticed a staff member exit through a door at the end of the train. He quickly went to that door. He found that the door was unlatched. Eddy pushed it open and paused to see if it would set off an alarm. Nothing happened, so he stepped down through the door.

      The police and train security were a few feet away on the rocks. Eddy did his best to stay out of their line of sight as he moved towards the man he spotted through the window. Once he reached the point of exposure, he did his best to appear as if he belonged there. He thrust his shoulders back and walked with purpose. It was his cop walk. Eddy walked towards the tangle of local police. He paused just outside of the group. He wasn’t about to interrupt them and alert them to his presence. Peter walked up beside him.

      “Don’t even try to talk to them, trust me.”

      Eddy looked over at Peter. “Why not?”

      “They’re not friendly. I already tried to get some information and they threatened to have me locked up.”

      “Did you get anything?” Eddy pushed his hat up along his forehead and looked directly into Peter’s eyes.

      “I overheard the name of the victim.”

      “Victim? Was it a murder?”

      “If it was they’re not treating it like one. They say that he jumped off from the rear outdoor viewing platform. But I don’t think they have a clue what they’re doing. They were all just in a rush to get the body away from the tracks so they can get the train rolling again.”

      “What’s the name of the victim?”

      “Ryan Barker.”

      “Ryan Barker,” Eddy repeated the name as he recognized it immediately. He thought about mentioning that he had seen the victim on the train, but decided against it.

      Peter sighed and shook his head as a sheet was draped over the body. “They’re not collecting any forensic evidence. Nothing. They’re just rushing right through this. I guess it’s for the best.” He shrugged.

      “How could that be for the best?” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “Do they have any proof that it was a suicide?”

      “There’s been some mumblings about a note being left in Ryan’s room. I haven’t been able to confirm that though. Like I said, they’re not friendly.” He tilted his head towards a police officer that walked towards them. “Get ready for an argument.”

      “What are you two doing out here? Are you passengers?” The officer glared at them.

      “No, we’re mountain goats.” Peter scowled at him. Eddy glanced over at Peter with some shock.

      “Watch your mouth. You’re interfering with an investigation.”

      “Officer, I just wanted to offer my services, as a retired detective.” Eddy kept his tone polite.

      “No thanks. We have plenty of officers who are active. Besides, this is a suicide. Cut and dry.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Eddy frowned. “I don’t mean to question you, I just wonder if maybe you’re moving a little fast.”

      The officer shook his head. “Listen to me, there’s no reason not to rush. Some guy decided to off himself and hold up everyone’s train. He left a note in his room at least to keep things simple. There’s no reason not to move on from all of this. The only problem I have with this case, is the two of you not following my direct orders to get back on the train.”

      Eddy looked over at Peter and nodded. Peter frowned but turned and walked towards the train. Eddy fell into step beside him. “What are you doing here, Peter?” Eddy locked eyes with him.

      “What do you mean?” Peter tilted his head to the side.

      “I mean, what are you doing on this train? Are you working a case?”

      “If I was I wouldn’t be able to tell you that, you know that.” Peter crossed his arms and studied Eddy. “I know it’s in your nature to be suspicious, but what’s the real problem here, Eddy?”

      “I noticed the way you snubbed me in the dining car. What was that about?” Eddy shifted from one foot to the other.

      “It was crowded, Eddy. I don’t like crowds. I found an open spot and stayed put.” Peter sighed and shook his head. “I think you need to find a hobby, you’re a bit too paranoid in your old age.”

      “So, you’re telling me that you’re not working a case? You have your nose in all of this for no reason?” Eddy squinted.

      “I’m telling you that if I was, I wouldn’t be able to tell you, and you should know enough to leave that alone.”

      “I think you should know me well enough to know that I won’t. And what is your problem with Samantha?”

      “I don’t have a problem with her.” Peter looked away.

      “Listen to me, Peter. I’m not one to get in the middle of another man’s personal business. But Samantha is a very good friend of mine. So, whatever your intentions may be…”

      “I don’t have any intentions,” Peter snapped out his words. “I don’t have time for this, Eddy.”

      Eddy watched as Peter walked away. He could tell that the man had a lot more to say, but he held it back. Eddy pursed his lips as he forced down a surge of unease. Something wasn’t right with Peter Wilks, of that he had no doubt.
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        * * *

      

      Eddy’s mind flipped through the information that he knew as he walked back to the room. He opened the door and slipped inside.

      “Eddy, we saw you out there with Peter and the police, what is going on?” Samantha frowned.

      “I saw Peter out there so I figured he might have some information.”

      “Did he?” Jo met his eyes.

      “Yes, he did. The victim was Ryan Barker and apparently he left a suicide note in his room.”

      “That’s terrible.” Samantha frowned.

      “But I know that he didn’t commit suicide!” Eddy exclaimed.

      “You know that for sure?” Walt asked. “How?”

      “I overheard him in the dining car. He was a young man on his way to propose to the love of his life.” Eddy shook his head. “There’s no way he would kill himself.”

      “But he left a note.” Jo pointed out. “Why would he do that?”

      “The only time I ever saw a suicide that wasn’t a suicide, it was a murder,” Eddy said.

      “You think that someone made it look like a suicide?” Samantha’s eyes widened. “That is quite a plan to come up with whilst we’ve been on the train.  To think it through, make a plan, and execute it?”

      “It would be a stretch, but it’s possible, we’ve already been on the train for quite a few hours.” Eddy cleared his throat. “But, I think that if this wasn’t a suicide, if it was a murder, someone boarded this train with the intent to kill.”

      “Now, wait a minute.” Jo sighed. “Are you so bored on the train that you’re having to invent a murder?”

      “I’m not inventing anything,” Eddy said.

      “Sure you are. You have a young man, who left a suicide note, and then killed himself. That’s cut and dry,” Jo said.

      “But he didn’t kill himself.” Eddy turned to face her.

      “Because you say so?” Jo shook her head. “You don’t have anything to support that.”

      “He was going to meet his girlfriend and propose to her.” Eddy shoved his hands into his pockets in frustration. “A man doesn’t kill himself just before he asks someone to marry them.”

      “You don’t know that. You don’t know what was going on in Ryan’s head. Maybe he realized he didn’t love her. Maybe he found out she didn’t want to marry him. Or maybe he just swung into a bout of depression and convinced himself he wasn’t worthy of her. All of those things are very possible. You can’t just decide that someone didn’t commit suicide after they’ve left a note,” Walt said.

      “My instincts tell me he didn’t!” Eddy said firmly.

      “Wait, why was Pete out there?” Samantha looked towards the window.

      “I’m not sure.” Eddy shook his head. “That’s the other thing. He’s acting odd. This whole situation seems off.”

      “Well, there’s nothing normal about someone jumping off a train.” Jo sighed and sank back down onto the bed. “Poor kid.”

      “Kid is right. He was very young.” Eddy frowned. “Awfully young to kill himself.”

      “Suicide doesn’t discriminate.” Walt looked up at Eddy. “Actually adolescents and young adults have the highest prevalence of suicide. In fact, suicide is the second leading cause of death in fifteen to twenty-four year olds. I’m sorry, Eddy, but the numbers don’t lie. Suicides in this country outnumber homicides five to three. The numbers say this was a suicide, as does the suicide note.”

      “But my gut disagrees.” Eddy shook his head.

      “Your gut is also full of free beer.” Jo pointed out.

      “Excuse me?” Eddy cut his eyes sharply in Jo’s direction. “Are you accusing me of being drunk?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Jo shrugged. “But if you think you might be, I understand, that was the point of the trip right? The free drinks and food?”

      “Jo.” Samantha moved between the two, which meant that she was squeezed between them because of the small space. “I think we all just need to cool off. This came as a shock to all of us. Whether it was a suicide or a murder, it’s sad, and it’s changed our trip.”

      “Yes, there’s no way we can go back to just having fun.” Walt sighed. “We’re going to have to figure this out.”

      “But there’s nothing to figure out.” Jo shook her head. “I think that it would be intrusive to investigate.”

      “Jo, you didn’t see this man, you didn’t hear the way that he talked about his girlfriend. Leila was her name. He wanted to marry her, when a man loves like that, nothing stops him.”

      “Unless she doesn’t love him back.” Jo looked at Samantha. “Heartbreak can be too much to take.”

      “All right, all right. So we have an argument for suicide, and evidence for suicide. But I for one trust Eddy’s instincts. So, what could it hurt if we checked things out a bit?” Samantha asked. “The train still hasn’t moved, and we still have a long time before we reach our destination. What could it hurt to just follow Eddy’s hunch and see where it leads?”

      “You just want an excuse to talk to Peter again.” Jo shook her head.

      “Jo, really?” Samantha sighed.

      “All right, I’m sorry. I’m just frustrated. I thought this was going to be a fun, relaxing trip. Now, it feels like it’s getting out of hand.”

      “It’s okay, Jo.” Eddy glanced towards the window. “I got my feathers ruffled by Peter and the locals. I didn’t mean to be so harsh. This is your trip, if you want me to drop it I will.” He looked back at Jo. “I mean it.”

      Jo’s expression softened. “You’d really stop the investigation for me?”

      “I didn’t say I would like it.”

      Jo nodded. She looked over at Walt and then to Samantha. “I guess we don’t have anything better to do. Do we know where he left the train?”

      “Apparently, from the rear viewing platform, but I don’t even think the doors have been roped off. The locals just want this over with,” Eddy said.

      “Well, let’s take a look.” Walt nodded.

      The intercom crackled to life.

      “Attention, passengers the dining car will be open to serve dinner. Please remain either in the dining car or in your room. We should be moving again within the hour.” The intercom shut back off.

      “Smart move, if people get hungry and cranky on this crowded train there’s going to be a real problem.” Eddy snapped his fingers. “All right, this is what I think we should do. Walt and I will check out the viewing platform. Jo, you and Sam can go to the dining car to see if there’s any chatter about Ryan or what happened. Does that sound good?”

      “Yes, we’ll see what we can find out,” Samantha said.
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      Walt and Eddy walked down the corridor away from the dining car. They had to dodge the flow of people that walked towards the dining car.

      “We better make this quick or the train staff are going to spot us.” Walt frowned. “I don’t want to get thrown off the train.”

      “Don’t worry, it won’t take long.” Eddy opened the door to the back platform of the train. “I doubt he was here for long.”

      “What do you think he was doing here in the first place?” Walt looked around the outdoor platform. It was already getting dark.

      “Well, if we assume that it wasn’t to kill himself, then the killer had to be here, too. Maybe he was just looking at the view? Maybe the killer lured him somehow?” Eddy glanced through the door along the corridor. “There are plenty of rooms nearby.”

      “We should figure out which one was his. Do you smell that?” Walt sniffed the air.

      “What is it?” Eddy sniffed as well.

      “Cigarettes. No one’s allowed to smoke on the train.”

      “Do you think Ryan came here to smoke?” Eddy crouched down and searched the floor. “I don’t see any ash or cigarette butts.”

      “So, maybe Ryan comes here to look at the view. Maybe he came here to smoke. He’s nervous about proposing, he’s trying to calm his nerves.” Walt tapped his chin. “Such a dirty habit.”

      “Oh, so alcoholics you’re okay with but smokers not so much?”

      “It’s just so smelly.” Walt shuddered.

      “If he fell off the train that doesn’t explain the suicide note.” Eddy frowned.

      “Right, but at least we know Ryan was here. Maybe he was smoking, probably relaxed, and not expecting anyone to catch him.” Walt swept his gaze towards the corridor again.

      “Most people were in their rooms. But maybe someone was following him or came across him here.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “Someone had it in for Ryan.”

      “Probably.” Walt studied the door frame. “If those cops were worth anything they would have dusted the railing for prints.”

      “Yes, I agree they should have, but really, any passenger on the train could have been at the viewing platform at any time, so fingerprints might not help much even if we find them.”

      “What’s this?” Walt pointed to a piece of red cloth caught on the railing. Eddy leaned close.

      “Maybe it’s someone’s clothes.  Do you have a tissue, Walt?”

      “Here.” Walt handed him a tissue. Eddy used it to tug the piece of cloth free.

      “It could be from anyone.” Eddy studied it.

      “Do you remember what Ryan was wearing?”

      Eddy closed his eyes. He remembered being in the dining car. Ryan had caught his attention because he stood out from the rest of the crowd. He was talking very enthusiastically and his shirt was bright red.

      “He was wearing a bright red shirt. It could be this color.” Eddy wrapped up the tissue and handed it to Walt. Walt tucked it carefully into his shirt pocket.

      “If that’s the case, then maybe Ryan fought back.” Walt pointed to the position of the latch. “If it was a clean shove, then the shirt never would have come near this latch.”

      “Whoever pushed him, fought with him to do it.”  Eddy nodded and stood up again. “I really think that this indicates that there was a struggle and he was murdered.”

      “By someone who knew enough to follow him, and to write a suicide note,” Walt said. “The note was found in Ryan’s room. That means that whoever it was knew which room Ryan was in.”

      “We need to get a look inside of that room.”
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      Samantha and Jo stepped into the dining car. It was packed, with no tables available.

      “I guess the announcement drew everyone out.” Samantha nodded her head towards the bar. “There’s a few seats left up there.”

      The two weaved through the thick crowd of people. Samantha perched on the first bar stool, Jo took the next. The woman behind the counter ran back and forth as she tried to put together everyone’s orders. Samantha tuned into the chatter right away.

      “I heard there was a body on the tracks.” A man muttered to another man beside him. “Or there was. If the train hit the poor sap, there won’t be much left of him now.”

      “Phil, please don’t be so gruesome.” The man beside him toyed with his glass. “It’s a horrible thing to picture.”

      “You’re right.” Phil finished his beer.

      “It wasn’t a body on the tracks,” a woman who walked up to the bar volunteered. “Someone jumped.”

      Samantha listened closer.

      “Are you sure? Someone jumped off a moving train? How do you know that?”

      “I overheard the security guards talking about it. Apparently it’s the first suicide they’ve dealt with.” She ordered her drink and then looked at the two men. “It’s too bad we all have to be delayed because of some guy’s poor choice.”

      “It’s terrible that anyone would think that was their only way out.” The man who fiddled with his drink sighed. “If only he had asked for help.”

      “Not everyone wants help.” The woman accepted her drink from the bartender.

      “Hey!” A shrill voice broke through the din of conversation. “I’ve been waiting here forever! Where is my drink? Why did she get hers first?” Samantha leaned back on her bar stool far enough to see the woman who complained. She recognized her right away as the woman from the platform. Her speech was slurred.

      “Ma’am, I told you, you have to sober up or go back to your room. I can’t serve you anymore.” The bartender fixed the woman with an annoyed scowl.

      “Can I at least get a drink delivered to my room like before?”

      “I can’t,” the bartender repeated. “Please don’t make me call security to escort you to your room.”

      “This is crazy. I just want a drink. It’s not like I’m driving.”

      “But you are being disruptive. With everything that is going on, we don’t need any added chaos in the dining car. All right?”

      The woman shook her head. “No, it’s not all right. I’m a paying customer just like everyone else here, and I want my drink.” She slapped her hand against the bar. Samantha exchanged a look with Jo.

      “All right, I’m calling security.” The bartender walked towards the phone.

      “No, fine. I’m leaving.” She staggered away from the bar. “No need to trouble yourself.”

      The bartender watched to make sure that she left. Then she turned back to her customers.

      “Do you want to order something?” Jo nudged Samantha with her elbow.

      “No, don’t bother. It’ll be too long before we’re served.”

      “Well, it sounds like all anyone knows is that Ryan committed suicide. Maybe we should just get out of here and see what the guys found.” Jo started to stand up from the stool.

      “Wait a minute.” Samantha spotted someone who stepped into the dining car. “Pete is here.”

      “Your Pete?”

      “He’s not my Pete.” Samantha tucked her hair back behind her ears. “He’s just Pete.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m going to see if I can get his attention.” She waved her hand in the air to Peter. Peter froze when he saw her. He stared with an indifferent expression, then a smile broke out across his lips. He walked towards them.

      “Samantha.” He paused beside her.

      “Hi Pete. This is my friend, Jo. Jo, this is Pete.”

      “Peter.” Peter held out his hand to her. Jo took it in a firm shake.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Peter. I hear that you’re a friend of Eddy’s as well.”

      “Yes, we worked together in the past.” Peter leaned against the bar beside Samantha. “Just like Samantha and I did.” He leaned so close to Samantha that she could smell his cologne. The scent was familiar. She remembered it from the nights they had worked together. It was one of the only times she had liked the smell of a man’s cologne. Her cheeks heated up as she glanced away from him.

      “Sounds like you keep good company.” Jo smiled. “Good luck getting a drink, there’s too much of a crowd.”

      “Oh, I’m not interested in a drink.”

      “Are you working a case?” Samantha tilted her head to the side and stole a glance at Peter.

      “Is there a reason you’re asking?” He raised his thick, brown eyebrows. “Feeling nostalgic, Samantha?” His words were mild, but his tone was hard.

      “Pete, if I did something to hurt you, it wasn’t intentional.” She gripped the edge of her stool as she waited for his response.

      “Samantha?” He leaned a little closer and locked his eyes to hers. “Do you think this is really the place to have that conversation?”

      Samantha drew back a few inches. His eyes brimmed with a strange emotion, something between anger and desperation.

      “I guess not.” She swallowed back her fear. “Another time, perhaps?”

      “Definitely.” He straightened up and looked past Samantha at Jo. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      Jo didn’t answer. She only stared. Peter started to turn away.

      “Pete, wait. Do you really think this was a suicide?”

      Peter looked back at her. “Eddy was sniffing around this, too. Are you investigating it?”

      “I’ll tell you, if you tell me.” Samantha smiled.

      “I’m sure the police did a fine job of looking into it.” Peter rested his hand on the bar beside Samantha. “I think it’s best that you leave this alone, Samantha. If you know what’s good for you.”

      “Is that a threat?” Samantha arched an eyebrow.

      “It is what it is. Ladies.” He nodded to them both, then turned and pushed through the crowd.

      “You had a crush on that?” Jo shook her head.

      “He was much nicer back then.” Samantha frowned. “He was very kind.”

      “Until you had your way with him.” Jo poked her side.

      “It’s not funny, Jo. Something has definitely changed about him. It makes me wonder.”

      “Let’s go see what the guys found. Hopefully it’s more than we did.” Jo stood up and started to walk away from the bar. As she moved past a man who had just retrieved his beer, she bumped into him by accident. He spilled the beer onto his shirt.

      “Great!” He growled.

      “I’m sorry, let me get you a napkin.” Jo reached towards the bar, but the man shook his head.

      “Forget it, I’m soaked. I’ll have to change.”

      “Please, at least let me…” Jo patted the man’s hands with a napkin, then froze. She noticed several scabs all over his hands.

      “Skin condition,” the man muttered. “I’ll handle it.” He turned away from Jo and left the dining car.

      “You okay?” Samantha patted her arm.

      “Yes. I just wish I hadn’t been so clumsy.”

      “It’s impossible not to be in here. It’s only getting more crowded. Let’s get out of here.”

      The two women made their way out of the dining car. No one seemed to be talking about the suicide. Life had moved on for the majority of the train passengers. Once they were out of the dining car, Samantha took a deep breath.

      “Phew, that’s better,” Samantha said.

      “It was way too crowded in there.”

      “Excuse me, please.” A staff member of the train tried to get past them into the dining car.

      Samantha stepped aside. “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing. We’re getting ready to start moving again, I’m just going to let the kitchen staff know.”

      “Wait, we’re leaving now?” Jo moved closer to the man.

      “Yes, in about five minutes. We’ve already lost a lot of time.” He disappeared into the dining car. Jo and Samantha hurried back to the room. Walt and Eddy were already inside.

      “The train is leaving.” Jo closed the door behind her.

      “What do you mean the train is leaving?” Walt frowned. “How can they move on without the crime being solved?”

      “According to them it was a suicide. They have the note. They have no reason to believe that it wasn’t a suicide.” Eddy shook his head. “But I’m telling you, the man that I saw today at the bar was not suicidal.”

      “Even if he was, death by train?” Walt shook his head. “Sure there are people who jump in front of them, or drive in front of them, but that’s actually pretty rare. To jump off a train? Why would anyone do that?”

      “I’m sure it’s been done in the past. This can’t be the first time,” Samantha said.

      “Of course not, but that doesn’t mean that it’s a common thing. There are so many other simpler ways to kill yourself.” Walt sat back on the bed and frowned. “There’s nothing to explain the piece of material we found.”

      “It could be from another red shirt or any other red clothes even.” Eddy rubbed his chin.

      “What red material do you mean?” Samantha leaned up against the wall of the room.

      “In the railing on the viewing platform, there was a piece of red material.” Walt pulled the tissue out of his pocket.

      “Ryan was wearing a bright red shirt when I saw him in the dining car.” Eddy pointed to the piece of cloth. “To the best of my recollection it is the same shade.”

      “Did you tell the police?” Samantha looked up from the scrap of shirt. “They could check to see if there’s a tear in Ryan’s shirt.”

      “A tear?” Eddy looked at her. “After jumping off a moving train down a mountain onto rocks?”

      Samantha grimaced. “Good point.”

      “It’s true though. It doesn’t make much sense. I can’t believe the local police were satisfied with that note.” Jo sighed. “But what can we do? The train is going to be leaving in five minutes, and we’re going to leave the crime scene far behind.”

      “Actually.” Eddy swept his gaze towards the corridor. “That’s not true. If we’re right, and Ryan didn’t commit suicide, then he was pushed or thrown from the train. If that’s the case, the real crime scene is this train.”

      “And the murderer is probably on this train.” Samantha stood up from the wall. “We’re going to be on a train with a killer.”

      “Great. Just great.” Jo shook her head. “I just wanted to have a nice weekend.”

      “What’s nicer than an investigation?” Eddy smiled.

      “It’s exciting isn’t it?” Samantha piped up. “I mean, not that someone is dead, but that we have a chance to figure out the crime.”

      Jo looked at Walt and shook her head. “Can you believe that we associate with these two?”

      “It’s a rather risky association. They’re very likely going to get us killed one day. I’ve checked the numbers.”

      “I need some time to get some things straight in my head. Let’s take a few minutes, then we’ll get back together and figure out our next step. All right?” Eddy looked from Jo to Samantha.

      “Sure.” Samantha nodded.

      As Eddy and Walt left the room, Jo and Samantha settled into silence. There wasn’t much to be said.

      Samantha stared out the window. The view of the mountains was astounding, but not as beautiful as it once had been. A sadness crept through the beauty.

      “Do you think what Eddy said was true? Do you think Ryan was in love?” Samantha gazed out the window. “I wonder if she will ever even know that he was on his way to propose.”

      “I don’t know about love. But if the way Eddy described it was true, I could see it as possible.”

      “I’m sorry about your trip, Jo.” Samantha turned towards her friend. “But at least we’ll still make the flower show.”

      “I am still looking forward to it. If we ever get there.”
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      When Eddy and Walt made their way back to their room, Eddy’s attention was drawn by someone calling his name.

      “Eddy!”

      Eddy looked up to see Peter. He jogged towards him.

      “What is it, Peter?” He glanced at Walt. “Walt, this is my old friend, Peter. Peter, this is my friend, Walt.”

      “Good to meet you.” Peter nodded at Walt. “Listen, I wanted to catch you because I talked to Samantha in the dining car.”

      “You did? She didn’t mention it.”

      Peter looked at him for a moment. “I just wanted to warn you that getting involved in all of this is a bad idea.”

      “You seem just as involved as we are. Aren’t you?” Eddy folded his arms.

      “Eddy, trust me on this one. There’s nothing to it.”

      “So, you think it was a suicide?” Eddy tipped his head to the side.

      “I’ve seen the note. There’s no question about it. The man killed himself, and though it’s sad, it’s nothing to dwell on.”

      “Why would it be so dangerous to get involved in investigating a suicide?” Eddy’s forehead wrinkled as his brows knitted together. “What aren’t you telling me, Peter?”

      “Like I said, there’s nothing to tell. I’d just hate to see you pull Samantha into all of this, just for old time’s sake.”

      Walt took a step back and looked between the two men. He shifted uncomfortably as the tension grew thick. “We should be on our way, Eddy.”

      “You think I’m pulling Samantha into this?” Eddy laughed. “Then you don’t know Samantha at all.”

      “Not as well as you do, it seems.” Peter’s jaw locked. Eddy’s lips parted with mild shock.

      “Peter, there’s nothing between Samantha and me. But more importantly, there’s nothing between you and her either.” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Did she tell you that?” Peter’s eyes twitched.

      “She doesn’t have to tell me. It’s been years. Don’t you think if she still held a candle for you she would have found a way to contact you? Have you forgotten that she’s one of the best crime journalists around? She could have found you if she wanted to, Peter.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re jealous.” Peter smiled.

      “Sounds to me like you’re nuts,” Eddy snapped. “I thought we were friends, but if you can’t let this go, Peter, you’re going to have a real problem.”

      “Is that so, Eddy?” Peter straightened his shoulders. “I suppose you think you’re being a hero and protecting your friend from me? Well, I think the best way you can protect her is to stay out of this.”

      “You can leave Samantha’s wellbeing to me.” Eddy moved past him towards the room. “Come on, Walt, there’s nothing more to say.”

      Walt eyed Peter as he moved past him as well.

      “You’re making a mistake, Eddy. You have no idea what’s going on here.”

      “And you do?” Eddy looked over his shoulder. “If you know so much then maybe you should clue me in, or the police? If not, then I can only assume you’re involved. In which case, I would advise you to stay away from Samantha.”

      “You would advise?” Peter smirked and shook his head. “We’ll see about that.” He turned on his heel and walked away.

      “Pleasant friend.” Walt narrowed his eyes.

      “I don’t know that I can call him that anymore.” Eddy stepped into the room.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s bugging you?” Jo sat down on the seat beside Samantha in their room.

      “How do you know something is bugging me?” Samantha looked over at her.

      “You’re flicking your nails. You only do that when you’re annoyed.” Samantha looked down at her hands and noticed that she was flicking her nails against each other.

      “Oh sorry.” She let her hand rest. “It’s just Pete’s behavior in the dining car. It’s strange. Then there’s Ryan. How are we ever going to solve his murder? We have absolutely nothing to go on.”

      “Something will come up. That’s the thing about murder, something always comes up. Eventually there is no way to hide what has been done, and who did it.”

      “You’re right, but we don’t have ‘eventually’ we only have a couple of hours until we get to the station. How are we going to figure it all out?” She gripped the edge of the seat and frowned. “Do you think I’m just reading too much into it, or is it possible that Pete is somehow connected with all of this?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “He’s on the same train as Ryan, to go to a flower show? The Pete I knew would not be bothered with a flower show.” She chuckled. “I could easily believe that he was on this train to work an investigation of some kind. Then he was down talking to the police before Eddy even got to them. Why would he be so interested?”

      “Ugh, for the same morbid reason that Eddy was. Those police types can’t look away from a dead body.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha tapped her palm lightly against her knee. “I can’t help but wonder if he might have had something to do with Ryan.”

      “What would a private investigator want with some lovesick kid?”

      “That’s what we need to find out.”

      There was a light knock on the door. Jo stood up and opened it.

      “Sorry, I know it hasn’t been very long, but we think we’ve worked out what our next move should be,” Eddy said.

      “Oh?” Jo stepped aside so that Eddy and Walt could squeeze their way inside.

      “We need to find out what was going on in Ryan’s life. In order to do that we’re going to have to get to know him better. The only way we can do that, is by getting into his room.”

      “But wouldn’t the police have taken everything?” Samantha asked.

      “Probably, but they believe it was a suicide so it’s still worth taking a look in case something was left behind,” Eddy said.

      “Well, if we want to see in his room, that’s easy enough to make happen.” Jo twiddled her fingers lightly against the curve of her hip.

      “Are you offering?” Eddy turned to look at her.

      “In the interest of not missing my flower show? Yes.” She smiled.

      “It’s risky.” Walt frowned. “There’s a very good chance of being caught. It’s not like you can climb out a window or hide under the bed. The room is tiny and the corridor is long. It’ll be easy enough for someone to see you breaking into the room, and even easier to see you stepping out.”

      “Then we’ll have to create a diversion.” Samantha looked over at Walt. “You and I can come up with something I’m sure. Jo can go in the room and Eddy can be the lookout.” She turned her attention to Jo. “What do you think?”

      “I think it could work. I guess if we’re going to get thrown off the train we might as well go out with a bang.” Jo walked towards the room door.

      “Just remember our goal is not to get thrown off.” Walt followed after her. Samantha started after him, but Eddy caught her by the forearm before she could get out the door.

      “Samantha, can I talk to you for a minute?” Eddy asked. She paused and glanced at him. From how tight his jaw was she guessed it was important.

      “We’ll catch up, guys,” Samantha said.

      “Okay, we’ll scope out the situation,” Jo said as she walked with Walt towards Ryan’s room.

      “Close the door.” Eddy released her arm. Samantha closed the door.

      “What is it, Eddy?”

      “Listen, I want you to tell me the truth about Peter. Was there something between you?”

      “Why do you want to know?” Samantha narrowed her eyes. “That’s a pretty personal question.”

      “I know it is. It makes me uncomfortable to ask, but I feel I need to.” He held her gaze. “So?”

      “There was nothing between us. We worked closely on the story. He provided me with invaluable information. I was grateful. We shared a few meals, maybe he saw them as dates, I saw them as having to eat while working on a story. I honestly did not mean to ignore his calls, I’m not sure how that happened.” She shrugged. “That’s all there was to it, nothing more, nothing less.”

      “How about you? Did you have feelings for him?” Eddy continued to study her.

      “What does it matter?” Samantha frowned.

      “Sam, I’m not trying to pry. It’s just that Peter being here on this train, it seems odd to me. His behavior has been a little suspicious. If he tries to connect with you, I just want you to be careful.”

      “You don’t think that he could really be involved in all of this, do you?” Samantha stared at him. She trusted Eddy’s instincts. If he made the same connection she started to make, she was sure there was something to be suspicious about.

      “I don’t know what to think to be honest. But I want you to be cautious, all right? He seems to be fixated on you.”

      “Really? Do you think so?” Samantha smiled a little.

      “Samantha.” Eddy rolled his eyes. “It might not be in a good way.”

      “Oh, I know, I’m sorry. But the Pete I knew would never do anything to hurt me.”

      “It’s been a long time, Sam, and people do change. Just let me know if he does anything that makes you feel uncomfortable. All right?”

      “All right, I will.” She nodded.

      “If you see him in the dining car it’s probably best to avoid him.”

      “Sure.” She smiled. Samantha had no intention of avoiding Peter. Eddy’s suspicions only made her even more curious about what Peter might be up to. The only way to find out the truth was to ask. Eddy opened the door and moved back to allow her to step through first. Samantha stepped out and almost knocked right into Jo. “Jo? What are you doing, I thought you were with Walt?” Samantha narrowed her eyes. It seemed to her that Jo was positioned to listen through the door.

      “I was, but he sent me back here to find you. You two took longer than we expected. We found Ryan’s room. It’s in the next train car.”

      “Let’s go have a look and then we’ll figure out the next step.” Samantha fell into step beside her. Eddy followed after her. The train rocked a little as it rolled down the tracks. Samantha looked over her shoulder at Eddy. His brows were pinched and his lips pursed. He was thinking about something. As they approached Ryan’s room, Samantha caught sight of Walt. He discreetly pointed to a room that she presumed was Ryan’s. Near the door of the room a woman stood. It took her a moment, then she recognized her as the drunken woman from the platform. She moved back and forth in front of the door of Ryan’s room. Her eyes darted wildly up and down the corridor as if she was waiting for someone. Samantha turned all the way around to see if anyone approached from behind her. She was stunned to see Peter at the entrance of the train car, headed in their direction.

      “Eddy, Pete is behind us,” Samantha hissed to him.

      Eddy looked over his shoulder and nodded. “Keep walking, don’t stop at Ryan’s room.”

      As they approached the room, the woman who stood outside the door, became more agitated. She paced back and forth once more, then walked into the next train car. Samantha glanced back over her shoulder again. Peter was nowhere to be seen.

      “He’s gone, Eddy.”

      Eddy paused and scanned the corridor. “Maybe he is staying in one of these rooms.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha eyed the door to Ryan’s room. “But I wonder why that woman was outside Ryan’s door.”

      “The important thing is that she is gone now.” Eddy gestured to the door. “Let’s have a look.”

      Walt joined them. The four looked at the door with interest.

      “It will be easy to get in.” Jo kept her voice low. “But getting out is what concerns me.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure that no one gets down this corridor.” Samantha smiled.

      “How are we going to do that?” Walt wrung his hands. “I don’t know what kind of diversion to create.”

      “Trust me, we can handle it.” Samantha hooked her arm around his. “Let’s go.” Samantha and Walt walked down the corridor.

      “Everything’s clear right now.” Eddy watched the other end of the corridor.

      “Better now than never.” Jo slid a card in the gap between the door and the door frame. With two sharp wiggles, the door swung open.

      “Wow, real secure.” Eddy laughed.

      “I’m not complaining.” Jo slipped inside. “Keep an eye out, Eddy, I’m counting on you.”

      “Don’t worry, I have your back, Jo.” He pulled the door closed.

      Jo swept her gaze over the tiny room. Then she moved everything she could. It didn’t even appear that the police had done a search. There was no sign of any disarray. Whatever luggage Ryan might have had was gone, most likely taken to give to his next of kin. She picked up the pillow on his bed. A ribbon fluttered out from under it. When she crouched down to pick it up she noticed that it was a hair ribbon. While she looked at it, her hand rested slightly under the bed. When she went to stand up her hand bumped into something soft. She pulled it out from under the bed. It was an undershirt.

      On the tag of the undershirt four letters were printed: FBSP

      It wasn’t a brand name that she was familiar with. The undershirt was fairly well worn and she guessed that it was Ryan’s. She looked around the room for anything else that might give her a clue as to who killed Ryan. As she was about to leave the room she noticed a brochure sticking up in the small trashcan.

      She leaned down to pluck it out. Just then she heard Eddy rap on the door.

      “Hurry it up, Jo.”

      Jo snatched the brochure out of the garbage and tucked it into her pocket. She opened the door to the room just as an angry voice filled the corridor. “You there! You don’t belong there!”

      Jo’s eyes widened.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Samantha and Walt lingered near the door to the next car.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Walt began to pace.

      “Don’t worry, Walt, I’ll let you know when it’s time.”

      “But Samantha, I don’t like surprises. I’d rather be prepared.”

      “If no one shows up, then we’ll be just fine.” Samantha shrugged. She watched the corridor for any sign of the train staff. Walt continued to pace. His attention shifted to the door between the cars, then to the corridor, then to Samantha. “If you keep it up you’re going to wear a hole in the carpet, Walt.” She shook her head. Then she took a sharp breath. “Uh oh, we’re on.”

      “Huh?” Walt peered down the corridor. A train staff member walked towards them at a brisk pace. Samantha turned towards Walt, her eyes wide.

      “We have to fight, okay?”

      “Fight?” Walt shook his head. “I can’t fight with you, Samantha.”

      “It’s not like you have to hit me, you just have to say mean things.”

      “No. I won’t. I’m a gentleman.”

      “Well, maybe if you’d been that way when I met your mother, things would have turned out better!” Samantha raised her voice loud enough for the man to hear.

      “My mother? Why would you bring her into this?” Walt took a step towards her. “You know she’s not well.”

      “She shouldn’t be after raising a son like you!” Samantha stomped her foot. The man in the corridor slowed down.

      “Samantha! What a terrible thing to say!” Walt’s eyes widened. “My mother is quite proud of me I’ll have you know.”

      Samantha lowered her voice, “I didn’t mean it, Walt, it’s the diversion. I’m pretending.”

      “Pretending or not it’s still an awful thing to say.” He scowled. “I think you should remember your manners.”

      “You there! You don’t belong there!” The staff member walked towards them. “Get away from that door!”

      Samantha’s heart raced. She had to do something to keep him from going further down the corridor.

      “You can’t tell us where to be.” She turned towards him.

      “Oh, yes I can. I think you both need to come with me.” The man crossed his arms. Samantha moved between Walt and the man.

      “We’re just having a conversation.” Samantha shrugged.

      “That conversation needs to take place in the privacy of your room. I will not stand for chaos in the corridor. We’ve had enough tragedy on this trip.”

      “It’s not like I’m going to throw him off the train.” Samantha frowned.

      “From the way you’re talking to him, I thought you might.”

      “Nonsense. We’re just having a little tiff. Isn’t that right, Walty?” She batted her eyes at Walt. Walt’s face grew pale.

      “Uh yes. She doesn’t like my mother.”

      “Look, I’m not here to do relationship counseling, take it to your room.” The man started to move past them. Samantha caught sight of Jo out of the corner of her eye. She was in the middle of stepping out of Ryan’s room.

      “I can prove there’s no hard feelings!” She grabbed Walt’s face and planted a kiss on his lips. Walt’s arms swung around in wild circles. “See?” She released him.

      “Ma’am, that needs to happen in your room, too.” The staff member shook his head in disgust. He continued down the corridor. He walked right past Jo and Eddy who walked casually towards Walt and Samantha. Walt stared, motionless, at Samantha.

      “That was close.” Jo looked over her shoulder at the man who moved onto the next car of the train.

      “Walt, you okay?” Eddy waved a hand in front of Walt’s face.

      “Walt, I’m sorry, I didn’t know what else to do.” Samantha couldn’t bring herself to look at him. Walt shifted his gaze to Eddy.

      “What’s wrong?” Eddy looked between the two.

      “You didn’t see?” Samantha looked at Eddy.

      “She kissed me. Right on the lips!” Walt exclaimed. “Samantha, I told you I don’t like surprises.”

      “You what?” Eddy turned to face Samantha. “You kissed him?”

      “I didn’t know what else to do!” Samantha sighed. “The staff member was about to walk into Jo walking out of Ryan’s room.”

      “All right, all right. The important thing is that it worked.” Eddy turned to Jo. “Was it worth it? Did you find anything?”

      “Just an old undershirt, and a brochure.” Jo pulled it out of her pocket. “It’s for the flower show, of course.”

      “Wait, why would he have a brochure for the flower show? He wasn’t going to the show. He was going to propose to his girlfriend.” Eddy took the brochure from her. He opened it up and searched through the pages. Then he spotted something. “Someone wrote a phone number on here.”

      “He was picking up women on the way to propose to his girlfriend?” Samantha stifled a laugh. “So much for true love, I guess.”

      “A phone number doesn’t mean he was picking up women. Maybe the brochure wasn’t even his. It could have been left in the trash,” Eddy said.

      “There’s one good way to find out.” Samantha pulled out her cell phone. She started to dial the number. “I forgot, no reception. We’ll have to wait until we get into the station.”

      “What about the undershirt?” Walt nodded towards the bundle of cloth in Jo’s hand. “Anything to that?”

      “It’s just got some letters on the label, nothing else. FBSP.”

      “FBSP.” Walt closed his eyes. “An acronym?”

      “What does it matter?” Eddy frowned. “It’s obviously just a clothing company. Why don’t we all get some rest? We can’t make any progress now until we get into the station in the morning.”

      “Agreed.” Samantha yawned. “I could use a little sleep.” She looked over at Walt. “I’m sorry again.”

      “A kiss, it’s nothing to apologize for.” He smiled.
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      Once Samantha and Jo were back in their room and had converted the two seats into a second bed, they went to bed. Samantha found she couldn’t fall asleep.

      “Jo, are you still awake?”

      “Yup.” She rolled over on the small bed. “How am I supposed to sleep after what you did?”

      “What I did?” Samantha sat up.

      “You kissed Walt! Did you see his face? I think you traumatized him.” Jo laughed. Samantha’s laughter blended with hers.

      “I bet he used a whole bottle of antibacterial wipes.”

      “You think? I think he might have liked it.” Jo giggled.

      “What do you think about Ryan? Who do you think killed him?”

      “I don’t know what to think. He just seems like a kid, on his way to propose to his girlfriend. Really, we know nothing else about him.”

      “So, who would have it out for him?”

      “Well, I don’t know, but the more I think about it I think maybe there’s more to this. If he’s so in love with this girl, why is she such a long train trip away from him? Why weren’t they living closer together if they were dating?”

      “I didn’t think about that.” Jo nodded in the dim light. “That’s a good point. There are some people that maintain long distance relationships though.”

      “It’s something to think about.” Samantha yawned. “All right, I’m going to try to sleep again. We have a big day when we get there.”

      “Sure, with the investigation.”

      “No, I meant the flower show.”

      “Do you think we’ll still go?” Jo peered over at her.

      “Jo, I promise you, no matter what happens, we’re not missing that flower show.”

      “Thanks Samantha.”  Jo sighed and turned back over to sleep.
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      Eddy gritted his teeth and did his best to remain patient. Rooming with Walt was akin to rooming with a fussy infant.

      “No, sorry that’s too bright.” Walt sighed.

      Eddy turned the light down. “How’s that?”

      “No, sorry it’s too low.”

      “Why don’t you do it?” Eddy grunted.

      “I can’t. I’ve already put my foot cream on. I can’t walk until it dries.” Walt pulled his blanket up to his chin. “Just a little brighter and it will be perfect. Thanks Eddy.”

      Eddy sighed and inched the light up. “How’s that?”

      Walt tilted his head back and forth on his pillow. “It’ll have to do I guess.”

      Eddy plopped down on his bed. “I still can’t believe you kissed her.”

      “She kissed me,” Walt huffed. “It was very unexpected.”

      “I bet.” Eddy chuckled. “Well, at least it kept us from getting thrown off the train. That was a very close call. When we reach our destination I can run down the information on Ryan and see what his history is. Maybe that will give us a clue as to who might have gone after him.”

      “The only problem is, once we’re off the train, that means the killer is, too.”

      “Maybe, but everyone on this train had to buy a ticket. I’ll see if I can get the passenger list. Then you can go through it.”

      “Sure.” Walt cleared his throat. “I can do that.”

      “I really think we’re the only ones fighting for this kid. I hope that we can figure something out and fast. I want to make sure that his death isn’t swept under the rug so that the train company can save face.” He rolled his hands into fists and knocked them together once. “Pow, you’re dead. Sorry about your luck, your ticket has been punched.”

      “I’m sure they care more than that. But to the untrained eye, this is a suicide.”

      “I guess.” Eddy settled back in the bed. He closed his eyes. Silence filled the room. “I still can’t believe you kissed her.”

      “She kissed me!”

      “But you let her.”

      “Well, I am a gentleman, after all.”

      Eddy laughed and tried to focus on sleep. There would be a lot of leg work to do when they arrived.

      It seemed to him that he had just closed his eyes when the crackle of the intercom woke him.

      “We will be arriving at the station in thirty minutes. Please take time to make sure that you have collected all of your possessions.”

      Eddy sat up in his bed. His mind was groggy as he tried to focus. Walt sat across from him on his bed. He rested his hand on his bag and stared at Eddy.

      “Do you want me to pack for you?” Walt asked. “I’ve already had a shower so you can quickly have one.”

      Eddy forced himself out of bed and wiped at his eyes. “Did we even sleep?”

      “Oh yes. Well, you did. Eddy, I think you may need to see a doctor.”

      “Huh? Why?” Eddy stood up and stretched.

      “There’s the snoring.”

      “What?”

      “Really, I’m concerned about your health.”

      “My health? You can’t even open a door without washing your hands.”

      “True. But I am in perfect health.” Walt stood up.

      “Good point.” Eddy yawned.

      “I’ll just have a quick shower.”

      After showering Eddy returned to the room.

      He found Walt had already packed everything up for him.

      “Thanks,” Eddy said as he tossed the items he used in the shower into his bag. “We’d better check in with the girls and make sure that they’re awake.”

      Walt opened the door and nearly walked into Samantha. “Oh Sam, hello.” He stepped back.

      “Don’t worry, Walt, I’m not going to kiss you.” She laughed. “We just came to see if you two were awake.”

      “All set.” Walt patted his bag.

      “I need some coffee.” Eddy yawned and stepped out of the room behind Walt.

      “I think we all do. It’s still early enough. Why don’t we stop for breakfast before the flower show? We can make all of our phone calls and do some more research before we go. Is that okay with you, Jo?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      Eddy slid the strap of his bag over his shoulder, then he took Samantha’s bag. Walt took Jo’s. The four walked towards the front of the train. As they moved through the crowded corridor, Samantha caught sight of a man who jabbed his finger repeatedly at his cell phone. She paused beside him.

      “Is there reception yet?”

      He looked up at her then looked back down at his phone. He turned his back to her without saying a word. Samantha was left a little flustered by how rude the man was, but she was soon swept along with the crowd. There was a bit of a wait to get off the train as everyone tried to exit at once. Samantha could hear the chatter of people around her.

      “Can’t believe that poor kid committed suicide.”

      “It’s so sad, he had so much life left to live.”

      “I’m sure it’s not that big of a loss.” Those words drew Samantha’s attention. She turned towards the voice to find it belonged to a man who offered a lopsided smile to her. She stared at him as he reached up to scratch his cheek. His hand was covered in scabs. She remembered him as the man who Jo spilt her drink over. Samantha was about to say something to him, but the line began to move. Eddy looked back over his shoulder to make sure that she was following him. Samantha lost sight of the man in the crowd. She didn’t think much of it, she knew some people were more detached from tragedy than others.

      As they filed off the train Samantha noticed Peter near the security guard. She was tempted to go over to him. She had to get away from Eddy first, or he would never let the conversation happen. She pulled Jo aside.

      “Pete’s over there.”

      “Do you think he knows something more than we do?” Jo asked as she spotted him as well.

      “I think I’m going to find out.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?” Jo looked at her with concern.

      “No, it’s fine. I want to talk to him myself. I need you to distract Eddy for me.”

      Jo glanced over at Eddy. He was trying to keep Walt from wiping his hands again.

      “All right, but if you need me, I’m just a phone call away. I’ll have Eddy help me see about a cab.”

      Samantha nodded. Jo walked over to Eddy and Walt.

      “Boys, it’s going to be hard, but we have to get a cab to give us a ride.” Jo pointed to the long line of passengers from the train that were waiting for a cab.

      “That will take forever. I’m going to make some calls to see what information I can get about Ryan.” Eddy pulled out his phone.

      “I’m going to find a restroom to scrub my hands in.” Walt shuddered. “I had to hold onto the railing to get off the train.”

      Samantha waited until Eddy’s back was to her, then she walked towards Peter. He appeared to be in a heated discussion with a security guard from the train. Peter nodded and the security guard walked away from him. Samantha paused just behind him. When he turned around he took a sharp breath of air at the sight of her. “Samantha, I didn’t expect to see you again. Didn’t Eddy scare you off?”

      “I’m not one to take orders.” Samantha tipped her chin upward and looked into Peter’s eyes. “What were you talking to the security guard about?”

      “Nothing important.” He returned her gaze, his own eyes wide open. “What is important is what I can do for you.”

      “For me?” Samantha shrugged. “I just wanted the chance to say goodbye. I guess we didn’t get that last time.”

      “No, we didn’t.” His eyes darkened. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

      “I’m not sure what you expect me to remember. All I know for certain was that once we were working on a case together, we had a good time, we solved a crime, and now there seems to be a problem between us. I honestly don’t know what I did to upset you.”

      “On the night of the arrests, I asked you to meet me for coffee the next day. I planned to ask you on a real date. You agreed, but you never bothered to show. Then you ignored all of my calls and e-mails.”

      “Oh Pete, I probably didn’t even hear the question. If I was about to break a story wide open that was probably what I was focused on. Nothing else would have gotten through to me. I’m sorry that you felt slighted, but it was not intentional.”

      “Then I guess that fate has given us a second chance. Maybe now, we can have that cup of coffee.”

      “Maybe, if you tell me why you were on the train in the first place.”

      “I told you, I’m going to the flower show.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She shook her head. “It might have been years, but I know you better than that, Pete.”

      “Samantha. I would love the opportunity to get to know you again. I really would. But I’m telling you right now that if you don’t let this go, you’re going to regret it.” He held her gaze with his own. “Not just you, but all of your friends, too.”

      “Pete, are you trying to threaten me?” She stared at him in shock.

      “No. It’s not a threat, Samantha. It’s a warning. I want you to know that I respect you, and Eddy, but if you can’t keep your noses out of this then we are going to have a problem.”

      “Why are you concerned about a young man who committed suicide? What do you get out of all of this?”

      “I could ask the same of you.” He straightened his shoulders.

      Samantha met his eyes with bold determination. “Well Peter, I happen to be interested because I do not believe that he committed suicide. I believe he was murdered.”

      “Samantha!” Peter glared at her. “You need to take a step back from this and fast. You don’t understand what’s happened here. You just don’t.”

      “If you do, then you need to tell me. What has happened, Peter?” She looked straight into his eyes. “If you know so much and think I know so little, then tell me the truth.”

      “You probably think that I’m being cruel, Samantha, or seeking some kind of revenge. But that’s not the case. Walk away from this, just go with your friends and enjoy the flower show.”

      Samantha stared at him a moment longer. His expression was rigid. She didn’t think she’d get another word out of him. She spun on her heel and walked away from him, back towards Jo. Eddy looked over at her just in time to see Peter walk away.

      “Did he try to talk to you, Samantha?” Eddy asked when he caught up to her.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Samantha avoided his gaze. “I want to go enjoy the flower show.”

      “I found out some very interesting information. Our pal, Ryan, the young and promising husband-to-be, just got out of jail, Free Bank State Prison,” Eddy said as Walt joined them.

      “FBSP,” Walt said with recognition. “The acronym on his shirt.”

      “I think they supply their own clothing to the prisoners usually, don’t they?” Samantha asked.

      “Some do.” Jo nodded.

      “What crime was he in for?” Samantha’s mood perked up.

      “Fraud. Apparently, Ryan was involved in one of those get rich quick schemes, you know the pyramid type. Well, people lost a lot of money to him, and he went to jail for two years for it,” Eddy said.

      “Huh, so Ryan gets out of jail, and gets on a train to go to propose to his girlfriend. What if she rejected him?” Jo asked.

      “What do you mean? He didn’t even have the chance to ask.” Samantha shrugged.

      “That we saw,” Eddy said.

      “What do you mean?” Samantha asked again.

      “He could have called her and proposed. Maybe when she turned him down, he didn’t want to live anymore. Maybe the piece of material in the railing wasn’t even from his shirt.” Eddy frowned.

      “No, Eddy that’s not possible,” Samantha said.

      “Just because we want to see a murder here, Samantha, maybe we were wrong. Now that I know Ryan was a recently released criminal, it changes things. He was probably going through the elation of being free, and thinking that he was going to have the perfect life. Then his girl turns him down, he’s crushed, he’s a little drunk. Maybe he jumped, maybe he fell.”

      “Eddy wait, that’s not why it’s impossible. It’s impossible because he couldn’t have called his girlfriend. I tried many times and there was no reception on the train. How could he have called her?”

      Eddy raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure there was a way. Maybe he just happened to try when there was reception or maybe he e-mailed her.”

      “There was no internet either, besides I doubt a guy like that is going to e-mail his proposal, he was determined. He would want to at least hear her voice.”

      “You may be right, I’m not one to know much about the matters of the heart. What I do know is that Ryan is not the good kid we thought he was. He might have some enemies on the train.”

      “Good thought,” Samantha said. A cab rolled to a stop in front of the four. Eddy reached out to open the door for Samantha, but before she could get inside Eddy caught her eye.

      “Remember what I said about Peter. I’ve got a bad feeling about him.”

      Samantha searched his eyes. “I will.” She slid into the cab.
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      The ride to the coffee shop was a short one. It was located right beside the entrance of the flower show. While Jo and Walt ordered, Eddy and Samantha set up shop at a corner table.

      “We know that Ryan did his time at Free Bank State Prison.” Samantha pulled out a notebook and opened it up on the table.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have any contacts there to find out much about him. It’s a little out of my reach,” Eddy explained.

      “Well, lucky for us nothing is out of my reach.” Samantha smiled. “I just need a few minutes and we’ll know what Ryan ate for breakfast and when he took his naps.”

      “Really?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. “I must say your contacts are impressive, Samantha.”

      “It comes from years of begging, threatening and in some cases bribing people to help me on stories, Eddy. I don’t think there’s a prison that I don’t have a contact in.”

      “I guess that’s something that you should take pride in.”

      “It’s going to get us our answers, right?” She began dialing a number on her phone. While she talked on the phone, Jo and Walt joined them at the table with coffee and muffins.

      “That smells so good.” Eddy took one of the cups of coffee as Samantha hung up the phone.

      “Okay, so this is what I found out. Ryan was let out early for good behavior. He was a model prisoner with no disciplinary issues.”

      “So basically, nothing?” Eddy frowned. “This guy isn’t giving us a clue to go on is he?”

      “Well, not nothing. I did find out the address he gave when he entered the prison system. It’s not far from here.”

      “So, I guess we should go there.” Jo sipped her coffee.

      “No way, you are not missing the flower show.” Samantha took her cup of coffee and looked at Jo across the top of it.

      “I think a murder investigation is a little more important than a flower show.” Jo took a bite of her muffin.

      “I agree.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “The longer we wait to follow this up the more likely that any information we could find will be gone.”

      “That’s great. So, you and Walt can get a cab and go check the address out, while Jo and I go to the flower show.”

      “Oh.” Eddy shrugged. “That’s fine with me. Walt?”

      “Sure.” Walt picked at the wrapper on his muffin.

      “Won’t you guys be disappointed to miss the flower show?” Jo frowned.

      “Uh, no.” Eddy grinned. “Not at all.”

      After they finished their breakfast the four stood outside the coffee shop to finalize their plans.

      “Okay we will make sure that we keep in touch.” Samantha checked her phone to be sure that her ringer was on.

      “I’ll let you know if I find out anything.” Eddy tucked his phone into his pocket. “Just remember that whoever the killer is, might be at the flower show. Keep your eyes open.”

      “We will.” Jo smiled. “Let’s go, before we miss the first exhibit.”

      Samantha waved to Eddy and Walt then followed after Jo to the entrance of the flower show.
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      “All right, Walt, let’s track down this address and find a cab.”

      “Not another one. If I get home without contracting some disease I will be amazed.”

      Eddy smiled at Walt. “Normally, I think you’re overreacting a little when it comes to the germ thing, but cabs are one thing I can agree with you on.” He stuck his hand out to hail a cab. As he looked towards the road he saw Peter on the sidewalk. He was walking towards the entrance of the flower show. “Maybe we should stay with the girls.” Eddy started to lower his hand just as a cab pulled up next to the sidewalk.

      “Eddy, Samantha and Jo can handle themselves. It will only offend Samantha if you keep hovering over her.”

      “Oh, you know so much about women now?” Eddy frowned.

      “I don’t know about women, but I know that Samantha is a fully capable, intelligent, experienced woman who will have no trouble navigating the likes of Peter Wilks. Now, let’s do our part and let them enjoy their flower show.” Walt sat down in the cab. Eddy looked towards the entrance of the flower show once more, then slid into the cab beside Walt. He stared out the window as the cab rolled away from the flower show. He hoped it wasn’t a mistake to leave Samantha alone with Peter.

      Walt gave the address to the driver.

      “That’s a short ride.” The driver started to pull away from the curb. Walt sneezed right behind the driver.

      “Oh wow, really? Do you think you could cover your nose? I don’t want to be exposed to your germs!”

      Walt’s eyes widened. Eddy tried not to laugh.

      “I’m sorry, it was unexpected, of course. I have a wipe if you’d like one.”

      “That’s all right, just keep your germs to yourself.”

      The ride to the address was short, just long enough for Eddy to send a text to Samantha.

      

      Peter is at the flower show, use caution.

      

      When they reached the address she had not responded yet.

      Eddy put his phone away and then stepped out of the cab. He handed the driver the payment then turned towards the house. There were two cars in the driveway of the small rancher. The yard was tended and the house had a fresh coat of paint on it.

      “Do you think it’s his parents’ place?” Walt studied the house.

      “I’m not sure. I didn’t check into who owns it. I guess we’re about to find out.”

      “Do you want me to wait?” the driver asked.

      “No, but I’ll give you a call so you can pick us up if you’re still in the area when we need you.”

      The driver nodded and handed him a card. Once the cab pulled away Eddy and Walt headed up to the front door of the house. Eddy checked his phone one last time and then knocked on the door. The door swung open to reveal a petite young woman with a smile on her pink lips. Eddy didn’t know what exactly to expect, but this was not it.

      Eddy and Walt introduced themselves. “We’re looking for information about a man who used to live here,” Eddy said.

      “Do you mean Ryan?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Yes, how do you know him?” Eddy asked as Walt looked past her into the house. He could see that it was very neat. He also noticed boots at the back door, and a baseball cap hung on a hook on the wall. He doubted they belonged to the small woman before him.

      “Look, I already know he’s dead. The cops were here to inform me because he never changed his address with the prison system. So, if you got your wires crossed and think you need to tell me again, don’t bother.”

      “That’s not exactly why we’re here.” Eddy slid his hands into his pockets. The woman was obviously not broken up over Ryan’s death, but he wanted to know who Ryan was to her. “We’d like to know if you can tell us anything about your brother.”

      “My brother?” She laughed. “He wasn’t my brother. He was some stalker who wouldn’t take no for an answer, and the only thing that I can tell you about him is that I’m glad he’s dead. He did us all a favor by taking care of the problem himself. So, if you expect me to shed a tear, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

      Eddy leveled his eyes on hers. “So, you must have been his girlfriend?”

      “I was not his girlfriend. We dated for a little while, then he got arrested. I would never be with a criminal. I had no idea what he was up to. The cops questioned me up and down because they thought I was involved, but I wasn’t. Ryan got it in his head that he could scam rich, old ladies for millions, and he did. When I met him he was rolling in cash and claimed it was honest money. When he went to jail he started sending me letters and trying to call me all the time. I told him I didn’t want anything to do with him. He sent me letters saying that he couldn’t live without me, and that he would make sure we were together. Honestly, the freak scared me.” She lowered her eyes for a moment. “When I heard he was getting released, I was afraid he was going to show up here and do something to hurt me. Then he called and left a message the day before yesterday saying he was getting the train and going to come see me.  He acted as if I should be excited.”

      “So, you had no feelings for him at all?” Walt raised an eyebrow.

      “Only hatred. He kept interfering in my life, even from jail. He found out about Cory.” She looked over into the living room as a tall, burly man walked into it. “Who is my fiancé, and he tried to cause me trouble by sending Cory letters. He wrote these horrible things about how I was cheating on him with Cory and that when he got out of jail he would make it clear who I belonged to. Like I’m some kind of object. I’m a person, you know?”

      Walt’s gaze fixated on the man that stood a few steps away from Leila.

      “Of course. Well, the reason we wanted to ask you some questions is because there’s some concern that Ryan did not commit suicide,” Eddy said.

      “What do you mean?” Her eyes widened.

      “I mean, there is some evidence to support the fact that he might have been murdered.”

      The woman’s face drained of color. She looked over at Cory. Then she started to close the door. “I don’t want to answer any more questions. You guys aren’t even cops, are you?” She pushed the door closed. Eddy knocked again, but she did not answer. He could hear the two arguing inside the house, but he couldn’t make out what they said.

      “Well, she’s a real sweetheart.” Eddy shook his head. “Sounds like Ryan was a little off his rocker.”

      “Eddy, that man in the house, he was on the train.”

      “What?” Eddy looked at Walt. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. He had scabs all over his hands. Remember? He was picking them on the platform. I won’t forget that for years.”

      “So, Cory was on the train with Ryan.” Eddy smiled a little. “Sounds like this may turn out to be a bit of a love triangle.”

      “If Cory knew it was a murder it didn’t look like he told his fiancée about it, though. She was shocked to hear it might not have been suicide.” Walt tapped his finger against his hip. “I think we’re going to need more than just the two of them being on the train together to prove this.”
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      The flower show was in full swing by the time Samantha and Jo got there. Samantha wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. It wasn’t too hot, but the sun was bright and she sweated easily.

      “Why don’t I get us some lemonade?” Jo pointed out a vendor cart. “You look like you could use something to cool you off.”

      “Sure, that would be great.” Samantha leaned against a railing that surrounded one of the exhibits. As she scanned the crowd she thought about the text Eddy had sent. He saw Peter enter the flower show. So, where was he? She and Jo had been to a few of the exhibits. She did one more sweep of the crowd, then caught sight of the woman that had dropped her suitcase on the platform. She stood in front of someone and appeared to be quite upset. Her shoulders shook, her hands flailed, and she shifted from one foot to the other. She remembered seeing her rather upset outside Ryan’s room before they searched it. Was she just always drunk and upset?

      Samantha shook her head and started to look away when the man she spoke to stepped to the side. Right away she recognized Peter. He stared at the woman with a stern expression and poked one finger into the palm of his opposite hand as he spoke. To Samantha it looked like he was explaining something, or trying to get his point across. The woman shook her head and turned away from him. Peter turned and walked away from her. For a moment Samantha considered going after him, but now she was more curious about the woman. Why was she talking to Peter? She recalled that when the woman stood in front of Ryan’s room Peter walked down the corridor towards her. Was his intention to meet with her then? Samantha walked across the path to the woman.

      “Excuse me, my name is Samantha. I noticed you talking to that man. Is he upsetting you?” Samantha offered the woman a tissue.

      “No, it’s not him. I’m Sandra Banks. That name used to mean something.” She accepted the tissue and dabbed at her eyes. “He’s only tried to help, but I fear things are beyond help now.”

      “What do you mean?” Samantha studied her.

      “I know you look at me, and all you see is a drunk loser. You should have seen me five years ago.” She sniffled. “I had everything. I made a lot of money, I married a man I thought I could trust, and I thought I was set for the rest of my life. Instead, I had everything stolen from me. Every last penny.” She rubbed the tissue under her eyes.

      “That’s terrible,” Samantha sympathized.

      “I thought, he would pay, the man who took everything from me. But he didn’t. He got out free to live his life and be happy. He never had to suffer the consequences. While I am ruined.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, but surely there’s some way to improve your situation. There’s always the chance to start over.”

      “No, not now I’m afraid. Now it is far too late.” She sighed and looked at Samantha. “I can see that life has given you plenty to believe in. But for me, life has taken everything. I don’t have hope anymore. Look, I’m even prepared to speak to strangers about it. There’s no hope for me.”

      “Is there someone you could talk to about the way that you’re feeling?” Samantha leaned closer to her. “You shouldn’t be alone like this.”

      “Maybe not. But I am. Don’t worry, I have no intention of doing myself harm. I am not that brave.” She blew her nose and wadded up the tissue. “Please, don’t waste another thought on me. My time has come and gone, you still have time left.” She turned around and walked away from Samantha. Samantha considered following her, but she knew that the woman didn’t want to talk anymore. Her mind focused on one tiny detail that the woman said. She believed the man who had stolen from her was going to pay. Was it possible that she meant Ryan?

      “Here you go, one ice cold lemonade.” Jo held the drink out to her. Samantha accepted it with a smile.

      “Thanks Jo.”

      “Were you talking to that woman again?”

      “I was. I need to make a quick phone call, Jo, is that okay? I can meet you at the next section.”

      “All right.” Jo’s gaze lingered on her. “Anything I can do to help?”

      “No, I just want to check something with Eddy.”

      As she walked towards the next exhibit, Samantha pulled out her phone. She dialed Eddy’s number.

      “How are things blooming?”

      Samantha was startled by Eddy’s question. She broke into a smile. “How clever. I wish I could say beautifully, but I have a question for you.”

      “Shoot.”

      “When you found out the information about Ryan did it include the name of his victim?”

      “Yes, it did.”

      “What was it?”

      “Give me a second. Yes, here it is. Sandra Banks was the victim. There were others but she took the largest hit and also drew her friends into the scheme with him. At first the police considered that she might be involved in the crime, but when they saw she had invested nearly all of her fortune into the scheme they no longer suspected her.”

      “I think we might just have our killer. The woman on the train who was standing near Ryan’s room before we broke into it is Sandra Banks.”

      “That’s great, Samantha, but wait…”

      “And there’s more. I just saw her talking to Peter, I think he must be connected to her, and perhaps he is the one who pushed Ryan off the train…” She paused and winced. “Though I hate to think that he would do such a thing. At least we now have a good idea of who the killer is.”

      “Samantha, that is very interesting, but we believe we found the killer.”

      “What?” Samantha gripped the phone tighter.

      “We went to the address you gave us and it is the home of the girl who Ryan was going to propose to. Only, she wasn’t interested in Ryan at all, he was obsessed with her. We met her fiancé, Cory, who just happened to be on the train with us. We’re pretty sure he’s the one who pushed Ryan off the train.”

      “If Cory was on the train and Sandra was on the train, I hate to say it Eddy but I think we have two suspects.”

      “Well, Cory is certainly big enough to have pushed Ryan off the train. Let’s not forget that Ryan was young and muscular, he’d probably been working out while in prison. The cloth on the railing indicates that he did most likely struggle, so there isn’t much chance that the woman I saw on the train would be able to overpower him.”

      Samantha frowned. “I know. Which is what led me to the suspicion that perhaps Peter is branching out from his private investigation activities into murder for hire.”

      “Wow.” Eddy cleared his throat. “I guess we can’t be sure. I’d hate to think that about him, too.”

      “It would explain why he keeps trying to scare us off the case.”

      “I guess the only thing we can do is follow both leads and see how they pan out. Right now Walt is looking up information about Cory to confirm he purchased a ticket for the train, so we can have proof.”

      “I can make some calls about Peter. I think it’s pretty clear that Sandra Banks had an ax to grind, and we know that she was on the train. I want to confirm that she hired Peter. We need to see if we can find evidence to prove that Peter was involved.”

      “Involved in what exactly?” The voice came from just behind her. Samantha’s chest tightened.

      “Eddy, I have to go.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I’ll call you soon.” She hung up the phone. Then she turned to face Peter. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for a flower show. As I walked by I happened to hear you mention my name a few times. So, what is so interesting about me, Samantha?” He held her gaze. “You weren’t that interested before.”

      “Maybe meeting Sandra Banks made me more interested.”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t play innocent with me. I saw you talking to her. I know that you are working for her.”

      Peter stepped closer and looked into her eyes. “What exactly is it that you think you know, Samantha?”

      “Pete, I’ve thought you were capable of a lot of things, being a great cop, being a good friend, but never has it crossed my mind that you might be involved in a murder.”

      “Murder?” Peter took a slight step back. “Do you really want to throw around accusations like that?”

      “What am I supposed to think? You won’t tell me the truth. I know that Ryan is the one who caused your client to lose her fortune. She must have been beside herself with anger that he was let out early.” Samantha tilted her head to the side and studied his features. “Was it that you felt so much sympathy for her and you knew it would just be getting rid of a criminal? Do you think that just because it’s been ruled a suicide, you’re going to get away with it?”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about. I was wrong about you all those years ago, and now I’m wrong about you again. You never really had a clue about me, did you?”

      “I’m not interested in a walk down memory lane, Peter. I just want to know the truth.” A small crowd of people walked past them. Their chatter momentarily silenced their conversation.

      When they passed, Peter replied, “Samantha, if you really thought I was a killer, I don’t think you’d be standing here in front of me. If you want to spread accusations about me, that’s your choice. But leave my client out of it.”

      “So, you admit that she hired you?” Samantha smiled briefly.

      “I’m not saying another word.” Peter spun on his heel and disappeared into the crowd.
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      Eddy stared at the phone with his brows knitted close together.

      “What is it?” Walt eyed him. “Is something wrong?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s not like Samantha to just rush me off the phone like that.” He tapped his phone against his palm, then looked up at Walt. “We’d better get back to the flower show. If Peter is there, and Samantha suspects him as much as she does, they are bound to run into each other.”

      “That won’t be good.” Walt shook his head.

      “I’ve got the list from Chris of who bought the tickets,” Eddy said as he handed Walt his phone. Chris was a young lab tech that used to work with Eddy at the police station. He had proved himself to be an invaluable contact and friend. “On the way let’s see if we can confirm that Cory was on the train. Also, find out anything you can about a passenger named Sandra Banks.”

      Walt nodded and looked at Eddy’s phone. The drive back to the flower show was a quiet one. Eddy hoped that Samantha was safe. He knew that she tended to be much more daring than she should be.
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      When Eddy and Walt arrived at the flower show, Jo and Samantha waited near the entrance.

      “Did you find out anything more?” Samantha frowned.

      “No. What about you? Why did you have to get me off the phone so fast?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. Samantha considered telling him about her encounter with Peter, but she didn’t want to. Not just yet. She wanted to find out a little more information before she revealed her true suspicions.

      “There was this beautiful flower on display and I didn’t want to miss it.”

      “Oh?” Eddy said skeptically. “Was it a cactus?”

      “Oh hush.” Samantha frowned. “Let’s get some lunch and regroup.”

      The four gathered around a picnic table with an assortment of food purchased from a nearby food truck. Walt ignored his sandwich as he shared what he had discovered.

      “I just looked through the ticket and passenger list and Cory Smith did indeed purchase a ticket. However, I found something interesting. Another ticket was purchased only a few hours later by a Mick Smith.”

      “Well, Smith is a very common last name. Do you think it connects to anything?” Samantha took a bite of her meatball sub.

      “The thing is that the tickets were purchased on the same day a few hours apart. They were also purchased for the same connecting train. That seems like a bit too much of a coincidence to me.” Walt tried not to look at the sauce that dripped down Samantha’s chin.

      “Maybe, but it is still a common name. Samantha, could you find out if there’s a connection between Cory Smith and Mick Smith?” Eddy asked.

      “I can. After I’m done eating.” She took another bite. Walt looked away and thrust a napkin in her direction. She took it and rolled her eyes.

      “Some food is meant to be messy, Walt.”

      “There’s something bothering me about this whole thing.” Jo ignored her chicken salad sandwich.

      “What is it?” Eddy looked over at her.

      “So, we know that Ryan was on his way to propose. We also know that he was on the same train as the woman he went to jail for defrauding. What are the chances of that? I can understand that Cory bought a ticket when he found out that Ryan was getting out, but what about Sandra? Did she just happen to be on the same train as Ryan?”

      “You think she knew about Ryan’s release, too?” Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “It would make sense.” Eddy nodded. “Usually the victim is notified if the offender is going to be released, especially if it’s an early release.”

      “So, Sandra found out about Ryan getting out and she decided to hop on the train?” Eddy rested an elbow against the picnic table. “Sounds like premeditation to me.”

      “I’m still not sure.” Walt shook his head. “I don’t think that she could have done it.”

      “I still think we should look into her further,” Samantha said.

      “I’m going to call Chris and see if we can get a copy of the suicide note. It should be on the system. Maybe the handwriting will give us a clue of some kind.” Eddy frowned. “It can’t hurt.”

      “Good idea.” Samantha nodded. “I’ll look into Sandra Banks.”

      “I’m going to eat my food.” Jo grinned and took a bite of her sandwich. Eddy walked away to make his phone call. Samantha used her phone to search for information about Sandra Banks. It was pretty easy to find considering that she was a well-known name in high society at one time. She didn’t work, but inherited her fortune from her family.

      “Would you believe Sandra was once honored for making a donation of over one million dollars to a charity?” Samantha shook her head. “She doesn’t sound like someone who was bent on murder.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s easy to be generous when you have money. Her life was defined by her wealth. She didn’t seem too concerned about giving it away. That’s probably why she was so easily swayed by Ryan’s con. We know that Ryan took everything from her.” Jo took the last bite of her sandwich. “I’m sorry, but in a way she was asking for it. If you don’t know what it’s like to have nothing, you don’t know how vigorously you should protect your funds.”

      “I imagine there are some fiscally responsible people who are very wealthy.” Samantha continued to flip through photographs of the woman. She froze when she came across one picture in particular.

      “Actually, Jo is correct,” Walt said. “There are not too many people that are very wealthy that can handle their money. Most have a team of professionals handle their finances from top to bottom. They don’t even buy a pack of gum without someone knowing about it.”

      Samantha barely heard him as she stared at the picture on the screen.

      “Is that Peter?” Eddy paused just behind Samantha and peered over her shoulder at the phone. “With Sandra?”

      “Yes, it is.” Samantha turned her screen off. “We already know that he’s working for her.”

      “Hm.” Eddy sat down beside her. “Chris said he didn’t have time to send the suicide note through straight away as he was going to a meeting, but he had a quick look at the note on the system for me. He said the words were not surprising, but that the stationary used was quite distinctive. The paper was light green and it had the letter L as a watermark.”

      “Hopefully he’ll send it later,” Jo said.

      “What’s next then?” Eddy asked.

      “I think we still need to look at Sandra,” Jo said.

      “I remember the bartender refused to continue serving Sandra drinks in her room. Maybe if I talk to the steward about the drinks he can tell us what time he delivered them,” Samantha suggested. “That way we can try to piece together where Sandra was around the time Ryan died.”

      “That’s a great idea.” Eddy cleared his throat. “Samantha, I have a question for you.”

      “Hmm?” Samantha glanced over at him.

      “Would it bother you if I looked into Peter’s background? I’m curious about what he’s been up to over the past few years.” Eddy frowned. “If you don’t want me to, I won’t.”

      “Why would I have a problem with it?” Samantha shrugged. “It’s fine with me. I’m sure if there is something there for you to find, you will find it.”

      Eddy held her eyes for a moment longer and then nodded. Samantha occupied herself by calling the train company office number. She asked to speak with the steward that was on their train. She was given another number to call. She dialed the number and waited for the steward to pick up. She placed a notepad in front of her on the table. The scribbles she drew on the paper were mostly just to distract her while she waited.

      “Hello, this is Thomas.”

      “Hi Thomas, my name is Samantha. I’m calling you because I need a favor.”

      “Were you a passenger on the train?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh. Well, how can I help you?”

      “I’d like to know if you can recall serving a certain passenger drinks.”

      “I can’t really comment on a passenger’s activities,” Thomas’ voice was drawn out in an attempt to be authoritative.

      “Thomas, I’m aiding an investigation into the unfortunate death of one of the passengers on the train.”

      “Yeah, that was terrible. But that was a suicide.”

      “That’s yet to be determined.”

      “Really?”

      “I’m not asking for much, Thomas. I’d just like to know if you actually delivered any drinks to Sandra Banks’ room?” Samantha reflected actual authority in her voice. “No stone unturned you know. You don’t want to be the person that impedes this investigation.”

      “I thought the police ruled it a suicide?”

      “It’s being looked into. So did you deliver drinks to her?”

      “Yes, I delivered her some drinks. Not that it matters. There’s no way that she had anything to do with the death.”

      “How can you know that for sure?” Samantha listened close as she sensed that Thomas knew much more than what he was saying.

      “Hey, I could lose my job for this. I’m not supposed to hang out in passenger’s rooms. I need you to keep this off the record.”

      “No problem, I can do that.”

      “Well, when I delivered her drink she was crying. She was alone, and I felt bad for her. She was just bawling her eyes out. So, I asked her what was wrong. She couldn’t really talk, so I just sat with her. I was still with her when the train stopped. There’s no way she could have been involved. But like I said, I need this to stay off the record.”

      “I understand.” Samantha made a note on her notepad and then tapped her pen against it. Just when she thought everything added up, everything fell apart. “Well, thanks for your time, Thomas.”

      “If anyone was involved in the death, I would think it was the guy that was sitting with Ryan in the dining car. They were really having it out.”

      “What guy?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know his name. I just went to the bar to pick up drinks and food to deliver to the rooms. I guess it was only about an hour before that I saw them, because I stayed in Sandra’s room after that.”

      “What about his room number? Do you know that?”

      “No sorry, I don’t. But the bartender might. If he paid the tab then his room number would be on the receipt.”

      “Do you know how I can contact her?”

      “Sure. I’ll give you her number. But don’t tell her I’m the one that gave it to you. She’s a little funny about her personal information.”

      Samantha raised an eyebrow. She expected that might be because Thomas was so willing to give out her phone number. She jotted down the number that he gave her. After she hung up she caught sight of Eddy looking towards her. In an attempt to avoid another conversation about Peter she quickly dialed the bartender’s number.

      “Gretta, speaking.”

      “Hi Gretta, I’m sorry to bother you, but I’d like to ask you a quick question about something that happened in the dining car this past trip.”

      “Oh? How did you get this number?”

      “I promise that it will only take a second. Do you remember the man who died?”

      “Yes, I saw him in the bar. He was bragging about getting engaged. Tragic.” Her dry tone indicated she didn’t really think it was too tragic.

      “Did you notice him getting into an argument with anyone while he was in the dining car?”

      “Oh uh.” She paused a moment. “Who is this again?”

      “I just need to know if you can recall the other man’s name, or room number. Then I will not bother you anymore.”

      “I do remember him arguing with this guy. I noticed because I’ve been a bartender for a lot of years, and when someone starts fighting, I look for certain things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like if they might be carrying a weapon, or if they are wearing heavy jewelry. The guy he was fighting with was wearing a really thick ring. I was worried that he might haul off and punch him, as crowded as the dining car was that could have started a huge fight.”

      Samantha made a note about the ring on her notepad. “What about a name? Did you hear any names?”

      “All right. It was Rick. I think. No, like the mouse.”

      “Mickey?”

      “Yeah, but just Mick. I think that was it.”

      “Thanks, you’ve been very helpful.”

      “Great, now maybe you can tell me who keeps giving out my number.”

      “Sorry, bad connection.” Samantha hung up the phone. She knew better than to reveal her sources. “I just found out something very interesting.”

      She drew the attention of everyone at the table.

      “What is it?” Walt squinted at her.

      “It sounds like our Mick Smith had a heated conversation with Ryan before his death. He also wore a very thick ring.”

      “Just like his son. Mick Smith is Cory Smith’s father.” Eddy tapped the screen of his phone which displayed a photograph of the two men together. Each wore an identical ring. “I took the liberty of looking it up.” He winked at Samantha.

      “So, then maybe Cory’s father went to bat for him?” Jo suggested.

      “So maybe they planned the murder together,” Eddy said.

      “Let’s not forget that Sandra is a very viable suspect.” Walt wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Where there is money trouble murder often follows.”

      “She would be, but Thomas, the steward, confirmed that he was with her the entire time.”

      “Is it possible that she bribed him?” Jo brushed her long, black hair back over her shoulder. “It’s not as if that’s unheard of, people have done it to create an alibi before.”

      “It’s possible. What’s also possible is that her distant cousin took care of the problem for her.” Eddy slid his phone over to Samantha. “This is what I found when I looked into Peter.”

      “They’re related.” Samantha nodded. “That still puts him in the hot seat.”

      “So, you’re saying after all of this work we’re still not any closer to finding out who the murderer is?” Walt shook his head.

      “Well, we can visit our friend Cory again to see if he has anything to say about his father being on the train.” Eddy finished his food.

      “I think that’s a good idea. But this time, can I go with you?” Jo looked at Eddy. “I want to see Cory for myself. I’m very good at telling if someone is lying.”

      “All right.” Eddy nodded. “It would be good to go and speak to him with someone else. Throw him off a bit.  Give me a few minutes I want to talk to Walt about something.” He wanted to tell Walt to keep a lookout for Peter.

      “Sure.” Jo glanced over at Samantha. “Are you going to join us?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Samantha tapped at the screen on her phone. “I want to do a little more checking into Pete. I think that this idea about Mick is a stretch.”

      “All right. Hopefully when we get the copy of the suicide note, something will stand out.”

      “I forgot all about that phone number on the brochure Jo found. We should give it a ring out of curiosity.” She rummaged in her purse until she found the brochure.

      “Good idea.” Jo glanced over at the brochure which was splashed with images of the flower show. A shadow passed across her features as she looked away. Samantha frowned and pulled out her cell phone.

      “I’m sorry that we’re missing some of the show. I promise that we won’t miss all of it.”

      “It’s okay. You know this is more important to me than flowers. There will be other shows.”

      Samantha dialed the number on the brochure. She listened to two rings before someone picked up.

      “Wilks.”

      Samantha’s hand trembled as she held the phone. Of all the people she expected might answer, Peter Wilks was not one of them. She hung up quickly.

      “Samantha? Who was it? What’s wrong?”

      Samantha put her phone down on the table. She bit into her bottom lip. When she released it she met Jo’s eyes. “Peter Wilks answered.”

      Before Jo could respond the phone started to ring. Samantha stared down at the phone number on the caller ID display, it was the same number that she had just dialed. “It’s him.”

      “Don’t answer it.” Jo shook her head.

      “But maybe I should?” Samantha picked it up before she could convince herself not to. “Hello?”

      “Samantha?” Peter sounded surprised. “I didn’t know that you had this number. Why did you hang up?”

      “I didn’t have this number. Ryan did. Written on a flower show brochure that we found in his room. Care to explain how he got it?” She braced herself. The last thing that she expected was for Peter to tell the truth.

      “I gave it to him.”

      The revelation made Samantha’s breath catch in her throat. She didn’t really want to believe that Peter could have killed Ryan, even if all the evidence pointed at him, and her own instincts screamed that he was possibly responsible.

      “Why?”

      “To try and befriend him so I could find out as much as I could about him. I wanted to see if there was anything I could use to put him back in jail. When Sandra hired me, she said she didn’t want him walking free. I assured her that a criminal like that would likely have more than one skeleton in his closet. So, I waited for the opportunity to speak to him and once I had it, I gave him the impression that I could help him clear his name. I wanted him to trust me and confide in me any other crimes he may have committed.”

      “And did he?”

      “No. He was squeaky clean as far as I could tell. He just kept repeating the same stuff about how much he loved his girlfriend and how he was going to spend the rest of his life with her. I realized I was getting nowhere, so I jotted down my number and asked him to call me if he wanted to work on clearing his name. I hoped that he would maybe get a little drunk and decide to confess something to me. It was a last ditch effort to help Sandra. Obviously that didn’t work out.”

      “Pete, you two are cousins aren’t you?”

      “Samantha, I know what you’re thinking, and you’re right. I would do just about anything for family. But not this. Never this.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe you just got upset with him, maybe you were just trying to teach him a lesson of some kind. You didn’t mean to hurt him, but he wasn’t listening.”

      “No, that’s not true at all.” Peter’s voice rumbled with anger. “If that’s what you think of me, then there is nothing left to say.” He hung up the phone. Samantha held the phone to her ear a moment longer as if she wasn’t ready to put it down. She wondered if she had pushed him too far. Maybe he was innocent, in which case she definitely didn’t want to antagonize or upset him.

      “You okay?” Jo looked at her.

      “I think so.”

      “Ready?” Eddy looked at Jo as he and Walt walked back over.

      “Samantha and I will look into Mick from here.” Walt sat back down across from Samantha. “But only after she finishes her meatball sub.”

      Samantha tried to smile, but her heart fluttered with an unnamed fear. If Peter really was a killer had she just given him a reason to target them all?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The silence in the cab as Eddy and Jo rode to Cory’s house was thick.

      “So, have you seen any groundbreaking flowers?”

      Jo looked over at him. “I’ve seen some beautiful ones.”

      “Groundbreaking, you get it, because flowers grow out of the ground.” Eddy gave a short, awkward laugh.

      “Oh, clever.” Jo spared a small smile. “I get it.”

      “I’m sorry this is interfering with your vacation.”

      “It’s all right, it wouldn’t feel like my day was complete without investigating someone or something.” Jo looked out the window at the passing trees. “It’s a good thing that you’re here or it would just be me and Samantha looking into the murder. That could have been messy.”

      “What’s going on with her? She seems distracted.”

      “On the contrary, she is highly focused.”

      “Huh?” Eddy frowned. “She’s barely said a word about Mick.”

      “That’s because she doesn’t think Mick is the killer. She’s focused on Peter, she thinks he’s involved.”

      “Oh.” The cab lurched to a stop outside of Leila’s house. “I can understand why she would think that. Once we rule out Mick, I’m likely to agree with her on that opinion,” Eddy said thoughtfully.

      “You think he’s guilty, too?”

      “I think he may not be guilty of murder, but I think he’s guilty of something. He must have been on the train to do something, it’s just too much of a coincidence. There’s Cory.” Eddy looked down the driveway.

      Cory’s large frame made its way towards the end of the driveway weighted down by a large trash bag. “Thanks for the lift.” Eddy slipped the driver payment, then he nodded to Jo. Eddy grabbed the handle of the door and eased it open. Jo did the same on the passenger side. With muffled footsteps they approached Cory, who dropped the large bag of trash into the trashcan. Jo moved behind him and Eddy blocked his path back to the house.

      “Hi there, Cory. Remember me?” Eddy smiled.

      “What do you want?” Cory glanced over his shoulder at Jo. His gaze lingered on her for a moment, then he turned back to Eddy. “What’s this about?”

      “It’s about the fact that you were on a train yesterday with your fiancée’s ex. Did she know that you threw him off? Did she ask you to do it?” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “There’s no point in lying, Cory, we know that you were on that train. We have an eyewitness that can place you there, not to mention that you bought a ticket in your own name. Not a great idea if you’re planning to commit murder. But you thought that everyone would assume it was a suicide. You’d be free and clear. I guess you weren’t counting on this,” Eddy said. Cory glared at him. He pursed his lips and then shook his head.

      “All right, I was on the train, but that doesn’t prove anything. I didn’t even speak to Ryan. I spent most of the trip in my room trying to get the nerve up to confront him. I wanted to protect Leila, but to be honest with you I didn’t want to get into a fight. I was going to confront him, but I kept delaying it and then before I could he was dead.” He grimaced. “Now you’ve got Leila thinking I had something to do with his murder. But I didn’t. No matter what anyone says you can’t prove that I did, because I didn’t.” He glared into Eddy’s eyes. “You can believe whatever it is you need to, but it won’t change the facts. I was on that train to talk to Ryan, to get him to leave Leila alone, that was it. I didn’t even do that.”

      “Why not? Don’t you care about Leila?” Eddy stepped around the trashcan towards him. “You’re going to marry her, but you can’t come to her defense?”

      “Look.” Cory frowned and leaned one hand against the trashcan lid. “Because of my size everybody thinks I’m tough. But the truth is, I don’t like confronting people.” He sighed. “I didn’t want to look like I was too weak to protect her so I offered to go get on the train and prevent him from coming here. I would have, too, but obviously, I didn’t have to. He was dead before the train arrived.”

      “Or maybe you did and this is the best cover story that you could come up with. Hmm?” Eddy crossed his arms. “I’m not buying it. I bet you confronted him and things went from bad to worse. Maybe it was a fight that just got out of hand, maybe it wasn’t your fault.” Eddy pressed, trying to sympathize with him so he would confess.

      “Look, it wasn’t me. I didn’t even talk to him. I did overhear someone else talking about him though.” He nodded his head. “And that lady was angry.”

      “What lady?” Eddy narrowed his eyes with interest.

      “I don’t know her name. She was pretty drunk. I heard her arguing with this guy in the corridor. He kept saying that she had to let it go, he hadn’t found anything they could use. She told him that Ryan was worthless and that he had to pay for what he did. She said, if he couldn’t find a way to make him pay, then she would have to.” He shook his head. “I just figured she was another person he had crossed. From the way they were talking though, it seemed like Ryan had done a lot more harm than just stalking. I figured if they were already gunning for him I didn’t really need to jump in. I guess I was right.”

      “I don’t know what makes you think that you can get away with trying to pin this on some woman.” Eddy laughed. “Ryan was far larger than her.”

      “Then you know who I’m talking about?” Cory raised an eyebrow. “You know who the woman is?”

      Eddy grimaced. He had let too much slip. He tried to use it to his advantage. “Sure, I’ve already ruled her out as the killer. Anyone else you want to try to frame?”

      “Look, I’m not framing anybody. If you cleared her then I guess she didn’t do it, but I can tell you, I wouldn’t want her to be my enemy. She was fierce and drunk. Have you ever tried to fight with a drunk woman? Even if she’s small, I bet she can pack a punch. Look, I’ve got to get back inside before Leila notices that I’m gone. She’s pretty upset about all of this. It took a lot to convince her that I had nothing to do with his death. If she sees me talking to you, she might not believe me anymore.”

      “I’m not sure that I believe you.” Eddy lifted the brim of his fedora and wiped away some sweat that had gathered there. “I can tell you that we will be in touch.”

      “Whatever.” Cory shook his head. “I had nothing to do with it, so you’re not going to find anything on me.”

      As he turned and walked back inside, Jo faced Eddy. “What do you think? Is he lying?”

      “It’s hard to tell. But I do think it’s time we had a conversation with this woman that he defrauded. It sounds like she had a very big score to settle. She’s so small though.” He began to walk back towards the car. Jo let him get a few steps ahead of her. Then with a burst of speed she ran up to him from behind. She had his arm twisted behind his back and his body thrust forward before he could even think to struggle.

      “Bam, you’re off the train, Eddy. Her size wouldn’t have stopped her if she took him by surprise.”

      Eddy cleared his throat and started to resist her grasp. She only tightened her grip. “Jo, let me go.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought we were still acting out the idea.” She released him and took a step back in case he decided to retaliate.  “But do you think she could do it now?”

      “Absolutely, but you’re a lot stronger than she is and it just seems very unlikely.” Eddy shot her a sullen look as he ran his hand along the reddened skin of his wrist. “Or at the very least I know not to get on anymore trains with you.”

      “As long as you’re good to me, you have nothing to worry about.” She cast him a quick wink.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      As the two walked back towards the street Eddy cast a glance over his shoulder. He caught sight of Leila peering out through the curtains of the front window. When she saw him turn, the curtains fell shut. Eddy called a cab which arrived within a minute. Once they were back in the cab Jo looked over at Eddy.

      “Why didn’t you mention Mick?”

      “I wasn’t ready to. Not yet. I don’t want Cory to know what we know until we learn a little bit more about Mick. If we tip them off then they will do their best to get their stories straight. I want to know that I can get a confession out of him before I move forward with any accusations.”

      “Your mind amazes me sometimes.” Jo smiled at him.

      “Why?” Eddy rubbed his forehead. “Lately it seems to be failing me more and more.” Jo was surprised that Eddy was so open with her.

      “You don’t just see what’s right in front of you, you see the whole story. You think about past, present, future, and all the ways a person has created connections throughout their lives. I guess that’s what made you a great detective.”

      “Did you just say great and detective in the same sentence?” Eddy arched a brow as he looked over at her.

      “It’s a compliment, old man, just enjoy it.”

      “Fine, I think I will.” Eddy looked over at the window, but Jo still caught sight of the slight curl of his lips into a smile.
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      Jo and Eddy returned to the café where Walt and Samantha were waiting for them.

      “It took me a little time to sort through all of the Mick Smith’s, but I think I have it narrowed down to the same man that purchased a ticket on the train. I have confirmed that he is Cory’s father. It has just been the two of them since Cory’s mother died in a car accident ten years ago. There are no records of remarriage. From what I can tell Mick’s not rich, but he’s comfortable.” Walt frowned. “He is a businessman and there’s nothing to indicate that he would take such a large risk as to kill someone.”

      “Maybe not as a businessman, but as a father.” Samantha flipped through the photographs on her phone. “I found some old articles in the local paper about Cory winning some wrestling competitions, his father is by his side in every picture. It seems like the two are very close. Maybe Mick is protective of him.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe he got on that train with Cory to try to stop him from taking Ryan’s life. He just didn’t get the chance.” Walt frowned. “With Cory’s experience in wrestling I’m sure that he would have no trouble getting Ryan off the train.”

      “Good point.” Samantha nodded. Her expression darkened as her mind returned to Peter. He sounded so offended when she last spoke to him. Still, she couldn’t shake the idea that he was involved. It made sense for him to be the murderer even though she hoped he wasn’t. Yet, Cory was also a very likely candidate. She shook her head as her mind raced in many different directions.

      “Well, we found out that Cory claims that he wanted to talk to Ryan to stop him but he never got the chance.” Eddy and Jo walked up to the table.

      “Oh?” Samantha looked up at him. “Did you ask him about Mick?”

      “No I didn’t. I wanted to wait to see what you found out first. Anything?”

      “Only that Mick is a very stable man with good business sense and a deep affection for his son.” Walt canted his head to the side. “Does that sound like a murderer to you?”

      Eddy pulled off his fedora and ran his hand back through his thin, brown hair. “No. But people are not always what they seem. In fact they are rarely what they seem on the surface. Right Samantha?” He cast a glance in her direction.

      “Right.” She looked back at him without hesitation. She knew that he was trying to bait her into discussing Peter, but she was not ready to.

      “So, what’s our next step?” Jo did her best to break through the tension between the two. “Are we going to hunt down Mick and talk things over with him?”

      “I don’t want to tip him off. I think we need to talk to the police. Going to the local police station that attended the scene is not a possibility because it’s too far from here. But I asked Chris, and he found out that the station that would investigate the crime if it was a suspected murder is a bit of a drive from here, but it’s not too far.  I don’t know how much they’ll know because it’s being treated as a suicide, but it’s worth taking a shot and seeing if they know anything. If we can get an idea of whether they found anything the slightest bit suspicious on the body then we might be able to gain some actual proof that we could use to try and get a confession out of whoever might have done this.” He looked over at Samantha again.

      “Okay, let’s do it.” Jo pulled out her phone. “I think we’re making the cab service around here rich.”

      “No, wait a minute, there’s no reason for all of us to go.” Samantha stood up. “Eddy’s the one with police connections and Walt has the eye for detail. You and I can finish out what’s left of the flower show.”

      “That doesn’t sound fair,” Jo said.

      “Oh, it’s fair.” Eddy grinned. “More than fair, trust me.”

      “I don’t know, Sam, is it right to enjoy something like this when we are trying to find a murderer?”

      “Nonsense, we are not going to miss out on the rest of the show.”

      “Are you sure?” Jo tugged at the strap of her purse. “I mean I know you enjoy an investigation, but the show only happens once a year.”

      “Jo, you don’t have to justify it. The whole point of this trip was this show. Besides, Eddy and Walt will be hot on the trail of whoever did this. There’s no reason for us not to be able to enjoy a little foliage. Right boys?” She flashed a smile in Walt and Eddy’s direction.

      “Absolutely.” Eddy tugged his hat back down on his head. “Right Walt?”

      “Right.” Walt nodded. “Have fun. Try not to kill any plants, Samantha.” He grinned at her.

      “It was one plant!”

      “One cactus.” Jo grinned.

      “All right, let’s just go.” Samantha laughed and walked towards the entrance of the flower show. Jo followed after her.

      “I guess we’d better call another cab.” Walt sighed.

      “Are you kidding me? My wallet is almost drained. Besides, there’s an easy way to get a ride.” Eddy grinned at Walt.

      “Huh how?”

      “Well, we’re going to the police station. All we need to do is get picked up by a patrol car.”

      “I’m not getting arrested!” Walt growled.

      “I’m not talking about getting arrested.” Eddy pulled out his phone. After a quick search he found the number of the police station. Then he dialed it. As soon as someone picked up he met Walt’s eyes. “Hello, I’d like to report a murder.”

      Walt’s eyes grew huge. “Eddy!” Eddy turned away and continued to speak into the phone.

      “Yes, I have evidence that the man who jumped off the train, did not jump at all. He was pushed. Right, well I can’t come down to the station because I don’t have a car.” He paused and nodded. “We’re at the flower show. All right, we’ll be here.” He hung up the phone. “Done, and done.” He grinned as he turned back to face Walt. His grin faltered when he saw how pale Walt’s features were. “What?”

      “Eddy, in your experience when someone claims that there’s been a murder, who do you first suspect?”

      “The person who reports it.” Eddy shrugged.

      “So, you’ve just made us both prime murder suspects. We were on the train, so we had the opportunity.”

      “But no motive.” Eddy smiled. “Yes, I want them to suspect us as that’s the only reason they will send a car out here to pick us up. It saves us money, plus we can gauge the officers that pick us up to see if they are going to be allies.”

      “Or, if they’re going to lock us up for murder you mean?” Walt shook his head. “It’s a bold move, Eddy. I can’t say it’s a bad move, but it’s a bold move.”

      “It worked didn’t it?” Eddy pointed to the patrol car that pulled up to the sidewalk. “Our chariot awaits.”

      “Well, it’ll probably be cleaner than a cab.” Walt sighed with relief.

      “Ha, if you say so.” Eddy refrained from detailing the amount of drunks that had thrown up in the back of his patrol car when he worked as a police officer.

      Two patrol officers got out of the car and walked towards them. “Did one of you call us?”

      “We both did actually.” Eddy straightened his hat. “We’d like to talk to a detective.”

      “What about?” The officer narrowed his eyes which were already shadowed by the brim of his hat.

      “Let’s discuss that at the station.” Eddy smiled. “Shall we?” He opened the back door of the patrol car. The two officers looked a little put off by his forwardness, but did not stop him. Walt slid in beside him. As soon as he put his foot down on the floorboard of the back seat his pale features tinged with green.

      “Eddy, there is a puddle on the floor.”

      “Oh yeah, last guy we picked up had a bladder problem.” The officer in the passenger seat laughed. “Sorry about that.”

      “Bladder? Did he say bladder?” Walt looked over at Eddy with his mouth wide open.

      “He’s just pulling your leg.” Eddy smiled. “But if I were you I would keep your feet up.”

      Walt did just that for the remainder of the ride to the police station.

      When they arrived at the station it was much smaller than they expected. There was a general sleepy atmosphere.  A few of the officers even had their feet propped up on their desks and their chairs tipped back. It was a very relaxed environment.

      “Not much action around here, hmm?” Eddy glanced at the officer.

      “We like it that way.” He smiled. “There is the detective.” He pointed to one of the men who had his feet propped up on a desk. “Detective Richardson.”

      The detective snorted and then opened his eyes. “What is it?”

      “Are you working on the death from the train overnight?” Eddy asked.

      “Why would I be?” He laughed. “A suicide doesn’t need much investigation.”

      “Unless it wasn’t a suicide.” Walt offered him a friendly smile. “Did you consider that possibility?”

      “Of course not, we had the suicide note, not hard to predict what happened when someone spells it out for you, is it?” He sat up in his chair and then leaned forward across his desk. “You two claim to know something, so please, educate me.”

      “It was clearly a murder.” Walt tapped his finger lightly against his palm. “Ryan had just been released from prison, he was free, not depressed. He was on the way to claim the hand of the love of his life. He was happy. Not only that but we believe that we found a piece of his shirt on the railing by the viewing platform.”

      “Oh? A piece of shirt?” Detective Richardson laughed. “That seals it then. I guess we can go out and arrest someone because of a piece of shirt. Oh wait, there are no suspects, because this was not a murder. Are you two a bit senile?”

      “Excuse me, Sir?” Walt narrowed his eyes. “Not only is that a very discriminatory comment, it is completely untrue. My mind is as sharp as it has always been.”

      “Really? Did you have a little accident there?” He pointed at the cuff of Walt’s pants and his soaked shoe.

      “That was the result of a disgusting puddle in the back of one of your filthy police cars. I can’t believe that you would even transport criminals in that nasty environment.”

      “Uh huh. Well, you haven’t told me anything solid here. Did either of you witness the crime?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” Eddy began. Before he could give any other explanation the detective pushed forward.

      “Did either of you commit the crime?”

      “Of course not.” Walt scowled.

      “All right then, you have no actual knowledge of a murder being committed. Why are you wasting your time?”

      “Was the crime scene even evaluated? Was any evidence gathered at all? Were there any marks on the body not caused by the fall?” Eddy asked.

      “Did we examine a body that was battered by rocks after jumping off a moving train for any marks that were not caused by the fall?” Detective Richardson asked incredulously.  “As for the crime scene, it was rocky terrain. There was nothing to be evaluated. We didn’t collect any evidence because there was no need for it.”

      “What about from his room?” Eddy’s eyes widened a little. “Was anything unusual found there?”

      “Other than a suicide note signed by the person who committed suicide? No.” He frowned. “I don’t know why you’ve gotten it into your heads that this was a murder, but it wasn’t. Now, it may have looked like I wasn’t doing much when you walked in, but sleep is actually very important to me. So, if there’s nothing else.” He thumped one foot and then the other back up on the desk. “I’d like to get back to it.”

      “Sure, we shouldn’t interrupt your beauty sleep with actual police work.” Eddy started to turn away.

      “Maybe if you had something to show me, we could talk.”

      “I’ve got two prime suspects and a hunch.” Eddy shrugged. “That’s all I can offer right now. I was hoping that you might have more. But I can see that you’ve already tabled this case.”

      “I’ve done my job. If you can bring me something that proves me wrong, please do.” He closed his eyes.

      Walt and Eddy exchanged a frustrated glance. Eddy knew the detective was right. They didn’t have enough to even make a case for a homicide.

      “We’re going to need a ride.” Eddy sighed.
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      The attendance at the flower show had thinned out. Samantha strolled through the displays with Jo who snapped pictures along the way. She started to relax and really enjoy herself as she had intended to on the trip.

      “This was a great idea, Jo.”

      Jo smiled from behind her camera. “It’s easy to forget your troubles when you’re surrounded by beauty.”

      Samantha nodded in agreement. She paused in front of a large display of purple flowers. As Samantha looked over the bright purple blossoms she felt a slight prickle along the back of her neck. She knew that there was no reason to be suspicious, but the feeling was usually a sign that someone was watching her from a distance. Her instincts rarely failed her. She decided to move along to the next exhibit and see if the feeling moved along with her. Maybe a random bug had crawled from a petal onto the back of her neck. She slapped at the exposed skin.

      “Look at this.” Jo pointed out a blossom that looked similar to a feather with long, white tendrils. “I think this would look very nice in my garden. What do you think?”

      “Uh huh.” The prickle raced along her skin again. Samantha looked over her shoulder with a sharp movement.

      “Samantha? Are you okay?” Jo frowned.

      “I’m sorry, Jo. I just have this weird feeling. It seems like someone might be following us.”

      Jo surveyed the crowd behind them. “It’s pretty crowded.”

      “I know, but sometimes there’s that sensation of being watched. I feel that now.”

      “Do you think it’s Peter?”

      Samantha bit into her bottom lip. “I don’t think so. After our conversation on the phone I doubt that he’s interested in speaking to me again. Besides, I’m sure he wouldn’t just follow me.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. After all we suspect he might be involved.” Jo’s shoulders tensed as she looked over the crowd again. “Keep your eyes open, Samantha. Not only is Peter a possible suspect, but if he didn’t do it, we don’t know who did. It could be anyone in this crowd.”

      “I hate to think that. Unless we find some serious evidence that Ryan was killed his case will remain closed.” Samantha gritted her teeth. “That would be terrible.”

      “It would.” Jo nodded. “Hopefully Eddy and Walt will come up with something.”

      “I’m going to use the restroom.” Samantha headed towards the building that housed the restrooms. Before she could open the door the back of her neck prickled again. She felt on edge as she looked around her. There weren’t too many people by the building. Samantha spotted a woman who stood only a few feet from the bathrooms. She didn’t hide the fact that she was staring right at Samantha. She looked to be in her twenties and quite petite. Samantha had no idea who she was, but there was no question that she was looking straight at her.

      “Is there a problem?” Samantha locked eyes with the woman.

      “Yes there is. A very big one. You know, when people showed up at my door, I assumed they were connected with the police in some way, but now I know better.”

      “Who are you?” Samantha looked at the woman with widened eyes.

      “My name is Leila, which I’m sure you already know. You and your friends are trying to ruin my life.”

      “Leila?” Samantha smiled a little. “Ah, now I understand. Have you been following me?”

      “I just want to know why. Why is that you think you have the right to interfere in my life? Everything was fine, and then Ryan got released from prison. Now you and your friends are accusing my future husband of killing Ryan.”

      “It was clearly not a suicide.” Samantha folded her arms across her chest. “Doesn’t that bother you at all, Leila? Your ex, who was so in love with you that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with you, was murdered.”

      “No!” Leila threw her hands in the air. “No, it doesn’t bother me at all! I don’t care if that makes me a bad person. I’m glad he’s dead. I don’t care how or why. He’s out of my life, that’s all that matters to me. He was a terrible person. I can finally start my life without him hanging over my head. I should now have a chance of happiness. Instead my fiancé is being questioned by a bunch of busybodies. I want to know what gives you the right to interfere in my life?”

      “Leila, someone was murdered. Whether you liked him or not, he was still a person who did not deserve to be thrown off a train, no matter what he did.”

      “You don’t know that, you can’t know that.” Leila glared. “I want you and your friends to stay away from Cory. He had nothing to do with this. He’s a gentle man who could never hurt anyone.”

      “Is that what you think?” Samantha said. “You have no idea what a man is capable of when it comes to protecting the woman that he loves.”

      “No, not Cory. He loves me, I know that. But he doesn’t have a vicious bone in his body. Besides, if I wanted Ryan dead, I would have taken care of it myself.”

      “Is that a confession?” Samantha raised an eyebrow. “You just told me that you didn’t care how he died, you were just happy that he was dead. Do you stand by that statement?”

      “I didn’t say I was happy. I just said it was a good thing. I didn’t kill him either, obviously. I wasn’t on the train, I was working.” Leila sighed. “If you four continue, I will press harassment charges against all of you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, Leila. Are there any other ways that you would like to threaten me?”

      “Samantha?” Jo walked towards them. “Are you okay?”

      Leila glared at Jo and then walked away from both of them. “Was that, Leila?” Jo stared after the woman.

      “Yes, it was.”

      “How did she find you?”

      “I think she must have followed Eddy and Walt or you and seen the four of us together.”

      “What did she want?”

      “Let’s just say that she’s not too broken up over Ryan’s death. She’s threatened to charge us with harassment if we keep looking into his death.”

      “Oh really?” Jo shook her head. “I guess that she doesn’t have a problem with Ryan being murdered.”

      “Not at all. In fact, now I’m starting to wonder if she didn’t have a hand in it. I’m going to make some calls, is that okay, Jo?”

      “Sure it’s fine. The flower show is winding down anyway. Only about an hour left.” Jo smiled. “I’m really glad that I got to see it.”

      Samantha excused herself to a bench that was out of the way and began looking up information about Leila on her phone. From her social media account it was fairly easy for her to find that Leila worked at a convenience store, ‘Snacks for Sunshine’. She raised an eyebrow. She thought the name of the store was unique and not something she had seen in other areas. She guessed it was a privately owned shop.  Samantha decided to see if she was really working around the time of Ryan’s death. She dialed the number of the convenience store.

      “Snacks for Sunshine.”

      “Hi, I’m calling to inquire about an employee of yours. I need to know if she was the person that I had such a great experience with yesterday. Could you tell me who was working yesterday?”

      “Oh sure, it was Leila. She was here all day. She had to be because the boss had off. If you want I can let her know that you called to compliment her and leave a note for the boss.”

      “Actually, I’d love to talk to him myself, she was just so helpful. What’s his name? Maybe I could find a way to contact him myself.”

      “Sure. Mr. Smith. Actually, he lets us call him Mick. Mick Smith.” Samantha was shocked as she recognized the name, but she tried to hide it when she spoke.

      “Oh wow, what a small world. I think I know his son Cory Smith. Does Cory work there, too?” Samantha poised her pen above her paper.

      “Sure, not yesterday though. He was off, too. That’s why I was glad that Leila was here with me. I must have been stocking the cooler when you came by. What did she do for you? I’d love to let her know that you called. What’s your name? Can I give her a message from you?”

      “No thanks. I have all I need.” Samantha hung up the phone before he could ask her any more questions. She frowned. Leila clearly had an alibi. It was possible that the employee would lie for her, but with Cory and Mick on the train why would she also need to be there?
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      “Can you drop us off here, please?” Eddy knocked on the screen that divided the front and back of the patrol car. The officer pulled off to the side of the road. Walt was eager to get out of the car. The officers pulled away the moment they were out.

      “Not too fond of us I don’t think,” Walt said. “What’s your plan? I know you have something in mind.”

      “This is where Leila lives. Right down there at the end of the street. I think it’s time we told Cory what we know about his father. It’s the only card we have left to play. I want to see if he will take us to him.”

      “All right, let’s give it a shot.” Walt glanced at his watch. “We have a few hours before we have to leave on the train.”

      “Are you ready for this?” Eddy looked over at Walt. “He’s a big guy you know. When we bring his father into it, he might get physical.”

      “I know. I’m not worried. We want to rile him up a bit. It’s the best way to get to the truth.”

      “Since when did you become an expert on interrogation?” Eddy laughed with surprise.

      “I know things. I watch those cop shows.” Walt smiled.

      “Uh oh, look out. Are you going to be bad cop?” Eddy grinned and walked the rest of the length of the road.

      “I’m not so sure I could pull that off, but I’d be willing to give it a try.” Walt offered a smile as he followed after him. On the way up to the house the two quietly discussed their plan of action. Before they could reach the door Cory was outside.

      “You two, what are you doing here again?” His anger was clear in the tone of his voice and the tension of his balled up fists.

      “We need to talk to you about your father, Cory,” Eddy said.

      “My father?” Cory glanced over his shoulder at the house. “If Leila sees me…”

      “Leila is the least of your worries.” Walt’s tone became quite gruff as he took a step towards Cory.” It was a sight to see the slender, diminutive man face up to the much larger, burly man. “We want to know why your father was on that train!”

      Cory stared at him for a moment, then shook his head. “No, that’s impossible. He wasn’t on the train. He was at the store, like he always is. There’s no way that he had anything to do with this.”

      “I think you’re wrong.” Walt jabbed a finger towards Cory’s face. “I think you knew he was on that train, in fact, I think you asked him to be on that train. You got him to do your dirty work, didn’t you, Cory? Didn’t you?”

      “Okay, easy.” Eddy placed a hand on Walt’s shoulder to calm him. “Look, Cory we’re just trying to figure out what happened here. No one is accusing anyone of anything. If you think that your father wasn’t on the train, then prove it. Where is he now? We’ll go have a conversation with him so that we can find out the truth.”

      “Fine. That’s a good idea.” He glowered at Walt. “But I’ll thank you to watch the way you talk to my father. He’s a good man, and I don’t want anyone disrespecting him.”

      Walt and Eddy exchanged a brief look, then Walt nodded. “I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      “He should be at his place. I’ll call and check. We can take my car.” As he pulled out his phone to call his father, Walt leaned close to Eddy.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea to get in a car with him?”

      “We’ll be fine.” Eddy shushed him as Cory hung up the phone.

      “He’s at home, let’s go.”

      Eddy managed to get a reluctant Walt into the back of Cory’s car. The inside of the car reeked of smoke and stale french fries. It wasn’t the worst car Eddy had ever ridden in, but Walt was clearly uncomfortable. Every time Eddy looked over at him Walt’s mouth was pinched tight, and it did not appear that he was breathing. As soon as the car was parked Walt popped open the door.

      “Now, I want the two of you to remember that you are talking to a good man. One word out of line and I’ll knock you both out, got me?” He glared at Walt and Eddy. “I’m not afraid to hit an old man.”

      “We’re not that old. I mean, sixty is the new thirty really.” Walt shook his head.

      “Not the time, Walt.” Eddy spoke out of the corner of his mouth.

      Walt nodded and quietened down. Cory led them both into a small house. They walked down a short corridor to a door.

      “This is my father’s office.” He knocked on the door. “Dad, are you in there?”

      “Sure, come in.”

      Eddy looked over at Walt and nodded. Cory opened the door to reveal a small office with expensive, well-cared-for furniture. The smell of the wood polish greeted Eddy’s nostrils as he stepped inside.

      “Hi Cory. Who are these gentleman?” He stood up. “I’m Mick Smith.” Eddy offered his hand, but Mick shook his head slightly and raised his hands to show them to Eddy. “Sorry, skin condition.” Eddy noticed the scabs on his hands as well as a large ring. “Hereditary,” he added as he looked at his son and cringed slightly.

      “My name is Eddy, and this is my associate, Walt. We’re here regarding your presence on the train yesterday, the same train where a young man met a tragic death.”

      “Oh.” Mick lowered his hands to his sides.

      “Dad, just tell them the truth.” Cory shook his head and then looked back at his father. “Tell them where you were yesterday, because I know it wasn’t on the train.”

      “Please sit.” Mick sat back down in his chair and gestured to the two chairs in front of his desk.

      “We have records that show you were on the train, Mr. Smith. Did you purchase a ticket?” Eddy settled into the high-back, leather chair that faced the desk. He could feel the man’s eyes as they bore into him.

      “Yes actually, I did purchase a ticket. I was on the train yesterday. My intention was to scout out a location to open a new shop.” He shrugged.

      “Dad? You never told me about a new shop. Are you really going to open one?” Cory appeared mystified as he stared at his father. Walt’s gaze fixated on the man’s open briefcase on his desk.

      “It was a surprise, Cory. I wanted to surprise you with it as a wedding gift. I thought you would be able to manage it yourself, and maybe Leila would work in the shop with you.” He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. As he reached his hand up to rub at his forehead Walt leaned forward in his chair and narrowed his eyes.

      “Wow, Dad, that is so generous of you. Thanks.” Cory’s voice was softened by shock.

      “I was going to tell you about it on the train,” Mick said. “But the train was so busy that I never even saw you.” Eddy continued to study the man before him.

      “Still it seems rather convenient that you were on the same train as your son, that’s a long way away to look for a shop. Did you ever meet Ryan?” Eddy asked.

      “Ryan? Oh, that troublesome fellow.” He shook his head. “Honestly, I only know what my son has told me about him. He seems like a terrible man.”

      “Did he seem that way when you were having an argument with him in the dining car?” Eddy stood up from the chair and rested his hands on the desk before him.

      Mick shifted in his chair. He looked from his son back to Eddy. “So, what if I talked to him? That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Dad? You talked to him?”

      “Cory, you have a good thing going with Leila. I knew that Ryan would be the only one that could mess that up for you. I knew that you wouldn’t be able to confront him. You’ve got your mother’s soft heart.”

      “Dad…”

      “No, now wait, there’s nothing wrong with that, Cory, nothing at all. But I couldn’t just stand by and watch this criminal show up in your lives and turn everything upside down. How is that fair? You two should have been married before he got out, and instead he was let out early. That messed up everything for everyone.” He sighed and reached up to rub his forehead again.

      “Is that how you got those scratches?” Eddy tilted his head towards the man’s wrist.

      “Huh?” Mick looked at his hand. “Oh, I must have scratched it when I was getting my luggage out of the storage room.”

      “Doubtful,” Eddy said. “Those scratches were caused by human fingernails. I can tell by the pattern and shape of the scratch.”

      Mick slid his hands under the desk. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Walt was still staring at the briefcase. Eddy followed his gaze to the briefcase. He was staring at paper sticking out of it. It was light green and Eddy could see the watermark, a letter L, sticking out the top of the briefcase. Eddy looked at Walt and nodded his head slightly.

      “Okay, then, how about the paper you have there in your briefcase? It has a unique watermark,” Eddy said.

      “What about it? Anyone can buy that stationary.” He narrowed his eyes. His features grew tense. Eddy leaned a little closer.

      “So, it’s just a coincidence that Ryan used the very same paper to write his suicide note. I wonder if we submitted a sample of your writing for handwriting analysis, would it match the writing on the suicide note, Mick?” Eddy’s voice raised with every word he spoke.

      “That’s enough!” Cory moved between Eddy and the desk. “This is crazy. You can’t really think that my father was involved in Ryan’s death.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter what I think, Cory. What matters is what a jury will think, when it’s proven that your father wrote the suicide note, that his DNA is under Ryan’s fingernails, and that he was on the train with motive at the time of the murder.” Eddy didn’t back down from Cory, but he did allow some room for the father and son to make eye contact. “You did it for your boy, didn’t you, Mick? You did it for the right reasons.”

      “Dad, tell them it isn’t true!”

      “I did what I had to do.” Mick shook his head. “But it wasn’t the way you think. It was an accident.”

      “An accident?” Eddy pressed. “How so?”

      “I saw Ryan outside on the viewing platform smoking a cigarette. I just wanted to talk to him again, to make it clear that he had to leave Leila alone. But he got angry when I tried to talk to him. He took a swing at me. I ducked it. He came for me and we scuffled a bit and then I pushed him off me. I never expected that the door in the railing would open.” He grimaced. “When it swung open, Ryan fell out, it all happened so fast, I didn’t even have time to try to catch him.”

      “Dad, don’t lie. You didn’t do this, I know that you didn’t do this.” Cory’s eyes were wide and filled with tears as he stared at his father. “It’s not possible.”

      “It was an accident.” Mick stared at his own hands. They trembled as he held them out before him. “I just wanted him to listen. He was going to take everything from you. He was going to take Leila or hurt her. I couldn’t let him do that. I just wanted him to understand that. I had no idea when I shoved him that the door would open. I was in shock.”

      “But not so much shock that you couldn’t fabricate a suicide note, right?” Eddy tipped his hat. “That was some very quick thinking on your part.”

      “All right, I was scared. It all seemed to happen on autopilot. I wasn’t even supposed to be on the train. So yes, I faked a suicide note. I’m not proud of what I did, but let’s be honest, it wasn’t a great loss, was it?”

      “Yes.” Eddy stared at the man across the desk. “Any loss of life is a great loss. Ryan was a person, he deserved to have the chance to live his life. All you had to do was get a restraining order, Leila could have gotten one. Then the moment he came near her, he would have been back in jail. Instead you killed him, not because you wanted to protect your son, or Leila, but because he made you angry, so angry that you shoved him. You wanted to get rid of him, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t.” Mick clenched his jaw shut tight. “Not like that.”

      “Dad, we need to get you a lawyer, don’t say anything else.” Cory moved to his father’s side.

      “I think we’ve heard plenty.” Eddy turned towards the door. “We’ll be on our way.”

      Before Eddy could reach the door, Cory stepped out in front of him.

      “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I can’t let you leave.” He couldn’t quite meet Eddy’s eyes, but his massive frame did an effective job of blocking the doorway.

      “Step aside, Cory, we are leaving.” Eddy started to brush past him. Cory placed his hand on the door to prevent it from being opened.

      “No. You’re not.” He reached into his father’s desk drawer and pulled out a gun.

      “Cory, what are you doing?” Mick stood up behind his desk.

      “I can’t let this happen, Dad. I can’t let you go to prison for doing something that I should have done.” Cory continued to block the door. Eddy shot a glance at Walt whose face had grown pale. The two men were not free to leave, in fact, Eddy suspected that Cory might never let them leave at all.
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      Samantha checked her phone for what felt like the hundredth time. She sighed. Jo looked up from her phone. She was looking through the pictures she took at the flower show.

      “Samantha, what’s wrong?”

      “I am really worried. Eddy isn’t picking up. It’s been too long for them to just be talking to Cory. What do you think we should do?”

      “Is there a way we can track their phones?” Jo frowned.

      “I’m not sure. It would take a while for me to arrange that and it might be too late by then.”

      “We can go to Leila’s house and see if Cory is there.” Jo stood up. “Let’s not wait another minute. Our train leaves in two hours. If Walt and Eddy aren’t answering the phone we need to figure out where they are.”

      “All right, let’s give it a shot. But after the way she talked to me today I doubt that she will be very welcoming.”

      Jo cracked her knuckles. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on being welcoming either.”

      Samantha hailed a cab and the two women hopped in. As the driver headed for Leila’s address, Samantha couldn’t ignore the uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. She tried Eddy’s number again. Yet again there was no answer.

      “Can you go any faster?” Samantha leaned forward.

      “All right, but you’re paying my speeding tickets.” The driver stepped on the gas. As the cab tore down the road Samantha clenched her hands into fists.

      “If that big meathead did anything to hurt either of them, I will make him pay.”

      Jo raised an eyebrow. “Feeling quite protective are we?”

      “Someone has to protect them. They’re always getting themselves into trouble.”

      “Good point.” Jo nodded.

      The cab pulled to a stop outside of Leila’s house and Samantha paid the driver. “Can you wait, please?” Samantha stepped out of the cab. As soon as the two women were a few steps away from the cab the driver pulled off. “Wow, some driver.” Samantha shook her head.

      “Never mind that, look who is standing in the front yard.”

      “Leila.” Samantha looked towards the woman. “I wonder how she is going to react.”

      “You!” Leila began to run towards both of them.

      “Let me handle this, Samantha.” Jo stepped in front of her.

      Leila slowed and then stopped in front of Jo. “Where is he?”

      “Where is who?” Jo fixed her with a glare.

      “Where’s Cory? I know that it has something to do with all of you.”

      “Yes, you might be right.” Samantha stepped out from behind Jo. “And we want to know where our friends Walt and Eddy are. I’m guessing they’re with Cory.”

      “But where are they?” Leila’s hard stare softened with tears. “I haven’t seen Cory all afternoon. I just know he went off somewhere with your friends. Where would he go? Did they arrest him? Are they going to hurt him?”

      “No, to both.” Samantha shook her head. “Eddy and Walt would not do anything to hurt Cory, and neither have the authority to arrest anyone. From what I understand they came here to ask about Mick. Do you know where Mick is?”

      “Mick?” Leila’s eyes drifted between the two women. “What do you mean? Why would they be asking about Mick?”

      “Because Mick was on the train, too, Leila. He wasn’t at work yesterday, because he was on the train.” Samantha locked eyes with her to gauge her reaction. Leila’s expression was blank until she began to put two and two together.

      “He went on the train to protect Cory?”

      “Or to back Cory up,” Jo suggested. “Either way, it’s very likely that’s where Cory, Eddy, and Walt are. So, do you want to tell us where he might be?”

      “He’s probably at home.” Leila rubbed at the curve of her cheek. “That must be where Cory is.”

      “Can you take us there?” Jo tried to gain the woman’s attention. “It’s very important, Leila. Our friends are missing, and your fiancé was the last person known to be with them.”

      “Why should I take you to them?” Leila glared at them. “You’re trying to prove that one or both of them are murderers. So, why should I help you?”

      “Because, Leila, if you don’t take us to them and fast they might do something that they can’t come back from. How far would Cory go to protect his father?” Samantha held the woman’s gaze despite her dark stare.

      “You’re right.” Leila shook her head. “He would do anything to protect his father. We need to get to them fast. Let’s go.” She walked towards her car. Jo grabbed Samantha’s hand before she could follow after.

      “What if she’s working with them, Samantha? What if we walk right into a trap?”

      “Do we have another choice? They have Walt and Eddy, we have no idea where or what they might have done with them. If we don’t go with Leila we might never find them. Is that a risk we can take?”

      “No. You’re right.” Jo sighed and released her hand. Once in the car the two braced themselves for whatever might come next.
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      When Leila pulled the car into the driveway of Mick’s home, Samantha caught something out of the corner of her eye. It was another car that had pulled in a few driveways away. It was a populated street and so it shouldn’t have struck her as unusual, but it did. Something about it held her attention until Leila opened the door.

      “Mick’s office is right down the corridor. I’m sure he can straighten all of this out,” she said as she opened the office door.

      “Cory no! Put that gun down!” Leila gasped as she rushed through the door. Jo and Samantha followed right on her heels.

      “Close the door!” Cory snapped. “Or I take out this one.” He pointed the gun at Walt.

      “No!” Samantha growled. “Put that gun away!”

      “Cory, this is crazy, you have to stop this.” Mick started to stand up from his chair.

      “Sit down, Dad! No way are you going to prison. For what? For that piece of garbage? No! You did the world a favor!”

      Mick sank back down in his chair.

      “Cory, calm down.” Leila reached out to touch his arm. Cory jerked his arm back from her touch.

      “I said, close the door, Leila!”

      Leila jumped back and closed the door. Samantha and Jo stood close to each other as Eddy studied them both.

      “This is getting out of hand, Cory, you need to let these women out of here.” Eddy turned to look at the man with the gun.

      “No. No one goes anywhere. I need to fix this.” Cory gripped the gun tight in his hand.

      “How is this going to fix anything?” Mick shook his head. “Cory, it’s my fault, I did this.”

      “Did what?” Leila looked across the desk at him. “What is happening here? Please will someone tell me?”

      Mick cleared his throat, then met Leila’s eyes. “I’m the one who killed Ryan, Leila. I’m sorry. It was an accident, but I’m the one who did it.”

      “What?” Leila’s eyes widened. “Why! Why would you do that?”

      “I didn’t mean to I just didn’t want him to hurt you, or Cory. I wanted you both to have the chance to have the happiness that you deserve. Is that really so wrong? Besides, it’s not like I planned it. It just happened.” He stared at his own hands with disbelief. “All I know for sure is that there is no way to go back. And this isn’t the way to go forward. Cory, I need to pay for what I did.”

      “We’re at an impasse, Cory. There’s nowhere that you can go from here. Are you really going to kill us all?” Eddy stood up from his chair and looked straight at the man. “I don’t think that you will. I think you know that you’re in a tight spot, and the only way out is to put down that gun.”

      “Sit down.” Cory released the safety on the gun. “I’m not asking anyone’s opinion on this. You sit down while I figure it out.”

      Leila began to cry. “I’m sorry, Cory. This is all my fault, I never should have brought you and your father into this drama with Ryan. I thought he was finally out of my life for good, now he’s ruined everything.”

      “It doesn’t have to be ruined.” Samantha placed a hand on Leila’s shoulder. “There’s still a chance that this can be settled. Like Mick said, it was an accident, a good lawyer can help him prove that. As for Cory, he hasn’t done anything that we can’t all forget about. There is still an opportunity here to turn things around. Cory, don’t you want to give Leila that chance? Are you going to take away the one person she truly loves?” Samantha turned her attention on Cory. Thick streams of sweat ran down his cheeks. He gripped the gun so tight that his hand shook. It was clear that he had never fired one before. “Cory, this isn’t the way. Just put the gun down and we can figure this out together.”

      “No,” Cory whispered the word. “I can’t. My Dad was brave enough to protect me, now I have to be brave enough to protect him. Can’t you see that?”

      “Cory, all I can see is that you are hurting and you need help.” Samantha moved towards him with cautious steps. “Leila’s crying, your father is begging you to stop, no one here thinks that you’re making a good choice right now. We know how much you love your father and Leila, you don’t have to prove that to us.”

      “But it doesn’t matter!” Cory held tightly to the gun. “It’s all messed up now! Everything I was about to have, is gone! What is the point? So, what if four people die, I don’t care. I need to make sure that my father stays out of jail.” He aimed the gun directly at Samantha.

      “No you don’t!” Eddy jumped up and slid in front of Samantha. “I’m warning you now, boy, pointing a gun at this woman will guarantee my wrath. Lower you weapon, now.”

      Samantha’s heart pounded as she prepared herself for the sound of a bullet being fired. When she didn’t hear one, she peeked over Eddy’s shoulder. Cory had lowered his weapon some, but not all the way.

      “Cory no, please. Even if you were to kill them all, I promise you, I would still turn myself into the police. I couldn’t live with the burden of one life on my conscience, please don’t add four more.”

      Before Cory could answer his father, the glass of the office window broke. A canister was tossed inside and began to spread smoke as soon as it hit the floor. Eddy took the opportunity to lunge at Cory. Cory was so disoriented by the smoke that he didn’t realize what Eddy was doing until it was too late. Eddy wrestled the gun from his hand and backed off fast.

      “Everybody out!” Eddy pointed towards the door. “I don’t know what’s in that smoke.”

      “Who’s out there?” Samantha lifted her shirt collar to cover her nose and mouth. “What are we walking out into?”

      “I don’t know, but it has to be better than here.” Jo placed a hand on Samantha’s shoulder and the two made their way out of the room. Leila followed behind them.

      “Cory, Mick, let’s go!” She called back into the smoke. Mick emerged from the room but Cory was nowhere to be seen.

      Walt was the last one through the door. He coughed and waved his hand in front of his face. “Horrible smell, really.”

      “Are you all right?” Samantha nearly passed out on the spot as the voice spoke up a few inches from her ear. She jumped back and turned to see Peter.

      “Peter! What are you doing here?”

      “I was looking out for my client. I wanted to find out who actually killed Ryan. So, I’ve had my eye on these two. I saw everyone go in and then not come out. When I looked in the window I saw that you were being held hostage.”

      “And you just happened to have a smoke bomb?” Eddy looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

      “It’s a tool of the trade. I have some great supplier connections from being on the force. With the crimes I investigate I have a lot of tools at my disposal.”

      “Wait, where’s Cory?” Leila turned back towards the room. The smoke had cleared, but there was no sign of Cory.

      “He must have taken off.” Eddy shook his head. “I guess he can’t face what’s happened here.”

      Leila hugged Mick and looked into his eyes. “I know why you did it, and even though I don’t condone it, I know that you did it for Cory and me.”

      “I’m sorry, Leila. I wish I had never gotten on that train.”

      “But you did.” Peter held out a set of handcuffs. “I can take you in myself if you want. I can help you explain what happened.”

      “You would do that?” Mick’s eyes widened with gratitude.

      “Yours isn’t the only life that Ryan ruined, Mick. But, you made a terrible mistake and you’ll have to face the consequences.”

      “I know.” Mick lowered his eyes. He folded his hands behind his back. Peter handcuffed him and led him to his car.

      Once Mick was settled in the backseat Peter turned to face Samantha, Jo, Eddy, and Walt. “In case you were wondering, I’m not a murderer.” He winked at Samantha and then got into the car. Samantha felt her heart sink.

      “Don’t worry, you weren’t wrong to suspect him.” Eddy placed a hand on her shoulder. “All of the elements were there. Money, family, and experience in life and death situations. He was the perfect suspect.”

      “Maybe,” Samantha sighed. “But he was also once my friend, and maybe if I had taken more time to listen to him, to give him a reason to trust me, I would still be able to count him as a friend.”

      Eddy chuckled and squeezed her shoulder. “That’s where you’re wrong, Samantha.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Eddy tilted his head towards Peter’s car as it pulled away. “That man never had any interest in being your friend. He was, and probably still is in love with you, Samantha. Nothing you do can change that.”

      Samantha rolled her eyes. “You’re way off on that one, Eddy.”

      “If you say so.” He shrugged.

      “People! We’re going to be late!” Walt urged them towards the street. “We have to go right this second.”

      “I guess we better call another cab,” Eddy said.

      “Anything other than a police car.” Walt sighed.

      “When were you in a police car?” Jo raised an eyebrow.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll have plenty of time to talk about it on the way home.” Eddy pulled out his phone to call a cab.

      “Love is a really funny thing isn’t it.” Samantha looked over at Jo. “Love of family, love of a romantic partner, it makes people crazy.”

      “Maybe.” Jo frowned. “But from what I hear, it’s worth it.”

      “Don’t believe it, it’s all chemicals and endorphins.” Walt began to lecture them both.

      “Oh yes, it’s going to be a very long trip back to Sage Gardens.” Samantha laughed.
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      Samantha tried to grab the muffin out of the muffin pan. It was still so hot that it burnt the tips of her fingers.

      “Ouch!” She sighed as the muffin fell back into the pan. With a fork and knife combination she managed to get the muffin out of the pan and into the basket. It had been some time since there were new residents at Sage Gardens and she was a little rusty at making her welcome muffins. She wasn’t a whiz in the kitchen by any stretch, but it was the one recipe she had learned to master. As she straightened out the basket she smiled to herself. She always enjoyed having new neighbors. It was an opportunity to get to know new people. As a retired journalist her mind always sought out the story.

      Once the basket was settled she picked it up and headed out of her villa. The new residents had moved in on the other side of the retirement community so it was a bit of a walk. She didn’t mind as the weather was nice. As she walked she thought about all of the positive things she could tell the new residents about Sage Gardens. She loved welcoming new residents as there was so much about Sage Gardens to love. Not only were the residents provided with full house and lawn maintenance, there was a recreation hall, a newly built café, leisure facilities, weekly activities, and a nurse on site in case of any medical needs. In fact if people didn’t want to, they didn’t even need to leave Sage Gardens. She was lost in thought about the few good friends she’d made during her time at Sage Gardens when someone walked up beside her.

      “Morning Samantha.”

      Jo’s cheerful voice elicited an immediate smile from Samantha. “Morning Jo.” She paused to take a look at her friend. She was as beautiful as always, and though she only wore jeans and a loose-fitting top she looked fabulous.

      “What is that amazing smell?” Jo tried to peek under the towel that covered the basket to keep the heat inside.

      “Blueberry muffins.” Samantha eased the basket into her other hand to protect it from Jo’s investigating fingertips. “We have new neighbors!”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize that you still did that. How sweet. Who are the new neighbors?”

      “Newlyweds. Valda and Roger.”

      “Newlyweds? At our age? I couldn’t even imagine.” She shook her head. Samantha bit into her bottom lip.

      “I don’t think it would be so bad.”

      “Really?” Jo narrowed her eyes. “I could see dating here and there, but marriage? No, I think I’m way beyond the patience needed for that.”

      “I don’t know. It just seems like it would be easier now. I’m retired, I have a lot of free time. No kids to worry about, no work schedules to work around, not much to stress about when it comes to bills. It would be nice to have someone to just spend time with. Someone warm, and loyal.”

      “You know what else is warm and loyal? A dog. And the dog won’t lie or run off with someone else.”

      “Very funny, Jo.” Samantha grinned. “Actually, maybe you’re right, a dog would be nice.”

      “See?” Jo laughed. Samantha tilted her head towards the villa in front of them. “This is it.”

      “Well, those muffins smell so good that now I’m starving. Do you want to go to lunch after you spoil the new residents?”

      “I’d love to.” Samantha started up the walkway. “You should come with me, it never hurts to meet new people.”

      “Speak for yourself, I’m more of the introverted type.”

      Samantha had to agree with that. Jo stuck to just about the same three friends and showed no interest in making more. Samantha was the social butterfly. To her, strangers were just friends she hadn’t met yet. Jo tagged along behind her as she walked up to the door. Samantha noticed that there were a few moving boxes folded up on the porch as well as an old pair of sneakers. With a swift knock she prepared her widest smile. It faded a bit when no one answered. There was a car in the driveway so she suspected that someone was there. She knocked again, then smiled again. The door swung open. A man in his sixties stared at her.

      “May I help you?”

      “Hi, my name is Samantha, and I just wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

      “Roger, who is it?” A woman stepped up beside him. Her sleek, chocolate brown hair was cut mid-cheek which gave her a youthful look. Narrowed eyes settled on Samantha. “What are you selling?”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not selling anything. I know you’re just getting settled in and I don’t want to interrupt, but I brought you these. If you have any questions about the community or the area I’d be happy to answer them.”

      “Oh, how nice of you.” Valda reached out and took the basket from Samantha. “I am carb-free, but I’m sure my husband will just gobble these down.”

      “Do you have an allergy?” Samantha’s eyes widened. “That must be so tough.”

      “No, I’m just always trying to keep a trim figure.” She swept her eyes up and down along Samantha’s frame which had become a bit more voluptuous over the years. Samantha nodded and did not allow her smile to falter.

      “You look fantastic.”

      “Thanks. You’re so kind. Isn’t she kind, Roger?” She looked over at her husband with a lazy smile.

      “So kind. But, we’re in the middle of unpacking and all of that, sorry we can’t offer you anything to drink.” His steel gray eyes stared straight into Samantha’s. “We value our privacy.”

      “Roger!” Valda rolled her eyes and touched the necklace that hung around her neck. Jo was still behind Samantha and did her best not to be noticed by the couple, however a flash of light caught her eye. She looked up to see that the source of the flash was the necklace that hung from Valda’s neck. The gold chain lacked sheen and the setting that held a large diamond was quite dated. Jo stared for a long moment.

      “Jo? We’re going.” Samantha drew her attention. Jo looked back at the necklace just in time to see the door on its way to being closed. She shook her head.

      “Not the friendly sort I see.”

      “Not at all.” Samantha shrugged. “But my good deed is done for the day, and now we can go get some good eats.”

      “Perfect.”

      Samantha walked ahead of Jo with quick, peppy steps. Jo lingered for a moment as the memory of that necklace stayed in her mind. When she turned to walk away from the door she heard loud voices inside the villa. Samantha was already part of the way down the sidewalk and hadn’t noticed that Jo hadn’t kept up with her. Jo leaned closer to the door to hear what the argument might be about.

      “I’ve told you a thousand times not to wear that necklace.”

      “You said not to wear it outside, I wasn’t outside.”

      “You came to the door!”

      “So what?” Valda shouted. “Why did you even give it to me if I’m not allowed to wear it? Roger, you’re so crazy sometimes.”

      “I’m crazy? I’m crazy? Do you know what someone would do to you to get that necklace off your neck? You need to use your head once in a while, Valda!”

      “Jo!” Samantha waved to her. “Let’s go or we’ll miss the specials!”

      Jo listened a moment longer, but all she heard was the slam of a door. That seemed to end the argument. She turned and walked down the driveway to Samantha. As she did she reasoned the argument away in her mind. It just seemed like any other married couple to her. As she fell into step beside Samantha she frowned.

      “Do you think that they’re going to stay long?”

      “I hope so. It’s always best to have the same neighbors around.”

      “Maybe.” Jo glanced back over her shoulder. The pair settled into Samantha’s car for the short drive to the nearby diner. Jo gazed out the window as her mind filled with memories of the past. Samantha chattered on about a play that was opening the next weekend. Jo didn’t hear a word of it. When Samantha parked and looked over at her Jo realized that her friend had asked her a question.

      “What did you say?”

      “Do you want to come with me to the play this weekend? I was thinking of inviting Eddy and Walt, too.”

      Jo cracked a smile at that. “I could see Walt enjoying it if he is equipped with antibacterial everything, but Eddy will end up snoring.”

      “Well, maybe some of the culture will seep into his subconscious.” Samantha laughed.
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      The diner wasn’t crowded as they were late for breakfast and early for lunch. A familiar waitress waved to them and pointed out a table for them to sit down at. Once they were settled Samantha handed Jo a menu. Jo was too lost in thought to notice. She blinked when Samantha tapped the top of her hand with the menu.

      “Oh thanks.”

      “Where are you in your head?” Samantha smiled. “Out in your garden I suspect.”

      “No, not the garden today.” Jo smiled and opened her menu. She did spend a lot of time with her hands in the dirt, but at the moment her mind was focused on the necklace. With a history of being a cat burglar she was quite familiar with valuable jewelry. However, she still couldn’t place exactly where she had seen that necklace before. It did however ignite an eagerness in her that made it seem very important. They placed their order then waited for the food.

      “Can you believe that there is going to be a movie based on the life of the founder of Sage Gardens? I had no idea the man was so intriguing,” Samantha said trying to work out if Jo was listening.

      “Hm.” Jo nodded. She tapped one foot under the table and swept her gaze around the diner. It was starting to get a little more crowded as it neared the lunch rush.

      “Jo, are you listening?” Samantha frowned. “Something really has you distracted.”

      “I’m sorry, Samantha, I’m just going to the restroom real quick before the food gets here.”

      “Okay.” Samantha took a sip of her water.

      While Jo was in the restroom Samantha looked around the diner. She loved to people-watch. To her each person had their own interesting story that was just waiting to be investigated. Her gaze settled on a man perched on a bar stool. He had his back to her. His shoulders were broad, but his chest tapered down to a very slender waist. She admired the shape of his back for a moment until the bar stool swiveled. She tried to look away before he could catch her looking at him, however it was too late.

      He gazed at her from behind sunglasses. She noticed a jagged scar from the slope of the corner of his mouth to the base of his hairline. She forgot she was staring as she pondered what could cause a scar like that. He cleared his throat and she jumped in her chair. When she grabbed her glass of water she nearly knocked it over. By the time she set it right on the table the man on the bar stool was gone. He left her with an odd feeling of unease in the pit of her stomach. She looked around the restaurant for any sign of him. Jo sat back down at the table.

      “Is something wrong, Samantha?”

      “No. I just had this strange feeling about someone,” she said. “Just one of those odd moments.”

      “I have plenty of those.” Jo nodded. As they enjoyed their meal both women were distracted. By the time they finished and the waitress retrieved the plates their halfhearted conversation came to a full halt.

      “I think it’s nice of you to make those muffins for people, Samantha. Sometimes I wish I was a little more social like you. But I guess I am just used to being by myself.” Jo stood up from the table.

      “Well, you’re not by yourself anymore.” Samantha linked her arm through Jo’s and smiled at her.

      Jo was a little surprised by the warmth she felt within her. She smiled back at Samantha. The two spent a little time in town window-shopping and then headed back to Sage Gardens to share a light dinner at Samantha’s.

      “Want to take a walk?” Samantha cleared the plates.

      “I’d love to. I’ve heard there’s going to be a full moon tonight.”

      “It’s late enough, we might get a glimpse of it.” Samantha left the dishes in the sink and the two walked out the door.

      “One of the things I love the most about Sage Gardens is how easy it is to take a walk here. Plenty of sidewalks, a good amount of lighting, and just a general feeling of safety.”

      “I do like that, too,” Jo agreed and swept her gaze along the sidewalk. Even though Sage Gardens was a quiet retirement community she was always careful about where she was and who might be near.

      “Do you have the energy for the full loop?” Samantha glanced over at Jo. “It’s so beautiful out.”

      “Absolutely. After that delicious meal we just had I need to walk it off.”

      “Oh please, you don’t have an ounce of extra weight on you.”

      “You’d be surprised. Retirement is certainly making me go soft. I used to train in the gym all the time.” She left out the fact that it was a gym in prison. “I haven’t even been to do Judo in almost six months.”

      Samantha laughed and shook her head. “I can’t imagine doing Judo even six years ago. You’re much more limber than me, Jo.”

      “Trust me, it was just an outlet for my aggression.” Jo grinned. “Society frowns on flipping men over your shoulder for fun unless it’s in a class environment.”

      “Now, that might be fun!” Samantha laughed so loud that she covered her mouth to keep from disturbing the early-to-bed residents. It wasn’t her laughter that woke them however, it was a piercing scream that filled the otherwise quiet evening. It startled Samantha so much that she grabbed Jo’s arm and tugged her towards her in a protective embrace. She was sure that the scream came from inside the villa of the new neighbors.

      “What was that?” Jo glared at the villa. “Do you think someone is hurt?”

      “I think something terrible has happened.” Samantha released Jo’s arm and headed straight for the front door of the villa.

      “Samantha wait! You don’t know what might be happening inside!” Jo jogged to catch up with her. “Remember, Roger said they value their privacy. What’s going on is their business.”

      “Not with a scream like that.” Samantha started to knock on the door, however the moment that her knuckles touched the wood the door swung open. In the front hallway not far from the door, Roger’s body filled the passage. As Samantha watched he dropped to his knees. Only then did she see the shiny, black high heel jutted out in an odd direction across the floor. She rushed forward and looked over Roger’s shoulder to find Valda sprawled out on the floor face up. Muffin crumbs covered her mouth, and she clutched the remainder of the muffin in her right hand. She stared vacantly at the ceiling. It was clear she was dead.
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      Samantha’s eyes moistened with tears. She turned right into Jo’s arms who waited to console her. Jo was shocked herself as she had experienced many things, but the sight of death was not common for her. She looked over at Roger who had stood up from his wife’s side and now paced back and forth, his eyes wide.

      “Did you call for an ambulance?” Samantha gasped.

      “Of course I did! What good will it do?” He glared down at her. “She’s dead!”

      Samantha sniffled and pulled away from Jo. “How did this happen?”

      “She must have choked. She’s got so much of that darn muffin crammed in her mouth.” Roger crouched down beside her again. “Oh Valda, oh Valda.” He took her hand in his and brushed away some muffin crumbs. “I should have been here, maybe if I had been here I would have been able to help her.” He continued to mutter his regrets as the police arrived.

      “Step aside, please.” One of the officers brushed Samantha and Jo away from the woman’s body. Roger was immediately pulled aside by another officer. Medics followed the officers, however they only established that Valda was dead. The lead officer assessed the scene, then he joined another officer and Roger in a corner of the living room.

      “We need to get out of here, Samantha.” Jo tugged at her arm and looked around at all of the police officers. There were only a few, but to her it seemed like thousands. “Let’s go. There’s nothing we can do here.”

      “What if the police want to question us?” Samantha continued to stare at Valda’s body, more specifically the crumbs that covered her mouth.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of, Samantha. You know how I am with cops.” Jo shifted with an antsy energy from one foot to the other.

      “All right, all right.” Samantha started to turn towards the door. Before she could reach it one of the officers blocked her way.

      “Miss?” The lead officer called out to her. Jo slipped out the door without the slightest hesitation. Samantha found it impossible to walk away from the officer’s command. “Are you the one who supplied the muffins?”

      “Yes.” Samantha swallowed hard. She couldn’t imagine that her attempt at welcoming new neighbors had led to an untimely death.

      “And why are you here now?” The officer whipped out his notepad.

      “I was walking past the villa and I heard Roger scream. I wanted to make sure that everything was okay.”

      “You’re a friend of the deceased?” The officer scribbled on his notepad.

      “No, not really. They just moved in. I brought the muffins to welcome them.” The officer looked up at her with slightly parted lips.

      “Okay,” he said slowly and then made another note on his notepad.

      “Am I free to go?”

      “Sure. Unless you poisoned the muffins.” He smiled. Samantha stared at him. His smile faltered. “You didn’t, did you?”

      “No, I didn’t.” Samantha glared at him.

      “Then you’re free to go. I’ll be in contact if we need any more information from you.” As Samantha stepped out the door she overheard Roger’s heated words to another officer.

      “It’s quite obvious she choked. No one else was in the house.”

      Samantha found Jo loitering at the end of the driveway as far from the police cars as she could get.

      “What took you so long?” Jo looked at the villa nervously.

      “The officer was quite interested in my muffins.” Samantha wrung her hands. “I’m afraid they’re going to think I was involved. Roger was shouting at one of the officers when I left. They must have been asking him some upsetting questions.”

      All of a sudden Jo remembered the necklace. “Samantha, I have to go back in there.”

      “Huh? You couldn’t wait to leave.” Samantha looked at her strangely.

      “I have to look for something that should be in there. I need to see if it is or not.”

      “Okay.” Samantha followed her up the walkway to the villa. An officer blocked the door from any nosy residents.

      “I need to get in for just a second.” Jo cleared her throat.

      “No, you don’t.” The officer crossed his arms. He was wide enough to block the entire door.

      “I left something inside, please, the key to my villa. I have to get it.” Jo tried to look calm. Her heart pounded. To speak directly to a police officer was enough to make her break out in a sweat. It had taken her quite some time to get comfortable with Eddy, even though he was already retired from the force when she met him. The officer looked over his shoulder at the lead officer and then nodded.

      “All right, but make it quick. The scene needs to be contained in case there is any evidence of a homicide.”

      Jo thought that was a little strange. Why would they suspect homicide when it was so clearly an accidental death? She didn’t want to ask any more questions than she needed to, however. She crouched down near the body under the pretense that she was searching for her key. What she was actually looking for was the necklace that Valda had worn that morning. As she suspected the necklace was gone. There was a red mark on the curve of her neck, but Jo imagined that could have been caused by the woman clawing at her neck if she had truly choked.

      “Excuse me, why are you in here?” Roger paused behind Jo. Jo looked up at him.

      “Did you find anything missing? Do you think it was a robbery?” She searched his eyes.

      “No, there’s nothing missing, other than my wife.” Roger’s eyes moistened. “Why would you even ask that? I don’t understand why everyone is acting like this isn’t the simple tragic death that it is.”

      “I’m sorry, I was just asking.” Jo stood up. “I didn’t mean to upset you. But are you sure that nothing is missing?”

      “I appreciate your concern, but no nothing is missing.” He frowned. “Do I know you?”

      “I was here this morning.” Jo cringed and resisted reminding him about the muffin delivery. “I noticed that your wife was wearing…”

      “Ma’am, you need to leave the scene now,” the officer at the door commanded her. “Did you find your key?”

      “Oh yes.” Jo looked over at him and nodded. When she looked back at Roger the lead officer had pulled him over to the corner again. Jo thought about the argument she had overheard that morning. She stepped out of the villa and joined Samantha.

      “There’s something very strange going on here.”

      “Stranger than a woman dying on the very same day she moved in here?” Samantha shook her head. “That is terrible luck.”

      “Strange as in, this might not be accidental.”

      “What makes you think that?” Samantha looked at her with surprise.

      “I’m not sure just yet. I’ll let you know if I figure anything out. Are you going to be okay to get home?”

      “Sure.” Samantha nodded.

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Don’t forget that we are meeting Walt and Eddy for breakfast at the café.”

      “Uh huh.” Jo nodded but she barely heard her words. Her mind was on the missing necklace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      At breakfast the next morning the café buzzed with conversation about Valda’s unexpected death. Jo listened closely to the comments around her, but she heard no mention of the necklace that she believed was missing. Perhaps she and Samantha had been the only ones to even see it, if Samantha had even noticed it. The general gist of the conversation was sympathy for Roger and the tragedy of an accidental death. People did whisper about the muffins being made by Samantha, however. Jo noticed that the café grew quiet when Samantha walked in the door. She rushed over to the table to join Jo.

      “They all think I poisoned her.” Samantha grimaced. “Why would they think that?”

      “They don’t think that, Samantha. It’s just a juicy tidbit for them to discuss. None of them would ever dare to say it to your face.”

      “Maybe not, but that doesn’t change the fact that it was indeed my muffin that was in her mouth.”

      “Sure, but it could have just as easily been a piece of apple. She could have choked on anything.”

      “I know you’re just trying to make me feel better, but I don’t even want to think about how she died.”

      “Well, what about her necklace? Do you remember seeing it?” Jo leaned across the table and lowered her voice.

      “Necklace?” Samantha shook her head. “I’m not sure. Was she wearing one?”

      “She was wearing one when we brought the muffins, but not when she died.”

      “Huh. Well, maybe she took it off for the evening?”

      “Maybe.” Jo narrowed her eyes. She recalled the argument Valda had with Roger. Perhaps Roger had insisted that she put the necklace away. Why else would he not mention it to the police? “It’s not just any necklace, it’s a very valuable necklace. I’m sure of it.” Jo quietened down as she noticed the two men that approached their table. The taller of the two was Walt. His thin frame was immaculately clothed as usual in a sweater and pleated pants. The larger and slightly shorter of the two was Eddy. His balding head was covered with a fedora as usual, and his eyes narrowed slightly at the corners with suspicion. The two men settled themselves at their table.

      “Good morning, Samantha, Jo.” Walt smiled at both of them.

      “Samantha, Jo.” Eddy nodded at them and then waved his hand at the waitress for some coffee. “What happened last night?” Eddy looked at Jo. “We just heard that there were some cops here last night. Now you’re talking about a necklace? Was there a robbery?”

      “Yes.” Jo met his eyes.

      “No.” Samantha raised an eyebrow at Jo. “There was an accidental death. Valda, the new resident.”

      “Well, accidents do happen,” Walt commented.

      “Jo and I were there when her husband found her. We heard him scream so we went to check on him.” Samantha’s eyes filled with tears. Jo handed her a napkin. “It was not your fault, Samantha.”

      “Why would it be?” Eddy looked over at Samantha and then back at Jo.

      “There’s a bit of a problem,” Jo explained.

      “What problem?” Eddy accepted the coffee the waitress brought with a short thank you.

      “The woman who died, she and her husband Roger just moved in. So Samantha took them some muffins.”

      “Sure, she always does.” Eddy shrugged. “Why is that a problem?”

      “Because Valda died with a muffin in her mouth.” Jo cringed.

      “Now the police probably think I had something to do with her death!” Samantha wiped at her eyes.

      “They think you poisoned the muffins?” Eddy asked.

      “Since the preliminary reports haven’t come in yet, they can only go on what they saw at the scene. What they saw was a muffin. She might have just died of natural causes, but one of the officers mentioned the muffin being poisoned, but it was probably an off-color joke,” Samantha said.

      “That’s absurd. Maybe she choked?” Eddy suggested.

      “That is the presumed cause of death.” Jo nodded.

      “That is precisely why I only open my mouth a certain amount and chew every bite of food at least twenty times before I swallow,” Walt explained. “You may think it’s silly, but I haven’t choked, have I?”

      Eddy looked over at Walt. “So, how many times do you swish your tea?”

      “Four. Oh.” Walt frowned. “You were teasing me weren’t you? It’s not funny. You never know when a tea leaf or a portion of the cup might have broken off.”

      “Why do you think it was a robbery, Jo?” Eddy shook his head. “Are you saying she was eating a muffin, then a robber broke in, and she choked?”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying.” Jo frowned. “Keep your voice down.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t realize this was a secret.” Eddy held her gaze across the table. “So, why do you think it was a robbery?” He was not about to allow her to avoid the question.

      “Because when we delivered the muffins earlier in the day she had a beautiful necklace on. It had to be an antique. When she died, she was not wearing it.”

      “And the husband? Did he say the necklace was stolen?” Eddy swept his gaze around the café in search of Roger.

      “No. He said nothing was missing.” Jo sighed. “But that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense.” Walt wiped his mouth carefully though he had only taken a sip of his tea. “If she died with an expensive necklace on he probably took it off. If there is even a suspicion of a crime the body and everything she was wearing would be taken as evidence. He might have taken it off to prevent it from getting lost in the system.”

      “He’s right.” Eddy nodded. “I’ve seen people pry rings off dead fingers before the body bag is zipped up.”

      “Oh, that’s so cold.” Jo grimaced.

      “It’s logical.” Walt pointed out. “Human life is a great loss, no need to compound it with financial loss.”

      “I don’t think she choked.” Samantha’s voice interrupted them as she wadded up her napkin. All of the attention at the table focused on her.

      “Why not?” Eddy set his coffee cup down on the table. Before Samantha could answer the waitress arrived to take their order. Once their orders were placed Jo jumped in before Eddy could.

      “So, why do you think that Valda didn’t choke?” Jo frowned. “She clearly had muffin in her mouth. Maybe she got a piece stuck in her throat and couldn’t get it out.”

      “Of course it’s possible, but what bugs me is that she specifically told me she was carb-free. Why would a woman who was carb-free eat a muffin?”

      Eddy stared at her blankly. “What is carb?”

      “Try to keep up, Eddy. I do remember her saying that, Samantha, but she could have been lying. Maybe she was just trying to put you down for bringing the muffins. You know how some people are, they can’t be pleased with anything you do.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha nodded. “Although, I tend to think that there are much easier ways that she could do that. Claiming to be carb-free is very specific.”

      “Well, try not to worry, it will get worked out.” Walt reached out and touched Samantha’s shoulder. “I’m sure it was not your muffins. Even though there are many poisons that can easily be hidden in foods.”

      “Walt, you’re not helping.” Jo lifted an eyebrow.

      “Oops. Sorry.” Walt picked up his tea.

      “Now, just wait a minute. We have a situation where a woman might not have choked, and her necklace may or may not have been stolen. That’s not very much to go on,” Eddy said.

      “No, it’s not, and it doesn’t add up does it?” Samantha pursed her lips.

      “Maybe we’re looking for a crime where there isn’t one?” Walt looked between his three friends. “It’s not as if we haven’t done that before.”

      “Good point,” Samantha agreed. “It’s possible I’m just feeling so guilty about her choking on my muffin that I am trying to create another reason for her death.”

      Jo was silent. The waitress delivered their food. Jo poked at her eggs. Maybe they were right about Valda’s death being accidental, but that didn’t mean that the necklace wasn’t stolen. The necklace. The necklace. She couldn’t get the image out of her head. She knew that it was important for some reason. She just couldn’t place why.
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      After they finished breakfast the four friends went their separate ways. Jo tried to calm her mind by pulling out some weeds in her garden. The flash of the sunlight against the flower petals reminded her of the flash of the light against the diamond necklace. When her cell phone rang she dropped her pruning shears. With a sigh she tugged one glove off and answered the phone.

      “Jo, it’s me Samantha.”

      “Samantha? Are you okay?” Jo noticed strain in her voice.

      “Listen, I just got a call from the police. I have to go in and give a statement.” Her voice trembled as she spoke. “Apparently there is some evidence that foul play may have been involved in Valda’s death!”

      “I knew it!” Jo sat upright and stared hard out across her garden.

      “Knew what? That I poisoned the muffins? I didn’t!”

      “No, I knew that she was murdered. Someone killed her for that necklace, I’m sure of it.”

      “Jo, forget about the necklace! Are you even listening to me? I might get arrested for murder.”

      “It’s going to be okay, Samantha. You’re not going to get arrested. They probably just want to know what was in the muffins or if you saw anything suspicious. You should take Eddy with you when you speak to them. In the meantime I’ll try to drum up some suspects that might have been interested in that necklace. You may not believe me, but I am certain it was stolen.”

      “If it was stolen then why wouldn’t Roger report it?” Samantha sighed.

      “Because either he knew that it was stolen, or he stole it himself. It’s illegal to be in the possession of stolen goods.”

      “Wait, are you saying that you think it was stolen before it was stolen?”

      “I think so.” Jo frowned as she tried to keep up with Samantha’s train of thought. “It would explain why he didn’t want her wearing it outside. If it was a known stolen item he could get in a lot of trouble if they are caught with it.”

      “Oh no, Jo.”

      “What?”

      “What if Roger killed her?” Samantha said. “So that he could collect insurance money, plus keep the necklace?”

      Jo nodded. “That makes sense except I don’t think he would have been able to insure stolen goods. But I heard them arguing about the necklace after you dropped off the muffins.”

      “You did? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Well, at the time we thought she had just choked to death. I didn’t think there was a reason to mention it. It was just your average argument. But now I wonder if that was the final straw for Roger?”

      “I’m not sure, but we need to figure out if Valda was murdered and by whom. Otherwise I might be spending a lot of time behind bars.”

      “Try not to worry, Samantha, you’ve covered enough crimes to know that it takes a lot to convict someone of murder.”

      “Actually, I’ve seen the opposite. I’ve seen several people who I believe might be innocent locked away on circumstantial evidence. Why do you think I’m so worried?”

      “Just do your best to stay calm. Make sure that you take Eddy with you.”

      “I will.” Samantha hung up the phone. Jo held the phone in her hand for a few moments. If the police were leaning towards murder that meant that the medical examiner had turned up something unusual in relation to the death. It was clear that the woman hadn’t been attacked as there was no sign of a struggle. Whoever did kill her did so with enough intelligence to make the scene look like an accident. Roger was the first thought that crossed her mind. He was after all the husband, which made him a strong possible suspect to begin with, but there was one thing that Jo knew about Roger that the police didn’t. He was also either a criminal, or at the very least associated with criminals. That was the only way that he could have gotten his hands on the necklace.
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      Samantha stared out through the windshield of the car. Ever since Eddy picked her up to take her down to the station he had been in quite a bad mood. In fact, he had repeatedly told her that she was to be extremely cautious about how she spoke to the officers and what she told them. For what felt like the thousandth time he repeated the same statement.

      “I wish you had never spoken to the officer at all.” Eddy jammed on the brakes as a car pulled out in front of him. The traffic that sunny day was intolerable.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “You shouldn’t have admitted to delivering the muffins.”

      “I should have lied? Wouldn’t that make me look more guilty?” Samantha looked over at his reddened cheeks and furrowed brow.

      “Look Samantha, as a former officer of the law I would never tell you to outright lie to the police, I mean they are just trying to do the best job that they can. But in this case you outright implicated yourself. How do you even know it was one of your muffins? Her husband or someone else could have switched one when she wasn’t looking. You don’t know.”

      “I didn’t think it mattered at the time.” Samantha sighed and looked down at her hands. She was shocked when Eddy reached out and took one.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. You shouldn’t blame yourself. But when you go in there and talk to these officers it’s important that you say as little as possible. Don’t lie, don’t evade, but just answer what they ask and nothing more.”

      “Okay. I will.” Samantha swallowed hard. Eddy withdrew his hand quickly as if he had just noticed what he’d done and turned into the parking lot of the police station. In contrast to the packed roads it was not nearly as crowded. They walked into the police station together, but Eddy remained in the waiting area while Samantha was led off to a room for questioning. Eddy would have attempted to follow her, but he had something else in mind. He sat casually in one of the chairs until he spotted the person he was looking for.

      “Chris!” Eddy stood up and walked towards the man in a short, white lab coat. Chris turned to look at Eddy with a smug smile.

      “I wondered how long it would be until I heard from you.”

      “You did, why?” Eddy shook his hand.

      “I saw the location of the recent DOA. I figured you’d be interested.”

      “Is there anything you can tell me about it?”

      “Come into my office.” Chris gestured to a room encased in glass and filled with technical equipment. Eddy nodded and followed after him. Chris closed the door behind him.

      “They’ve got my friend, Samantha, in here to talk about her muffins.”

      “Oh no trust me, that’s not why she’s here.” Chris put an x-ray paper up on a light box to the side of his computer. Eddy could see that it was a pair of lungs.

      “Then why is she?”

      “Because the DOA came in as a choking victim and is now classified as a potential homicide.”

      “Why?” Eddy’s eyes widened. “I thought it was clear that she choked.”

      “It’s clear that she suffocated.”

      “Can’t someone suffocate from choking?”

      “It’s not exactly the same. You see for someone to die from choking normally whatever they are choking on is either blocking their airway or has been aspirated into their lungs. Valda had muffin crumbs in her throat, nothing she would choke on, and her lungs were clear.”

      “But Samantha said her mouth was full of muffin.”

      “Samantha was right. Nearly an entire muffin in fact. But there is good reason to believe that muffin was not there when she died, but was placed there after the fact.”

      “Wow! Someone killed her and then shoved a muffin in her mouth to cover it up?”

      “That’s one theory. Another is that she had some other medical event just as she took her first bite. Either way, it’s clear that Valda was dead before she tasted the muffin. There was no muffin in her stomach, and none further down in her throat, and as I said, no remnants of anything in her lungs.”

      “So, this was very likely a murder.”

      “Yes, I would say that.”

      “That doesn’t explain why Samantha is here.”

      “Samantha is here because they feel she might know something about the crime. She was at the home of the deceased twice on the same day that the victim died. They’re hoping she might have seen or heard something unusual. You know how some officers can be when it comes to questioning, they might shake her up a bit, but in general she is not considered a suspect.”

      “That’s a relief.” Eddy sighed. “I’m sure she will be happy to hear that.”

      “Maybe she’ll make us some muffins.” Chris winked at Eddy. Eddy stared at him for a moment and then chuckled.

      “She probably will. Do they have any suspects?”

      “Nothing solid just yet. We’ll know more when the full exam is completed.”

      “You’ll let me know?”

      “Sure I will, Eddy,” Chris replied. “It wouldn’t be a normal month if I didn’t have you getting me in trouble somehow.”

      “I appreciate it, Chris.”

      Chris looked over at him. “I don’t mind it at all. If it means that someone pays for a crime, even better.”

      Eddy clapped his hand against Chris’ back and walked back into the waiting area. Just as he reached it Samantha was on her way out as well. She cast a troubled look over her shoulder and then turned to Eddy.

      “Get me out of here.”

      “You’ve got it.” Eddy placed his hand lightly on the small of her back and steered her out of the police station. As soon as she was out, she exploded.

      “Really, I will never understand the intimidating tactics that you people use…”

      “Hey, wait a minute, you people?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh please, you still use them and you know it.”

      Eddy opened the car door for her. “Would you like to get in? Or is that me being intimidating?”

      “Eddy stop! Do you know they questioned me for ten minutes before they even told me that I wasn’t a suspect?”

      “All right, but they needed to get information from you.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like, did you notice anything suspicious at the scene, did you observe anyone suspicious around the villa, all of that.”

      “Which I would have answered without them demanding the recipe for my muffins.”

      “Oh.” Eddy grinned. “Chris was hoping you’d make some.”

      “Ugh, get in the car!” She plonked herself down. Eddy closed the door and leaned in the open window.

      “You’re using a very intimidating tone to speak to me right now. I feel very intimidated.”

      “Eddy!”

      His laughter wafted through the open window as he rounded the car to the driver’s seat. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tease you.”

      “It’s not funny anyway,” she said but she smiled slightly.  “No one should be making me feel like I’m a criminal when I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “So, how do you suggest the police catch criminals? Ask them nicely?”

      Samantha huffed and stared out the window.  She was relieved not to be a suspect, but not so thrilled at the way she was treated by the investigating officers.
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      Jo paced back and forth through the living room. Her mind shifted from thoughts of the murder, to the suspicion around Samantha, and right back to the necklace. She could not shake the memory of it from her mind. The necklace looked so familiar to her as if she might have once owned or worn it, though she knew that was not the case. There were three things that Jo could be certain about. It was old, it was valuable, and it was stolen. She flicked through her phone again.

      As a rule Jo had cut contact with most of her friends and connections involved in theft. She thought it was the best way to go cold turkey. However, there were a few people she still had the phone numbers for. She called these people when she had a question about a recent heist, or if she just wanted to chat until three in the morning about the merits of being a thief. Most of the time she didn’t call them at all. Now, she felt like she had to. Her hand shook a little as she dialed the number of one of her oldest contacts. Mildred, as she liked to be called though her name was Ronda, was well-known and well-connected in the antique fencing rings. She expected to hear the beep of a voicemail on the phone, instead she heard Mildred’s smoke-damaged voice.

      “Jo, is that you?”

      “Yes it is, Mildred. I’m sorry to call out of the blue.”

      “That’s all you ever do. I think the last time you called me was about two years ago. I was starting to believe that I would never hear from you again.”

      “I know. Mildred, I wouldn’t be calling…”

      “If you didn’t need something. Don’t worry, Jo. I know that you’re reformed. So, what can I help you with?”

      “I saw this necklace recently. It looked so familiar. I mean the piece itself is beautiful. Definitely antique, and highly valuable.”

      “Did you steal it?” It sounded as if there was a bit of excitement in Mildred’s voice.

      “No, of course not.” Jo frowned. “But someone did.”

      “Okay?”

      “It’s just that I can’t figure out where I’ve seen the necklace before. I feel like I should know, like it’s important.”

      “Tell me more about it.”

      “The gold chain was old, yellow gold with three, small round diamond studs on either side of the pendant, and the diamond was huge, about three carats. It was princess cut in an antique square mounting.”

      “Wait, are you talking about the ‘Rose Diamond’ necklace?”

      “It didn’t really look like a rose.” Jo pictured the setting in her mind. “It didn’t have any petals or layers.”

      “No, it’s called the ‘Rose Diamond’ necklace because it was owned by a very wealthy family, the Roses, before it was stolen. The patriarch of the family claimed it was a relic from the old world.” All of a sudden Jo recalled that there were many thieves after that necklace, but one in particular she remembered very well. Jo had tried to forget about that time of her life, but memories started flooding her mind all at once.

      “So, it is stolen!” Jo congratulated herself inwardly. She didn’t want Mildred to know how much she actually knew about the diamond.

      “If it’s the same necklace it is not only stolen but legendary. Don’t you remember?” She paused and then cleared her throat. “Oh, I guess you wouldn’t. You were in prison at the time of the heist. It was quite the scandal because so many people had been trying to get their hands on the necklace, and then out of nowhere it was snatched.”

      “Oh, I do remember that!” Jo’s eyes widened. “Now, I remember very clearly. I read an article about it in the newspaper. There were several photographs in the newspaper of the necklace. I thought the thief was caught?”

      “He was, but the necklace, along with everything else that was stolen that night was never recovered.”

      Jo rolled her eyes. “Are you trying to tell me that you don’t know what happened to the necklace? I don’t believe that for a second, Mildred.”

      “You cannot believe it all you want, but trust me, it was a huge issue. There were several far more experienced thieves that had that target on their list and when the necklace was taken they were very unhappy. They tried to hunt down the necklace, but since it was never found they assumed there must have been an accomplice to the robbery who kept it.”

      “Any idea who the accomplice was?”

      “Nobody ever found out. They must have been a nobody though because otherwise they would have bragged about it or someone would have caught on eventually, you know how thieves can’t keep their mouths shut about the big heists.”

      “True.” Jo frowned.

      “Anyway, why are you asking about the necklace?”

      “I saw it in person, on a woman’s neck, the other day.”

      “You didn’t. You must be lying!” The thrill in Mildred’s voice was quite clear.

      “I’m not. A woman was wearing it, and now that woman is dead, and the necklace is gone.”

      “What do you mean the necklace is gone?” Mildred asked.

      “Stolen I guess.”

      “Are you saying that the ‘Rose Diamond’ necklace is in play?” Mildred’s voice grew higher and higher with each word she spoke.

      “I don’t know if it’s in play or not, but whoever has it may be responsible for a woman’s death. Do you have any idea who that might be?”

      “I told you I don’t. I know the fence that bought most of the stolen goods from the ‘Rose Robbery’ though.”

      “Great. That’s a start.”

      “Sure, when you see Bucky make sure you tell him that I said hi.”

      “Will do. Thanks Mildred.”

      “Oh, and Jo, make sure you wear something dingy. He’s still the same Bucky.”

      Jo cringed at the memory.

      As Jo hung up with Mildred, Samantha called in.

      “Hi Samantha, how did it go?”

      “Well, it seems I’m not a suspect anymore, but it was definitely a homicide. Or at the very least a suspicious death.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I guess.” Samantha sighed. “Eddy just dropped me off at home. I’m all frazzled from the questioning.”

      “I’m sorry you went through that. Did they mention anything about the necklace?”

      “The necklace again? Why are you so fixated on that necklace?”

      “It’s a very famous necklace. Do you remember an article you wrote about the theft of jewelry from the Rose family?”

      “Hm.” Samantha paused a moment. “Oh, that necklace! I remember that article. It was featured several weeks in a row because there was such a response. Everyone wanted a chance to try to figure out the mystery. There was no way a necklace like that could just disappear. Not with how much it was worth and what people were willing to do to get it. In fact, as I recall, one of the readers of the newspaper gave the police a solid tip, about a man that could have been the accomplice.”

      “Oh really? Any chance you remember his name?” Jo asked eagerly.

      “Unfortunately, no. But I do know that the police brought him in for questioning. I’m sure they kept a record of that. However, as far as I know there was never an arrest.”

      “We need to figure out if this accomplice and Roger are the same man. It’s the only way that we’re ever going to make any progress.”

      “I bet Eddy could help with that. He still has some connections that could access the case file. I’ll give him a call and ask him to look into it,” Samantha suggested.

      “Good idea. Samantha, see if you can find a copy of that article somewhere, too. I’d like to read it again.”

      “I will. But Jo?”

      “Hm?”

      “I want to ask you something.”

      “Okay.” Jo furrowed her brow. “So ask.”

      “Is it a murder you’re trying to solve, or a theft?”

      “Does it matter?” Jo lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “In the end we’ll solve both.”

      “Even if we find out that Roger is the accomplice, that doesn’t prove that he’s the one that killed his wife.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but it might get us closer to who did. If someone found out that he was the accomplice and had the necklace in his possession, there are many professional thieves that would be very interested in discovering the location.”

      “So, we have a wide range of suspects?” Samantha asked.

      “I don’t think so, not yet at least. Whoever found out about the location of the necklace, if they did, would keep it a secret to prevent other thieves from getting to it first.”

      “Hm. Interesting.”

      “Yes, very,” Jo agreed.

      “I’ll call Eddy right now about the name of the man they brought in for questioning.”

      “Great, see if he can get a picture. I have something I have to do.”

      “Okay, it’s nothing dangerous is it? Do you want me to go with you?” Jo thought about it for a moment. It never hurt to have a second person with her when she visited Bucky in case of an avalanche, but she knew that Samantha was still frazzled from her interview with the police.

      “No, it’s nothing, I’ll be fine. Text me if you get any information from Eddy.”

      “I will.” Samantha hung up the phone. Jo changed into thick jeans, a long-sleeved shirt that she had no particular attachment to, and pulled her long, dark hair up in a ponytail. She experienced a strange desire to dig through her jewelry box. For just a moment she thought that she might have forgotten that she had gotten rid of it. Finally, she fished the silver necklace out from the bottom of the pile.

      On the end of the necklace was a delicate charm, a tiny rose. She stared at it for a long moment. She thought about dropping it back into her jewelry box, instead she fastened it around her neck. Then she traded her sandals for heavy duty boots. She tucked her wallet and phone into her pockets and grabbed her keys. She did not want to take her purse where she was going. When she opened the door to step outside she found Walt on her doorstep.

      “Hi.” He pushed his glasses up along his nose. “Sorry to just show up.”

      “Walt? I’m about to leave. Is there anything you need?”

      “Actually, that’s why I’m here. Samantha called me and told me that you might need company.”

      “Oh no.” Jo laughed and shook her head. “Not you.”

      Walt’s eager smile faded. His eyes dropped. “Oh? Someone else then? Eddy is working on some information so…”

      “Walt, I didn’t mean it like that, I’m sorry. I just meant that where I’m going is not the kind of place that you would want to be.”

      “I’m sure I could handle it.”

      “Walt, trust me, it’s not going to be pleasant.”

      “Maybe it’s you that needs to trust me, Jo.” He lifted his chin and squared his shoulders. “I am a capable and daring man you know.”

      Jo couldn’t help but smile at his attempt at being stern. “I know you are, Walt. I didn’t mean to imply that you’re not, but I still don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Too bad. I’m going, and that’s final.”

      Jo sighed. Now, she didn’t find his sternness to be so cute. “If you insist.”

      “I do.” He offered her his arm. Jo shrugged in surrender and took his arm. “I’ll drive.”

      “Oh, no way, I’m driving,” Jo said with determination.

      “Okay fine. But just this once,” Walt said.

      Jo laughed and met his eyes. “Are you turning over a new leaf of stubbornness?”

      “I suppose I am. I think it suits me.”

      “Maybe it does.” Jo grinned. “I guess that we’ll find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo drove with Walt towards Bucky’s place. It was quite a long drive, so she flipped on the radio.

      “Do you have a favorite station?”

      “Not really. I enjoy all music.”

      “All?” Jo smiled a little.

      “All.”

      Jo tuned into her favorite station and blasted rock and roll music that had more bass than lyrics. Walt slunk back in his seat and looked from the radio to her. To her surprise he began singing along with the music. She laughed as he mimicked an air guitar.

      “Walt, I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Jo.” Walt’s hands settled back into his lap. “I hope we can change that.”

      “Me too.” Jo nodded.

      They sat in silence for most of the way enjoying the music.

      “We’re about ten minutes out. Walt, I appreciate you coming with me, but it is probably best if you wait in the car.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that. I came with you to ensure your safety, and that is exactly what I will do.”

      “Do you think I’m not capable of protecting myself? Why, because I’m a woman?” She parked the car and looked over at him. “Isn’t that a bit old-fashioned?”

      “No, I don’t think you’re incapable of protecting yourself because you’re a woman.” He fixed his eyes to hers. “No, I think you are very capable of protecting yourself, but I would like to help so you can relax a little.”

      Jo narrowed her eyes. “What am I supposed to say to that?”

      “Thank you.” He opened the door of the car and stepped out. Jo stepped out on the other side and met him in front of the car. “Jo, I won’t accept any argument.”

      “Walt.” She met his eyes and offered a half-smile. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He nodded once and then turned to look at the building before them. It was a simple, small, white building. But all of the windows were blacked out.

      Jo paused outside the door and looked over at Walt.

      “Are you sure you want to do this with me? Once we get inside it is rather hard to get back out quickly.”

      “Huh?” Walt frowned. “Does he lock the door?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Well, whatever it is, I’m here with you, Jo. I can be your protection.”

      Jo quirked a brow and tried not to smile. She didn’t want to hurt Walt’s feelings, but she was fairly certain he didn’t do well in the role of protector. As she knocked twice on the door and then kicked the base of it once, she hoped that the code hadn’t changed over the years. A few minutes later Walt frowned impatiently.

      “Maybe no one is here.”

      Jo glanced at her watch. “Just another minute.”

      A buzzing sound emitted from inside the door. She nodded and turned the knob. Then she shoved the door as hard as she could. A musty scent spilled out through the door. She squeezed her way through the door. Walt followed behind her. Jo did her best to climb over the piles of papers, magazines, and old records on the floor. She tried not to look at the piles that were crammed to the ceiling all around her. Going to see Bucky was like walking through a crumbling old building, only the bricks were abandoned, useless items. Walt gasped as he struggled to get in behind her.

      “What is all of this?”

      “This is Bucky’s treasure.” She spoke in a hushed tone as she knew that Bucky might be able to hear her. “He is a collector.”

      “Hoarder.”

      “I don’t recommend using that term, he has a very large array of automatic weapons. Of course he probably doesn’t know where they are right now, but not a risk I would recommend taking.”

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      Walt shuddered as he brushed some garbage on the floor aside with the toe of his shoe.

      “Just stay in the middle, don’t bump into anything, and don’t look down.”

      “Huh? Why?” Walt looked down at his feet just in time to see a large cockroach race across the floor. It was followed by a flock of smaller bugs. “Oh no, oh dear no, oh my no.” Walt pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and pressed it against his mouth.

      “Walt?”

      “Just keep going, I’m right behind you.” His voice was muffled by the handkerchief. The path narrowed as they walked single file. Jo could tell that Bucky had added quite a bit to his collection since the last time she visited. Every creak and groan of the building made her concerned that she was about to be buried, and very likely become a part of Bucky’s collection.

      “Who exactly is this man?” Walt cleared his throat.

      “He’s a fence. The fence really. He’s the best person to see if you want to get a good price on stolen goods.”

      “How can anyone find him?”

      Jo grinned. “You have to be somebody, or know someone that is somebody.”

      “Ah.” Walt did his best not to look at the floor as he heard the squeak of a live animal.

      They emerged from the narrow hallway of junk into a slightly larger space. In front of them a wall to wall glass counter stretched out. At least it was to be assumed that it was glass. The amount of dust and grime on the surface made it rather difficult to tell for sure. Set back in a giant, leather chair was Bucky. Jo could see that he had likely put on about one hundred pounds. He was a very large man the last time she saw him, but now he was mountainous. He munched happily on crackers as they approached the counter.

      “What do you have to offer?” He didn’t look up.

      “Nothing.” Jo paused in front of the counter. “I’m here to get something from you.”

      Bucky choked on the cracker he crunched. He cleared his throat and peered through his glasses at Jo. “Is that who I think it is? Could it really be?”

      “It’s me, Bucky.”

      “Jo. After all these years.” He stared at her with disbelief. “I didn’t think I would ever see you again. Look at you. Wow, you’re still a sight.” He stared at her with cracker bits stuck to his bottom lip. “I fell in love with you the first day you climbed over a pile of comics.”

      “You say that to all the girls, Bucky.” Jo crossed her arms.

      “Maybe. But I only mean it with a few.”

      “Mmhm. Great, then you should be able to help me out.”

      “What do you need from me, Goddess?”

      Walt looked between the two of them with a hint of anxiety.

      “I need to know about the ‘Rose Job’.”

      “That was Tony’s job.” He rubbed his hands clean of crumbs and looked at the two over his square glasses. “Where’s Tony?”

      “I’m not here about Tony.” Jo met his gaze directly. “I’m here to find out about the necklace.” He laughed and knocked a few crumbs off his shirt in the process.

      “I bet you are. You and about twenty of your friends.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that this place has been a revolving door of all you so-called professional thieves begging to get your hands on a ghost. Everyone knows that it’s a fairytale.”

      “It’s no fairytale.” Jo rested her hands on the counter and ignored the droppings of unknown creatures. “I saw the necklace with my own eyes.”

      “Ha, more lies.” Bucky narrowed his eyes. “The Jo I know would not see a necklace like that without stealing it herself.”

      Walt cleared his throat. “She’s not the Jo you knew anymore.”

      “Please don’t help, Walt.” Jo shot him a look before she returned her attention to Bucky. “Look, all I want to know is who was working with Tony. Who was his accomplice?”

      “How should I know?”

      “He sold you all of the stuff.”

      “And I make it a point to forget the face of anyone who sells me stolen goods. That’s why I’ve lived so long.”

      “Which is completely against all scientific and medical explanation.” Walt looked around the environment and shuddered at the thought of how many different kinds of mold were probably growing around him.

      “You have a problem with my humble abode?” Bucky used his hand to gesture to his surroundings. “Nobody asked you to be here.”

      “He’s just not used to being around so many unique treasures,” Jo explained and shot a look of warning at Walt.

      “Yes, that’s it.” Walt lowered his eyes.

      “Now Bucky, what about the guy who sold the stuff from the ‘Rose Robbery’? Who was he?”

      “I didn’t care then, and I don’t care now.”

      “Why?”

      “The guy who came in here, was a dead man. I knew that from the first moment I looked at him.”

      “Why?” Jo held her breath.

      “Because he had that look. That look of a novice who stumbled onto something much too big for his britches. I can tell you right now that he had no idea how to price the things he had. Tony was the brains, and the brains were locked up. But I was no dummy, I knew he was supposed to have the necklace. I told him that Tony was going to be expecting the money from that necklace. I didn’t want him going to any other fence, you know. I wanted to be the one to finally get the ‘Rose Diamond’. But he insisted that there was no necklace. He said that when they did the robbery the necklace was nowhere to be found. So, I just gave him what I felt like for what he had, and our business was settled.”

      “A name, Bucky?” Jo leaned closer despite the putrid scent. “I need to know a name.”

      “Uh.” He rolled his eyes up in his head and smacked his lips a few times. “Dale, no, Dave, no.” He frowned. “I know it started with a D, but my memory, it’s just not so great.”

      “What do you want, Bucky? Do you want cash?”

      “You can’t give a criminal money,” Walt said as he went pale.

      “I’m not a criminal, you fool, I’m a businessman. Besides, it’s not money I want.”

      “Then what?” Jo cringed at the possibilities.

      “That.” Bucky pointed at Jo’s chest. Jo blinked.

      “What?” Jo said.

      “Don’t be so crude!” Walt warned.

      “The necklace, Jo.” Bucky’s voice lowered. “You give me that necklace of yours, and I will give you the name.”

      Jo reached up and clutched the necklace. She recalled putting it on that morning. She hadn’t worn it in years. It was a piece of the past that she kept locked away for the sake of compartmentalizing her emotions.

      “It’s worthless.”

      “Sure. But I want it.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why. It’s a piece of theft history. I can add it to my collection.”

      “Bucky. That’s ridiculous.”

      “The necklace for a name, Jo. What’s it going to be?” He smirked.

      Jo reached up and unfastened the necklace.

      “Jo, you don’t have to do that.” Walt moved closer to her. “That’s yours.”

      “Which means that it’s mine to give. It means nothing to me, anyway.” She held it out to Bucky. Bucky met her eyes.

      “I doubt that.” He closed his hand around the small charm, but Jo held onto the chain.

      “The name, Bucky?”

      “All right, fine. The name was Clem. A guy about your age I guess. Definitely a newcomer. He had no idea what he was doing. I’d be surprised if he has lived this long. But like I said, he didn’t have the necklace.”

      Jo let go of the chain and brushed her hand down the leg of her jeans. “All right. Anything else?”

      “Just that he was terrified of going to jail. I told him he should be more scared of Tony, because he wasn’t going to be happy taking the wrap for the whole theft alone when Clem was involved. Never saw him again after that.”

      “Thanks for your time, Bucky.” Jo turned away from him.

      “If you ever want this back, just let me know, we can work something out.” He dangled the necklace for Jo to see.

      “Your loss, Bucky, it’s worth nothing.”

      “Maybe, but it’s history.” He grinned and gazed at it like it was the ultimate treasure. Jo picked her way back through the piles of junk until she made it to the door. Walt followed in her exact footsteps. When she reached the door she had to shove things out of the way that had slid out of place when they had entered. More creatures scuttled into and out of view. Walt reached out a hand to steady himself and placed it right through a spider web.

      “Oh no! Out, out the door now!” He nearly shoved Jo through the door. As he did he brushed and swiped at his hand and arm while shaking the rest of his body.

      “Walt, are you okay?” Jo stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Spider web,” he hissed.

      “Oh.” Jo grinned. “You can’t say that I didn’t warn you.”

      “Actually, I can say that. You did not fully inform me of the situation that I was walking into.”

      “I tried to.”

      “Hm. Either way I’m glad I was here. Now, do you want to tell me about that necklace?”

      “The ‘Rose Diamond’?”

      “No. The necklace that was important enough that Bucky wanted it.”

      “It’s not important to anyone but him. Bucky has this weird habit of keeping memorabilia related to thieves. That necklace was a gift to me, so he wanted it.”

      “From him?”

      “No. From someone else.”

      “Who?” Jo opened the door to her car and settled inside. Walt followed suit. Jo started the car. “Jo, you can trust me you know.”

      “It’s not important.” She backed the car out of the parking lot in one swift movement that left Walt breathless with his hands glued to the dashboard. “It’s ancient history.”
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      After Jo dropped Walt off at his place she continued to her own. Samantha called several times before she answered.

      “Did you find out anything?”

      “It was nice of you to send me an escort,” Jo said.

      “Oh, you didn’t mind did you? I just thought Walt might enjoy the trip.”

      “I don’t think he did.” Jo cracked a smile.

      “Well?”

      “I found out that the man who brought the items from the ‘Rose Robbery’ to the fence was named Clem. Does that line up with anything you found?”

      “Yes, actually. The man that was brought in for questioning was named Clemson Pick. He was questioned and released without the police finding any evidence of involvement.”

      “Great.” Jo frowned. “I guess that leaves us at a dead end.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I’m texting you a picture now. See what you think.”

      “Okay. I’ll call you in the morning all right?”

      “Sure. Are you okay, Jo?”

      “I’m fine. Just a little tired.”

      “Okay. Get some rest.”

      Jo hung up and waited for the text to come through. When it did, she looked at the picture. She thought it looked very similar to Roger, but it was hard to be sure. Many years had passed. The man in the picture had jet black hair. Roger had very blonde hair. She sent a text back to Samantha agreeing that the picture looked similar to Roger.

      “So Roger, were you the thief that robbed so many of the glory of the ‘Rose Diamond’?” Jo muttered to herself.

      She tapped her phone against her knee and considered her options. Samantha could dig into Clemson’s past and figure out a connection, she was sure, but that would take time. Time was something they did not have. Since so many thieves knew about the ‘Rose Diamond’ necklace, if it became known to them that it had resurfaced, Roger was in danger if he had it. If he didn’t have it, then someone had killed his wife for it.

      Jo was sure that she could figure out the truth if she was alone with Roger for any length of time. She decided the best plan of action was to get Roger alone. She needed to find out a little bit more about him. She left her villa with only her phone tucked into her pocket. Casually she walked in the direction of his villa. As she did she noticed a few of her neighbors walking in the same direction. She guessed that everyone was a little curious about what had happened to Valda. Jo noticed Roger step outside. She slowed down so that she would reach his driveway in the same moment that he backed out his car. Just as he hit the road, she stepped close enough to his car to make it seem as if he might have hit her. He hit the brakes and leaned out the window.

      “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine, I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.” Jo hugged herself as if she was shaken by the near collision.

      “No, I didn’t see you. I’m sorry.” He put the car in park and got out of the car. He walked over to her. “Are you sure you’re okay?” He touched her elbow gently.

      “I’m fine, I’m just a little shaken up.” She sniffed. “I’m sorry, I’m the last person you should be worrying about right now.”

      “Hey, don’t apologize to me. Do you want me to give you a ride home?”

      “No, that’s the last place I want to be. It’s so empty there.” She reached up to grasp her necklace only to be reminded that it was no longer there. She rubbed the slope of her neck instead. “Sometimes I just get tired of being alone.”

      “I can understand that.”

      “Oh listen to me, lamenting about my problems when you’ve just lost your wife. I’m so sorry. In fact, would you be interested in having coffee tomorrow? We can meet at the café. If you want to talk, I mean.”

      “I would love to.” Roger’s eyes widened. “Around nine?”

      “Perfect. Thanks Roger.” She smiled. “You’ve brightened up my evening.”

      “See you tomorrow. Jo. Right?”

      Jo’s heart dropped. She hadn’t thought about whether Roger might recognize her. There was a time that she was well-known as a cat burglar. Would he be able to recognize her now?

      “Yes. Jo.”

      “Okay. See you then.” He walked back to his car. Jo turned around and walked the other way. She was lost in thought when she nearly walked into Samantha.

      “Jo, I know you’re up to something.” Samantha tried to block her way down the sidewalk. “What were you talking to Roger about?”

      “I invited him to coffee tomorrow morning.”

      “Jo, that’s not a good idea.”

      “I think it is. It won’t take much for me to find out if he’s a thief or not.”

      “He could be very dangerous, Jo. I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Samantha repeated.

      “I think that you are being paranoid.” Jo smiled sweetly. “I’m having coffee. That’s all.”

      “But there’s a good chance that Roger had something to do with the murder, remember? You’re going to have coffee with a murderer?”

      “I’m going to offer sympathy to a widower.” Jo set her jaw. “I will be just fine. Now, if you’ll excuse me I need to get home and get some rest.”

      “Jo, please be careful.”

      “Samantha, you’re always encouraging me to be more social.” She winked at her friend as she walked away. She could feel Samantha’s gaze following after her. She knew that Samantha was concerned, but she also knew that this was the fastest way to find out the truth about Roger. What Samantha didn’t understand, and couldn’t, was that as long as that necklace was floating around somewhere thieves willing to kill to get what they wanted, would draw closer and closer. When she settled into bed that night and closed her eyes, the image of the necklace popped into her mind. Maybe, just maybe, a small part of her hoped to be the one that found it once and for all.
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      The next morning Jo woke early. She received a few calls from Samantha, but she ignored them. She didn’t want to be talked out of her plan. She dressed quickly and did her best to ignore the fact that her necklace was gone. It brought back some of her best memories, but it also reminded her of a deep pain that she had never been able to shake. When she reached the small café beside the main office she noticed that Roger was waiting for her outside. A smile rose to her lips that didn’t feel genuine.

      “Be nice Jo, you can do that, just be nice,” she muttered to herself before offering her hand to Roger. “Thanks for agreeing to meet.”

      “My pleasure, but I’m afraid we can’t stay here.”

      “Why not?”

      “They’re cleaning the floors. The place is shut down for the morning.”

      “Oh, what a shame.” Jo shrugged. “I guess they have to clean some time.”

      “Still, this has to be the worst time.”

      Jo wondered if Samantha might have had something to do with the café being closed. She became even more determined to get to know Roger.

      “Well, I suppose we could reschedule.” She kicked her foot against the sidewalk.

      “We could have coffee at my house?” Roger offered a half-smile. “Is that too weird?”

      “No.” Jo’s eyes widened. “No, that’s just fine, Roger. Don’t worry about anything being weird.”

      “Great.” He brushed his hands against his trousers as if they might be sweaty, then he began to walk across the street to the road that led to his villa. Jo matched his pace. Her heart pounded with a mixture of fear and anticipation. Although she knew it was quite dangerous to go back to his house, especially since no one had any idea that she was, she was thrilled by the thought that she would have a chance to look around for the necklace. Jo suspected that Roger stashed it somewhere inside the villa before he called the police. If that was the case it would likely still be there. As she walked along she kept looking over at him. He looked very much like the suspected accomplice to the robbery, but his hair was blonde. Jo was certain from the picture that the robber she was looking for had dark hair. Did he dye it?

      “What do you do for a living, Roger?”

      He looked over at her, startled by the question. “Oh, I’m retired.”

      “Me too.” Jo smiled. “I guess I should say, what did you do for a living?”

      “I was uh, in antiques. You know, buying and selling.”

      Jo raised an eyebrow. Was it possible he was a fence? Maybe he wasn’t the robber at all, but the man that the robber had sold the missing necklace to. Not that it mattered much to Jo.

      “Wow, it must have been fascinating to deal with such valuable and historical objects.”

      “It was. It was also dusty. Very dusty.” He laughed. Jo laughed, too. It seemed like the right thing to do.

      “Do you think there is anyone out there that ever knows what treasure they have before they try to sell it in a yard sale?”

      “You’d be surprised. Most of the time the moment an elderly relative keels over, the ones who inherited their junk carry it all into a shop to be appraised. Ninety-nine percent of the time it belongs in the dump.”

      “That’s sad, isn’t it? To think that all of the items we collect over the years might one day end up in the dump?” She bit into her bottom lip as she realized how insensitive she was being. “I’m sorry if that comment upset you.”

      “Why would it?” He shrugged. “It’s true.”

      “Well, with Valda passing.”

      “Oh trust me, none of Valda’s things are going to end up in the dump. The woman had a voracious appetite for all things expensive and fashionable. In fact if you want to take a look through her closet you’re welcome to.”

      “Oh no, I couldn’t do that.”

      “She wouldn’t have minded.” He grinned. Jo swallowed back a few choice words. His casual nature about his wife’s death was another reason to believe that he was involved in her murder. How could anyone offer their wife’s clothes within a day of her sudden death?

      “Well, that’s quite kind of you.”

      “Jo, you know, you’re the first person that reached out to me. It meant a lot to me, considering that we don’t know each other at all.”

      “I just don’t want to see anyone go through loss alone.”

      “I really appreciate that.” He paused a moment to look into her eyes. “Maybe moving here wasn’t such a bad idea.”

      Jo did her best to fake a look of affection. She wasn’t sure if it worked out well because he quirked an eyebrow and then walked up the path to the front door. Jo followed after him. Just before she was about to go inside she sent a quick text to Samantha to let her know where she was.

      Then she followed him inside. There was no way she could turn down the opportunity to have a look around his house. She might be able to find something that implicated him in his wife’s death, even if she couldn’t find the necklace itself. As she stepped through the front hallway where Valda’s body was found she felt a twinge of guilt. Would Valda approve of her trampling on the carpet where she took her very last breath?

      “Coffee? Tea?” Roger smiled.

      “Coffee please.”

      Roger went to the kitchen and set about preparing the coffee. As Jo waited she scanned the living room for any signs of a scuffle. She didn’t see anything out of place. She also noticed that there were many tiny touches of what she presumed was Valda’s personality throughout the room. What might have been bland was splashed with color. Whatever surface was available was waxed and shiny. In the short time that Valda lived in the villa she had left her mark.

      “Here we are.” Roger returned with two cups of coffee. The two sat down on the couch. Jo’s cell phone rang. She saw that it was Samantha and turned the volume of the ringer off.

      “A friend?” Roger leaned a little closer to her.

      “Yes. Sorry for the interruption. Roger, you look so familiar to me. It’s strange,” Jo said, she wanted to see if she could get any information from him.

      “That’s funny, because you look familiar to me too, Jo. As if I’ve seen you somewhere before.”

      “Oh?” Jo glanced away from him. “Perhaps we have crossed paths before.”

      “Maybe. But I think if I met you before, I’d remember. You’re quite beautiful.”

      Jo’s stomach churned. His wife’s body wasn’t even in the ground yet. It was easy for Jo to assume that because of his history with antiques and obvious callous nature he likely was the accomplice in the robbery. But was he a killer?

      “Excuse me, Roger, do you mind if I use your bathroom?”

      “Of sure. It’s right around the corner. I’ll just clean up our cups.”

      “Thanks.” Jo stood up and made her way around the corner. When she got to the bathroom door she paused and tried to peek into the bedroom. The door was only open far enough for her to see a black box sitting on the edge of the bed. She heard the clatter of cups in the sink and ducked into the bathroom. Once the door was closed she grabbed onto the vanity unit to steady herself. She was disgusted by Roger’s behavior.  She looked at herself in the mirror and noticed that the medicine cabinet was slightly open. She wanted to look to see if there was any indication that Roger had killed Valda. She titled her head to the side so she could get a closer look. She looked on the top shelf and all she found were toothpaste, bandages, and an assortment of other toiletries, nothing unusual.  Then she looked down to the bottom shelf and she spotted a box of blonde hair dye right away. That was it, her heart rate quickened slightly. She didn’t think it was Valda’s, as her hair was dark. She presumed the dye belonged to Roger, which meant that he might have the dark hair that the suspected thief did.

      As good as it was to discover this information it also left Jo a little more nervous. If Roger was the thief, and also a murderer, then she was alone with a very dangerous man. When she stepped back out into the living room, she didn’t see Roger. She paused in the center of the room and listened. There was no sound of running water, no sound of footsteps, not even the swish of pant legs. Her heart pounded as she wondered where he might have gone. Just when she was about to leave the villa he stepped out of the bedroom.

      “Sorry, I had to take care of something.” He smiled. “Thanks for spending some time with me this morning, Jo.”

      “I enjoyed it.” She watched him as he stepped closer to her. “I’m very sorry about Valda. I’m sure that she was a wonderful woman.”

      “She was all right.” Roger shrugged. “As long as she had new clothes and fine wine she was just fine.”

      “Nothing wrong with enjoying the finer things.”

      “Do you, Jo?”

      “Do I what?”

      “Appreciate the finer things?”

      Jo tilted her head to the side and studied him. “Why?”

      “I just think a woman as beautiful as you, should have something special to wear.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      He held out a small red jewelry box. Her heart fluttered. Was it really going to be this easy? Was he just going to hand her the necklace?

      “Oh really, this is too much, Roger.”

      “Please. I’m sure Valda would want it to be worn.”

      She tried to hide the tremble in her hand as she took the jewelry box from him. She opened it up to discover a silver bracelet with jade beads. It was beautiful, but not what she expected.

      “Thank you, Roger.”

      “I hope that you like it. There’s so many things to give away, and I just knew this was meant for you.”

      “It’s very pretty.”

      “Would you like me to help you put it on?”

      Jo met his eyes. She got the feeling that if she declined she might regret it. “Sure.” She held out her wrist to him. He ran his thumb along the back of her hand as he positioned the bracelet. Her stomach twisted. She tried to keep a smile on her face so as not to tip him off to the fact that she was absolutely disgusted by his behavior. He fiddled with the clasp for some time before letting go of her hand.

      “Now every time you look at it, you can think of me.”

      “Great.” Jo forced her smile to grow wider.

      “Maybe we could have dinner sometime?”

      “Maybe, Clem.”

      “Who?”

      “Huh?”

      “You just called me Clem. My name is Roger.”

      “Oh right, sorry.” Jo frowned. She couldn’t believe she had made such a stupid mistake, but she noticed that he didn’t even flinch when she called him Clem. “See you soon, Roger.” She walked over to the door to let herself out. Roger’s friendly expression transformed into something much darker. He didn’t speak as she stepped out of the villa and closed the door behind her. The second she stepped out of the villa, Samantha popped out from behind one of the large bushes at the end of the driveway. Jo was so startled she let out a yelp.

      “Jo!” Samantha hit her on the shoulder.

      “Ouch. Why did you do that?” Jo frowned and rubbed her shoulder. The swat didn’t really hurt, but the surprise of the strike was enough to make her heart race.

      “How could you go to his house for coffee? That was stupid and dangerous.”

      “And exactly what you would have done.” Jo frowned. “Besides, I found something interesting.”

      “What?”

      “He has blonde hair dye in his bathroom. I also spotted a box on his bed. I think it might have the necklace in it.”

      “Did you actually see the necklace?” Samantha met her eyes.

      “No, I didn’t see it. But I’m going to keep looking.”

      “Well, I have some information to share with you. That’s why I called you first thing this morning, and then again, and then again.”

      “I’m sorry, I thought you were calling to talk me out of it. I just didn’t want to be distracted.” Jo glanced back over her shoulder at Roger’s villa. “I really thought I would be able to figure out if it was him. I mean with the blonde dye I’m pretty certain, but he barely reacted when I called him Clem by mistake.”

      “I do really think it’s him,” Samantha said.

      “You know that for sure?”

      “No, but I’m almost sure, he just looks so much like the picture. Eddy was able to connect with some friends in the department that got him the transcripts of the questioning. It was clear that they dropped the ball. He had no real alibi and his fingerprints were at the scene of the crime.”

      “But they let him go? Why?”

      “Eddy’s not sure. He did mention that bribery was rampant in that particular department. Maybe Clem offered them something that they wanted.”

      Jo glanced down at the bracelet on her wrist. “I think he’s used to bribing people to do what he wants. He gave this to me, it belonged to Valda.” She shuddered, she wanted to pull the bracelet off her wrist, but she didn’t want to risk Roger seeing her without it, yet. “To think he killed his wife and now he’s giving away her jewelry to other women.”

      “He didn’t kill her. At least not according to Eddy and Walt.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “While Eddy was looking into Clem, I mentioned that we thought maybe he had killed Valda. He told me that both he and Walt saw Roger at the buffet.”

      “Walt, went to a buffet?”

      “I know right?” Samantha grinned. “I thought that was odd, too. But Eddy said he talked Walt into it because the meal was cheap and Walt’s trying to experience new things. But when they got there he couldn’t get Walt to eat anything besides a bread roll. Anyway, they saw Roger there. He was getting a lot of attention as the new resident. Eddy insisted that Roger could not have gotten home in time to kill Valda.”

      “So, it looks like he is the accomplice, but he is not the killer?”

      “Remember, on the night that we found Valda’s body, Roger said that he should have been there. Valda was home alone while he was at the buffet. A woman like that probably wouldn’t be caught dead at a buffet. Especially seeing as she claimed to be carb-free.”

      “Good point.” Jo ran her hand along her chin. “So, if Roger was at the buffet and Valda was home alone, it’s possible that the necklace was the target the entire time. The murder might have just been an unplanned consequence.”

      “Which means that someone knew Roger had the necklace.”

      “Or, someone always knew that he did.”

      “What do you mean?” Samantha paused in front of her villa.

      “Look, I was pretty much always a solo thief.” She softened her voice as she knew that Samantha probably didn’t want to hear too much about her past and she certainly didn’t want anyone else overhearing her. “But I learned that if you did a job together, that was a bond, almost like a sibling bond. So, if Tony and Roger did this job together, but Roger kept the jewel of the crime, then Tony has likely been seething about it all of these years. Maybe he put a hit out on Roger from prison?”

      “Or maybe…” Samantha took a sharp breath. “Maybe he’s out! Think about it. No one was injured in the ‘Rose Burglary’, so Tony may have finished his time by now, and even if he didn’t he might have gotten paroled early.”

      “Well, if Tony is out then he is going to be our main suspect.”

      “I’ll find out what I can from my contacts. In the meantime, Jo please, stay put. I’ll let you know whatever I find out, I promise.”

      “All right.” Jo tugged at the bracelet on her wrist. “I’ll keep this on a little while longer in case we need to keep Roger on our good side. But Samantha you have to find out as fast as you can. If Tony is out, he’s not going to be satisfied unless he has the necklace and payback. He may still be hanging around waiting for the right moment to strike Roger.”

      “Who knew thieves could be so dangerous?”

      “Most aren’t.” Jo lifted her chin. A surge of defensiveness caused her cheeks to grow hot. “For most the goal is to get in and out with minimal damage, human or property. But there are some that are reckless.”

      Samantha stared at her for a long moment. “I wasn’t talking about you, Jo.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. This whole thing has my head spinning.” Samantha reached out and gave Jo’s arm a squeeze.

      “Try not to let it get to you, Jo. This is not your life anymore. We all have pasts, okay?”

      Jo nodded. She swallowed back the words that would point out how different their pasts were. Samantha had been gracious to her about her past from the first time they met. She was very grateful to her friend for that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha watched Jo walk away and then she walked up to her villa. After speaking to Eddy about the Clem connection she felt that solving this case might become very complicated.

      Samantha’s phone rang as she stepped inside. She answered it with a tired greeting.

      “Eddy, what’s up?”

      “Did you find Jo?”

      “Yes, I did. She was in Roger’s house.”

      “Clem’s house. Is she crazy? What was she doing in there?” Eddy’s voice fluctuated with frustration.

      “Jo can handle herself quite well you know, Eddy. But I did talk to her. I told her what you found out, and she asked me to look into Clem’s partner, Tony, to see if he is still in prison.”

      “We’re getting into a dangerous position here. Walt told me about the man Jo met with. Bucky is a powerful and well-known criminal. If he thinks we’re crossing him we could face some serious consequences.”

      “I think we need to let Jo take the lead on this one. She has the experience.”

      “Experience? Of being a criminal? I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”

      “I don’t think you have a choice here, Eddy.” Samantha flopped down on the couch and closed her eyes.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re not in charge here. Yes, Jo has a criminal past. You have a past of being a grumpy and aggressive officer of the law…”

      “No one could ever prove that.”

      “I have a past of getting myself into reckless positions and trying to save murderers from well-deserved prison sentences. Walt, I imagine, has some kind of questionable past, too. The point is, we all draw on those pasts in order to contribute our skills. So, Jo is contributing her knowledge. She feels that if Tony is out, which I think is possible, he may be on the hunt for Roger.”

      “If Tony got his hands on that necklace, he’s long gone.”

      “You’re probably right. But I’m going to look into it.”

      “All right.” Eddy hung up before she could say another word. She rolled her eyes and nestled down on the couch. No matter how sleepy she was, she had a few phone calls to make. As she dialed the number to one of her contacts she felt a familiar thrill.

      It was always fun to investigate.

      “Hi Samantha, it’s been a while since I’ve heard from you.”

      “Hi Tasha, I was wondering if you could get me some information on a prisoner.”

      “I’m fine thanks, and you?”

      “I’m sorry. I was in a rush. How are you, Tasha?”

      “Everything is good. What’s the name?”

      “Tony Farie. Can you tell me if he’s been paroled or released?”

      “It’s going to take me some time to find out since it’s near the close of business. Can I call you tomorrow with the information?”

      “The sooner the better. I appreciate your help.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Samantha hung up the phone and yawned again. She found she got more tired out lately. She made a mental note to schedule a check-up.

      A few hours later Samantha woke to knocking on her front door. She blinked away sleep and sat up. Her back was stiff from napping on the couch. Her curtains were still up on the windows, it was dark outside. The knocking came again. She pushed herself to her feet and walked towards the door. When she reached it, she paused. Who would be knocking so late?

      “Who’s there?”

      “It’s me, Jo.”

      Samantha opened the door for her friend. She found Jo dressed in skintight black clothes.

      “What are you up to in that outfit?” Samantha swept her gaze up and down then looked at Jo’s face.

      “I’m going to Roger’s place tonight to check it out.”

      “You mean break in?” Samantha titled her head to the side. “Do you think it’s a good idea?”

      “It’s not like I haven’t broken in anywhere before.”

      “I know that, but this time it’s different.”

      “How?”

      “How easy do you think it is to break into a thief’s house?”

      The question triggered a slew of concerns in Jo’s mind. Samantha had a good point. If Roger was who she thought he was he had pulled off an amazing heist.

      “I’m prepared.”

      “What are you looking for exactly?” Samantha asked.

      “I want to be sure that the necklace isn’t in there. I also want to get a look at his computer. So what if he wasn’t there when Valda died? That doesn’t mean that he didn’t hire someone to be.”

      “I see you’ve been working some theories.”

      “Yes, and the only way to find out what is true or not is to break in and have a look around. You asked me to keep you in the loop, so I am. Did you find out anything about Tony?”

      “No, not yet, it’s going to take some time.”

      “All right, well I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      “Oh, no you don’t. You’re not going anywhere without me.”

      For once Jo didn’t argue. “I could use a lookout.”

      “Great, I’m perfect for the job. Just let me text Walt and Eddy to let them know what we’re doing.”

      “No.” Jo met her eyes. “Just us. It’s an in and out job. It won’t be a problem I promise. I really don’t have the patience to go through the whole, ‘Jo this is too dangerous speech’ from either of them. Samantha, we’re independent women who have been in plenty of dangerous situations, right?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Samantha slid her phone back into her pocket. “Yes, you’re right.”

      Samantha and Jo walked to Roger’s villa. As they approached the villa all of the windows appeared to be dark. They started to move closer to the villa. Samantha grabbed Jo’s arm to stop her.

      “There’s someone back there, behind the villa.” Samantha looked over at Jo with wide eyes. “I saw a shadow.”

      “Stay here.” Jo started to walk around the corner of the house.

      “No, Jo don’t.” Samantha grabbed the crook of her elbow again. “I have a bad feeling about this, please.” Jo met her eyes through the darkness. It was clear that her friend was concerned, but Jo was determined to not only find the murderer, but to find the necklace that was stolen. She shook off Samantha’s grasp.

      “Trust me, I’ll be fine. Just stay here.” Jo broke away and walked around the back of the house. She moved with stealth and grace. It was easy for her to be silent as she had spent so much time working as a cat burglar, and then isolating herself in prison. When she neared the other side of the house, she saw the shadow. Actually, it was a person, but the person was covered from head to toe in dusty-black clothes, which made the person look like a shadow. Jo was startled by the sight. One of the thieves she had worked with in her early years explained to her that solid-black clothing stood out more than smokey-black clothes. Therefore to blend in, she always wore the same slightly smokey-black clothes. This person wore a similar outfit, which to her meant that the person hidden beneath the mask was an experienced thief. She braced herself for what was about to play out.

      “Stop right there!” Jo demanded. The figure froze with fingertips pressed against the glass of the window. “What is your business here?” The figure turned slowly to face her. Jo’s heart raced as despite the fact that the person was concealed by a mask, there was something very familiar about him.

      “Walk away, Jo, before you can’t turn back.”

      Jo’s breath caught in her throat. Her fingers trembled just at the fingertips. “Drew?”

      “Don’t say my name, you know better than that.”

      “You did this? You killed a woman?” Jo was so shocked that she forgot to keep her voice low. Samantha rounded the corner just as Drew wrapped his gloved hand around Jo’s mouth and pulled her body back against his.

      “Jo!” Samantha shouted.

      Jo didn’t hear her because she was far too occupied flipping Drew right over her shoulder. She slammed his lean frame down hard on the ground, then placed a foot on his chest to keep him still.

      “Doesn’t look like I’m the one who is going to have a problem with turning back.”

      “Jo, let me up.” He grabbed her ankle and held it tight, but he did not attempt to pull her down. “You have no idea what you’re doing here.”

      “I know exactly what I’m doing,” Jo said. She did not look away from Drew. He reached up and pulled his mask up enough to reveal his face. Jo tried not to be moved by it. He had the same baby blue eyes and full lips, the same rigid jawline and thick eyebrows. He looked just as he did when she first met him, aside from a few gray hairs and wrinkles. The memory of their brief, but passionate affair rushed through her mind.

      “I’m going to call the police,” Samantha said. Jo’s heart rate quickened.  She did not want the police to come. She wanted nothing to do with the police, but she didn’t want a murderer getting away. She started formulating a plan so she could restrain Drew and escape herself before the police got there.

      “You’re going to send me to prison? After all of these years? Have you no respect?” Drew asked when she didn’t protest at Samantha calling the police.

      “I have respect for those that deserve it. Murdering someone gets no respect from me.”

      Samantha dialed the police while she kept her gaze locked on the two. It was easy to gather their history from their body language and the tension in their voices. What was harder to figure out was whether Jo was angry at him for the murder, or something much more personal.

      “I didn’t murder anyone!” Drew yanked hard on Jo’s leg and knocked her off balance. She flipped to the side and landed on her feet, but Drew was able to get to his before she could stop him. “You know better than that.” He glared at her. “I came here for the necklace, that’s all.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Jo shifted in a slow circle around him to keep him from running. She could hear sirens in the distance.

      “Yes, you do.” He smirked a little and took a step towards her. “You believe me, because you know that I would never kill anyone. You know me better than anyone, Jo, years and lifestyle changes don’t erase that.”

      Jo was breathless as he took another step towards her. His demeanor was mild, if not a little seductive. She recalled the amount of times they had celebrated together and the plans they made together for big heists. They never actually did one together, but they dreamed up quite a few adventures.

      “I don’t know you at all, not anymore.”

      “Then here.” He held out his hands to her. “Tie me up. Do what you will. If you really believe that I killed someone, go ahead and show me.” His eyes met hers with a spark of heat. She couldn’t look away. “Go on, Jo, show me just what you think of me.”

      “Jo?” Samantha spoke up and broke the tension between the two. “Do you want me to do it? I have some zip ties in my purse.”

      “You have zip ties in your purse?” Jo looked over at her with some shock. In that instant Drew took advantage of her distraction and shoved her hard right into Samantha. He bolted into the darkness as Samantha and Jo stumbled over each other in an attempt to untangle.

      “He’s getting away!” Samantha tried to run after him, but Jo grabbed her hand to stop her.

      “Don’t bother, Samantha. He’s already gone.”

      With sirens fast approaching, Jo felt her stomach churn. She wanted to run, just like Drew had, just like they had in the past. It was already too late as beams of light arched along the outside wall of the villa and over the grass. Within moments Jo had her hands in the air and Samantha stumbled over her attempt at an explanation. “We saw someone back here, it looked like he was going to break in.”

      “What are you two doing out so late?” One of the officers asked. Samantha recognized them as two of the officers who had attended the scene when Valda died.

      Jo lowered her hands when she saw that no one was going to cuff her. “We went for a walk, to look at the stars,” Samantha replied.

      “And the man you saw?”

      “I didn’t see much. It was too dark. I ran after him to try to stop him, but he got away.” Jo shrugged. She tried to act casual, but under the surface she was panicking, she hated talking to the police.

      “So, what you’re saying is you didn’t get a good look at the man you thought was possibly breaking in to this villa?” The police officer jotted down a note on his pad.

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.” Jo narrowed her eyes.

      “And you?” The officer looked over at Samantha. “Did you see his face? Anything about him?”

      “She didn’t see him until he was running off in that direction.” Jo pointed towards the road that Drew ran down. Samantha cleared her throat, but she didn’t argue the point.

      “Is that true?” The officer tapped his notepad with his pen.

      “I didn’t see anything but a blur,” Samantha stated.

      “And what exactly were the two of you doing walking around at this time of night?” The police officer who Jo guessed was just barely above twenty-five addressed her as if she was a teenager hanging out after curfew.

      “Walking, like we said,” Jo said.

      “Just walking?”

      “It’s a beautiful night.” Jo looked up at the stars.

      “This is the same villa where a woman died. A woman who you are suspected of poisoning with muffins.” The officer looked over at Samantha. “Are you sure that there isn’t anything else that you want to tell me? Do you have a reason for returning to the scene of the crime?”

      “Excuse me, but it was proven my muffins had nothing to do with her death.” Samantha frowned. “It’s a small community, it’s impossible to go for a walk and not be near someone’s villa at some point. I didn’t even realize which one it was, since it’s so dark.”

      “So, you were out walking, in the dark, for no particular reason, and ended up catching a man trying to break in, but neither of you saw his face or can give any form of description of him?”

      Jo looked sideways at Samantha. She expected her to admit that they had both seen and spoken to Drew, but instead she only shook her head. “Are you going to arrest me for walking and reporting a crime?” Samantha asked.

      “No ma’am, not at this time. But I would advise very strongly that you keep your walks to the daylight hours. Understand?”

      Samantha nodded without another word. The officer turned back to Jo. “As for you, I’d like to recommend that the next time you see a masked man, run the other way and call the police, don’t try to chase him down. You could have been hurt, or worse. Really, you should consider how dangerous something is before you make the decision to run straight for it.”

      “Yes, officer.” Jo folded her arms across her chest and settled her gaze on him. “Next time I’ll call the police instead of doing their job.”

      “Jo!” Samantha exclaimed.

      “Sorry.” Jo lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.” She held up her hands in mock surrender.

      The officer shook his head and walked away. “Jo, are you trying to get us thrown into jail?” Samantha asked.

      “I’m sorry, he got under my skin.”

      “We have to talk, Jo,” Samantha said.

      “What’s going on here?” Eddy crossed the grass to reach them. “I heard the sirens and came to check it out. It’s not Roger is it?”

      “No, it’s not Roger. Let’s go before that officer changes his mind about me.” Samantha grabbed Eddy’s hand loosely and led him away from the villa.

      As the three walked towards Samantha’s villa, Jo filled him in on the details, omitting the fact that she knew who the man was.  She knew that Eddy would never understand that she knew him and had let him get away.  Samantha listened quietly and Jo hoped she wouldn’t tell him the truth.

      “If Jo had let me use my zip ties this case would be solved,” Samantha said as Eddy’s phone rang.

      “I have to take this,” he said apologetically as he walked away from the women.

      “I got distracted,” Jo muttered.

      “You are never distracted,” Samantha said. “You have never made a mistake in the past. You’re not going to fool me into thinking that you did tonight.”

      “I’m sorry, I had to let him go,” Jo explained.

      “If he’s the one that killed Valda and stole the necklace, why wouldn’t we want him arrested?”

      “He’s not a killer.” Jo frowned. “I know he’s not. Besides why would he come back to the villa again? If he already has the necklace what’s the point?”

      “Maybe he wanted to finish the job.” Samantha snapped her fingers. “Maybe he thought that Roger found out or saw too much. Maybe he was here to kill Roger.”

      “No way. One of the most important rules of theft is to never return to the scene. If you get away clean, stay away.”

      “I didn’t realize crime had rules.”  Samantha looked at her. “Isn’t there one about not turning on your fellow thief? Is that what happened here tonight, Jo? Did you really just let a murderer escape because you thought you owed him loyalty?”

      “No,” Jo said with conviction. “You don’t understand. I let him go because we will get more information out of him if he’s free than we will if he’s in jail. We’re not going to get anywhere near him to talk to him once he’s locked up.”

      “And now you don’t think he’s off and running?” Samantha asked. “If he’s smart he’s headed for Mexico.”

      “No, I don’t think he’s running. He wants that necklace, he’s wanted it for a long time. If there’s any chance that it’s still in play he won’t stray far.”

      “Or maybe if there’s any chance that he’ll get a second chance with you?” Samantha smiled. “Don’t you think, Jo?”

      “Samantha, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Maybe not, but I do hope that you will tell me.”

      “Why do you have zip ties in your purse?” Eddy looked at Samantha as he walked back towards them.

      “You never know when you might need to detain someone,” Samantha replied.

      “If you had told me you were going I might have been able to stop him,” Eddy said.

      “We can do some things by ourselves,” Samantha said defensively.

      “Let’s all just try to get some sleep for now,” Eddy said as he pushed his hat up off his forehead and scratched his head. “No more running off. We need to do this together or not at all.” He looked from Samantha to Jo. “I’m not commanding, I’m requesting.”

      “I can agree to that.” Jo nodded.

      “Sounds good to me.” Samantha walked off towards her villa while Jo walked off towards hers. Eddy stood and watched them go, ever-vigilant.
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      Alone in her villa, Jo shed her clothes and changed into pajamas. She crawled into her bed with the hope that her exhaustion would slow down her thoughts. The moment her head hit the pillow, they began to race. They were filled with one person. Drew. In her wildest dreams she never thought she would run into Drew again. He was the type of man that a woman never forgot. But he was also the type of man that every woman tried their hardest to forget. He crawled into her heart and settled there, despite her protests. He made an impression on her that lasted a lifetime. Again, she reached up and touched her neck where the necklace should have been. Her eyes closed as her mind traveled back to the day he gave it to her.

      “There’s this necklace, called the ‘Rose Diamond’, it’s sought after by every master thief. It’s very valuable, and it would look perfect around your neck.”

      “Drew, you know I’m not interested in things like that.”

      “I know you say you’re not. I also know that you deserve to have valuable things. Right now, this is the best I can offer. Consider it a place holder for the real deal, okay?” He held out the jewelry box to her. She opened it to find a silver necklace with a small rose charm. It was the first and last gift she received from a man. Though others tried, she always refused. Drew was the last man she allowed to crawl into her heart. Now he was back, not for her, but for that necklace that he was obsessed with.

      As Jo began to fall asleep she thought about the sound of his voice, and the curve of his lips. Had she lied to Samantha when she said she let him go for the purpose of getting more information out of him? In the shadows of the room, as her heart slowed into a steady rhythm she wondered if he was capable of killing Valda. There was a time when he would do anything to get that necklace. Did that anything include murder?
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      Jo woke up still troubled by the thought that Drew could have killed Valda. She forced herself into the shower and then headed out to her garden. She always found peace with her hands in the dirt. There was a sense of freedom that came with giving life to plants. As she watered a few of her tomato plants she heard someone walk up to the garden. For just a second she hoped that it would be Drew. Instead it was Samantha.

      “I heard from my contact. Tony Farie was paroled three months ago.”

      Jo dropped the hose. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure, and not only that I saw him in the diner the other day,” she said. “The day Valda was murdered.”

      “Really?” Jo said bewildered. “How did you know it was him?”

      “I managed to get a picture of him and he has this distinctive scar,” Samantha said. “I’ll never forget a scar like that. It is jagged and goes from the base of his hairline to his mouth.”

      “That seems like such a coincidence.”

      “I know.” Samantha nodded. “I tried to get his last known address, but they couldn’t access it.”

      “So, he was in the area on the day of the murder and there is a very good chance he’s still here. There is an even better chance that he’s going to go after Roger.”

      “The question is, does he have the necklace?” Samantha frowned. “We still don’t know where it’s ended up.”

      “No, we don’t, but I can tell you that if it’s anywhere nearby, Drew and Tony will stick around until it’s found. If Roger somehow kept it, then he is in some serious danger.”

      “I think it’s time we had a conversation with our friendly, new neighbor. We need to find out once and for all if he has that necklace,” Samantha said.

      “I agree,” Jo said.

      “But I’m not sure how we’re going to do that.”

      Jo spun the bracelet on her wrist. “I think I can manage it. But we should meet with Eddy and Walt first to let them know what is going on.”

      “Yes, we’d better. Do you want to meet up at the café?”

      “No, I have a better idea. Let’s meet down by the water, in one of the gazebos. I want whoever might be watching us, whoever might be involved, to know that we are meeting and discussing them.”

      “Wow, I thought secrecy was your thing.” Samantha said.

      “Normally it is, but in this case a little creativity is going to be required. I think we need to draw them out. We have no idea where Tony is, or where Drew is. We have no idea where Roger might have stashed the necklace.”

      “I don’t know if he would have had time to stash it. According to Walt and Eddy he was at the buffet most of the night.”

      “That’s why I think it has to be in the house somewhere. If we hadn’t been so rudely interrupted, we would have found out for sure.” She clenched her jaw. “There’s a good chance that Drew will do whatever it takes to get that necklace.”

      “Then we need to be extra cautious. You finish in your garden, just join us when you’re done.”

      Jo nodded. She started to collect her gardening tools as Samantha walked away. She did her best not to feel it, but there was some disappointment within her that Drew hadn’t bothered to come back in search of her. She did her best to push it out of her mind as she carried her tools to her shed. When she opened the door of the shed she was startled by the presence of a shadowy figure inside. She jumped back, poised to yell for help, but she was too late. He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the shed, then slammed the door shut.

      Through the shadows Jo could see a very familiar body shape. Even after all of the years they were apart his shoulders and the slope of his neck were exactly the same. She drew long, slow breaths to try to slow down the pounding of her heart. Was he there to kill her?

      “Drew, my friend is just outside.”

      “Your friend?” He smiled as he stepped closer to her. “No, your friend is already gone. Besides, is she really your friend if she knows nothing about you?”

      “Samantha knows a lot more about me than anyone else. She wrote articles about me. She’ll know that something is wrong if I don’t show up to our meeting.”

      “Are you afraid of me, Jo?” Drew reached out and touched the curve of her cheek. “Really?”

      “Shouldn’t I be? You just pulled me into a dark shed.”

      “There was a time when that would have a different effect on you.” He chuckled.

      “A long time ago, Drew.”

      “Maybe, but time doesn’t change everything, does it, Jo?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “You know why.”

      “I know, for the necklace. But why are you here, in my shed?” Jo queried.

      “I’m here because you need to be more careful. You’re lucky it was me that you caught breaking into Clem’s place. It could have been someone else, and you would have faced some serious consequences.”

      “I’m lucky? I’m trying to enjoy my peace, my retirement, and you and your band of thieves are interfering with that.”

      “My band of thieves?” He laughed. “Okay if you want to put it that way, that’s one perspective. But you’re aware of how dangerous some of these thieves can be.”

      “Yes, I haven’t forgotten that.”

      “So, you need to back off,” Drew said earnestly.

      “I don’t understand why you are even still here?” She squinted to get a clearer view of his face. “Does Clem still have the necklace?”

      “No one knows for sure. Most people think he does.”

      “And you? You know something, I can tell.”

      “I know Tony’s out. I know he’s been in the area. If anyone is going to have it, it will be him.” He shrugged. “In a way it’s rightfully his.”

      “Do you think he killed Clem’s wife to get it?” Jo watched his eyes intently. Drew responded with an open gaze.

      “I think it’s possible. You still think I did it, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know what to think. I did catch you breaking into Clem’s house.”

      “And why would I do that if I already had the necklace?” He shook his head and sighed. “I wouldn’t kill for anyone or anything, Jo, that hasn’t changed. But some of these guys will, and if they think you might have the necklace, which they will once they discover who you are, they will come after you. That’s why you have to stay out of this.”

      “Thanks for the advice.” Jo locked her eyes to his. “I think you’ve said enough.”

      “Oh?” He stared at her for a moment and then nodded. “All right. But this belongs to you.” He held out the necklace that she gave to Bucky. Jo watched it dangle between them for a moment.

      “Are you going to take it? It belongs to you.”

      “I gave it to Bucky.”

      “I know you did. Now, I’m giving it back to you. Please, I want you to have it.” He drew a slow breath. “I know that things will never be what they once were. But the memories have kept me company throughout the years, and I hope they’ve done the same for you.” Jo took the necklace without saying a word. “I’m going, I’m going.” He held up his hands. “But think about what I said, Jo. This is a dangerous game you’re in the middle of.”

      Jo moved aside so that he could exit the shed. It took all of her strength to resist reaching for him. She had let him go once before, and with good reason. She knew that she had to let him go again. Once the door closed behind him, Jo looked down at the necklace. He was right, it did give rise to fond memories. She tucked it into her pocket to put away in her jewelry box later.

      When Jo stepped out of the shed she decided to walk down to meet her friends. She wasn’t ready to be alone in her villa. If Drew were to come back, she wasn’t sure what she would do. The path to the gazebo was littered with leaves and grass shreds. Ahead of her she could see Samantha, Walt, and Eddy already at the gazebo. She wondered if she should tell them about her encounter with Drew.

      “Jo, over here!” Samantha waved to her. Jo quickened her step. When she reached the gazebo Eddy and Walt were deep in conversation.

      “So, he’s moved near here?” Walt asked.

      “Yes, about twenty minutes away.”

      “Who?” Jo’s heart skipped a beat as she guessed they were speaking about Drew.

      “Tony,” Eddy said. “I pulled some strings and I managed to get his address. He’s just registered a new one with the parole board.”

      “Great! Then the police should be able to pick him up right now and all of this should be settled.” Samantha sighed with relief.

      “Wait, what about the necklace?” Jo looked between them. “If we have the police arrest Tony what if they don’t recover the necklace? Plus we don’t know if Tony and Clem were in on it together.”

      Eddy studied her. “Why would Clem work with Tony to kill Valda?”

      “Why would Tony kill Valda if all he wanted was the necklace?” Jo raised an eyebrow. “Thieves aren’t usually murderers.”

      “Maybe he was trying to get revenge.” Samantha shrugged. “He wanted to take everything from Clem, not just the necklace, but his wife, too.”

      “I don’t know.” Jo shoved her hands in her pockets. “I’m just not convinced that Tony would kill her. Take the necklace, sure, but kill her?”

      “Or maybe you just want to get your hands on that necklace?” Eddy smiled a little. “Old habits and all.”

      “All right, I do. But not for the reason that you think. If the police arrest Tony and don’t recover the necklace, then Clem will still be in danger. Every skilled thief in the country will be after him to find the necklace, even if he doesn’t have it. So, he will have lost his wife, and be hounded for the rest of his life. Does that seem like justice to you?”

      “Maybe not, but neither does letting a murderer remain free. I mean Clem is still a thief.” Eddy sat down on the edge of the picnic table and settled his gaze on her. “Do you want to tell me what this is really about?”

      “It’s really about the police not just going after the easy mark. That’s who Roger, or Clem is.”

      “So, you don’t think Clem did this, and you don’t think Tony did this?” Samantha blinked. “Then who do you think did?”

      Jo lowered her eyes. “I’m not sure. I’m not saying that neither of them did it, I just think that we should find out for sure before we go to the police.”

      “Well, there’s one way to know if Tony has the necklace. We have his address now. Why don’t we go take a look around?” Samantha looked over at Jo. “What do you think?”

      “I guess it couldn’t hurt. Maybe we’ll find something that will give us a clue as to what really happened to Valda.”

      “I think it’s also important not to forget that Clem hasn’t reported the necklace stolen. He either has it, or he knows that someone stole it. I’m sure he’ll want to get it back if it’s been taken.” Walt stood up and strolled over to the edge of the gazebo. “I think we should be cautious in general.”

      “You’re right. In fact, you should all know that some of the thieves that are looking for this necklace, will do just about anything to get it. Make sure you think through every choice you make, because they are smart and fast.” Jo pursed her lips.

      “It sounds like you have some familiarity with these people. Is that true, Jo?” Eddy frowned.

      “Why?” Jo sighed.

      “Listen Jo, I just hate to think of you being around people like that.”

      Jo’s eyes widened with surprise. “Really?”

      “So many thieves are always going to be looking for the easy road and what works to their advantage, if you’re their friend or their enemy. Being surrounded by people like that can’t be easy.”

      Jo twirled the charm on the necklace in her pocket. Eddy was right. She was coming to realize that maybe Drew never truly cared about her. Maybe he cared more about what he could get from her.

      “No, it wasn’t.” She smiled as she met Eddy’s eyes. “I am much happier with the friends I have now.”

      “Good!” Samantha barreled towards her for a hug. When Jo pulled her hands out of her pockets to hug her in return she felt the necklace drop out of her pocket. Samantha hugged her so tight that she couldn’t free herself right away. Walt leaned down and picked up the necklace.

      “What’s this?” He held up the necklace and met her eyes.

      “It’s nothing.” She plucked the necklace from his hand. “Thanks.” She held his gaze and hoped that he wouldn’t tell the truth. It wasn’t as if she really had anything to hide, but she didn’t want to have to explain herself, especially to Eddy.

      “All right, let’s go if we’re going.” Eddy clapped his hands together. Walt looked towards him and then nodded at Jo.

      “While you guys are doing that I’ll see if I can dig deeper into Valda’s past.  See if she had any enemies that wanted her dead,” Walt said. “Maybe her murder had nothing to do with the necklace.”

      “And I will dig deeper with my resources. I want to know if Clem and Tony’s relationship ended after Tony was arrested. I’ll check to see if Clem has been to visit him at any time while he was in prison. I’ll look into common associates as well. We should be able to turn up something. Just be careful, all right?” Samantha looked between Jo and Eddy. “Anyone that is willing to kill for a necklace is going to be willing to kill for freedom, too.”

      “We’ll be careful.” Eddy tilted his head towards the parking lot. “I’ll drive?”

      “Good. I just need to stop at my villa for a moment. Want to pick me up?” Jo asked.

      “Okay.” Eddy walked with Samantha back towards her villa. Walt lingered behind. As Jo started to walk away he cleared his throat.

      “Jo. How did you get that necklace back? It’s the same one that you gave to Bucky in exchange for information.”

      “I know that.” Jo frowned. “Don’t worry about it, Walt.”

      Walt sighed and pulled off his glasses. He brushed them against the front of his shirt then slid them back on. “I’m afraid I will, Jo. I mean, you’re not the only one involved in all of this. We are all in knee deep now. Did you go back to see Bucky on your own?”

      “No.” Jo met his eyes. “It’s not important right now.”

      “It is to me, Jo.”

      “I understand that, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to waste our time on this nonsense when we should be on our way to Tony’s house to find out what he is up to.” Jo tightened her lips. She knew that Walt wasn’t easy to fool.

      “Jo, I feel like you are holding something back here. I know that this must have ruffled some old feathers. But you must remember, no matter what old feelings are coming up for you now, you can still trust me. Me, and Eddy, and Samantha. Maybe these thieves, these criminals were your friends once, maybe you felt an obligation to be loyal to them, but things have changed. We’re your friends now. We are the ones that you can trust, and I can assure you that we will be loyal to you. No matter what is going on, all you have to do is be open about it.” He reached out and awkwardly touched her shoulder. “You’re not on your own anymore, Jo.”

      Jo blinked back unexpected tears. They surprised her as they burned. Walt’s words meant more to her than even she realized. Her heart fluttered with the notion of being open, completely open with someone.

      “Okay Walt. Thank you.”

      He nodded.

      She waited for him to demand more information, to insist that she reveal the truth, but he didn’t. He only remained beside her, waiting. She reached into her pocket and pulled the necklace back out.

      “When I started out as a cat burglar, I made a very big mistake, one that should have cost me my freedom, and even my life. A man, Drew, stepped in to help me. Not only did he protect me from the consequences, but he took me under his wing and taught me how not to get caught. He was a big part of my life. One day, he gave me this. It was special to me, because he didn’t steal it. He went out and bought it. He had expensive jewelry at his fingertips, but he gave me something he had paid for. Anyway, not long after he gave me this, we went our separate ways.”

      “That’s why Bucky called it a piece of history. True love between thieves.” Walt smiled.

      “I never said anything about true love.” Jo frowned.

      “You didn’t have to. It was in your voice, and in your eyes. It’s okay, Jo. You’re not going to fall to pieces by admitting that you were once vulnerable.”

      “Are you sure?” Jo smiled and fiddled with the charm on the necklace. “Whatever it was, it was over almost as fast as it started.”

      “Drew was the one who tried to break into Clem’s?”

      “Yes. I guess when he saw Bucky had this, he felt the need to give it back to me.”

      “That’s sweet.” Walt glanced over at the water. “I understand why you kept it to yourself. Eddy might not understand, and Samantha would probably try to get you two back together. But you should know, Jo, you can always be comfortable with me. One thing that numbers have taught me over the years is that there is no one without fault, there is no one as perfect as a mathematical calculation. We all have our moments, our mistakes, our miscalculations, they are what make us human instead of machines.”

      “Thanks Walt.” Jo reached out and took his hand. Walt didn’t pull his hand away from her, he let her hold it. She gave his hand a light squeeze before releasing it. “I better get going before Eddy sends out a search party. I really appreciate you listening.”

      “Anytime, Jo. Just remember, we can’t be who we once were, no matter what. You can’t go back.”

      “I know.” Jo smiled sadly. “That much I know.”
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      Jo left Walt at the gazebo and walked up the hill to her villa. She tucked her necklace safely into her jewelry box. It occurred to her that although expert thieves were swarming Sage Gardens and beyond in search of a priceless, antique necklace, Drew took the time to chase after what was worth little more than costume jewelry. She smiled to herself. Maybe she couldn’t go back, but she could enjoy the moment. A knock on her door caught her attention.

      “Jo, are you in there?”

      “I’m here, Eddy, just one minute.” She rushed to the door without a second thought about the necklace in her jewelry box. She had a more important one that she had to find.

      “We’re burning daylight.” Eddy squinted at her when she opened the door.

      “In my experience it’s a bit easier to break into someone’s house in the dark.” Jo smiled as they walked to the car.

      “Well, in my experience you’re less likely to run into the home owner if you strike during work hours.”

      “Good point.” Jo settled into the car and waited for Eddy to get in as well. “But in my experience, thieves, even retired ones, don’t have day jobs.”

      “All right, you win.” Eddy flashed her a grin. “Speaking of being retired, have you ever noticed that it’s more exhausting than not being retired?”

      Jo cringed. “Well, I don’t have the best daily life to compare it to.”

      “I don’t know, maybe I’m just restless. I find I spend most of my day trying to find things to keep myself occupied.”

      “You should start doing an activity.”

      “What? Like shuffleboard?” Eddy rolled his eyes.

      “You, playing shuffleboard?” Jo laughed. “That I’d like to see. No maybe something sporty.”

      “I can’t do much, my knees and hips aren’t what they used to be.”

      “Hm. Maybe a card game group?”

      He glanced over at her. “I got thrown out of the last one. Something about my temper.”

      “Oh, really?” Jo pretended to be surprised and then laughed again.

      “Hey, I’m a mild-mannered man.”

      “Eddy wait.” Jo placed a hand on his arm as he was about to turn out of the driveway of Sage Gardens.

      “What? Did you forget something?”

      “No, I just think we’re jumping the gun here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, the person most likely to have that necklace is Roger, not Tony.”

      “But we didn’t get very far with him.”

      “Like I told Samantha, I think we need to be a little more creative.”

      “What are you thinking?” Eddy pulled off to the side of the driveway and looked over at her.

      “As far as Roger knows I’m just another retiree. I doubt he has any clue about my history, or my connections.”

      “And?”

      “And, if I let him know, if I confront him, not as myself, but as the person I used to be, then he might be willing to give me more information.”

      “Maybe, but that would also make you vulnerable. If the other thieves that are looking for this necklace find out that you live at Sage Gardens, you’re going to become a target. No one is going to believe that a master thief practically living next door isn’t involved when a priceless necklace goes missing.”

      “Aw.” Jo smiled.

      “Aw?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “You called me a master thief!”

      “Oh, so that you consider a compliment?” He laughed. “All right, we can try it your way. But I’m going to be with you the entire time.”

      “No way, that will tip him off.”

      “I’m at least going to be close.”

      “Fine. You can be close. But Roger is not a danger to me, he just stumbled onto something valuable.”

      “Okay.” Eddy turned the car around and drove towards Roger’s house. He parked a few villas down. “I can see his car in the driveway.”

      “Like I said.” Jo winked at him. “No day job.”

      “Just be careful, Jo. It’s the people that we underestimate that can be the most dangerous.”

      Jo nodded and stepped out of the car. She made her way towards Roger’s villa. She walked with a confidence and authority that she hadn’t felt in a long time. Eddy followed after her, several steps back, at a casual pace. Jo walked up to the front door of the villa and knocked hard on it. There was no answer. She knocked again, so hard that the window beside the door rattled.

      “What is it?” Roger threw the door wide open. His eyes widened when he saw Jo. “What are you doing here?”

      “What’s wrong, Roger? Are you having a bad day?”

      “Yes. Of course I am. My wife is dead.”

      “Maybe I could come inside for a moment? We can talk about it.”

      Roger studied her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Like I said, I just want to talk.”

      “I bet.” He stepped aside and allowed her inside. Jo closed the door behind her.

      “I guess you must not remember me. I don’t think we ever met.”

      “We just met not that long ago.” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to play some kind of game here?”

      “No. But I think you are, and you’re losing, and it’s starting to get on my nerves.”

      “What are you talking about?” He balled his fists with impatience.

      “I’m talking about the necklace, Roger. The necklace that you and I both know that you stole. Well actually, Tony stole it, but he landed in prison, didn’t he?” He looked shocked that Jo knew so much.

      “Yes.” He frowned. “I don’t have the necklace.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Roger.” Jo locked eyes with him. “I know a scam when I see one. You offed your wife and decided to keep the jewelry. Right?”

      “Don’t talk about her like that.” Roger sniffed. “Who are you?”

      “I’m someone who never would have let her partner be caught by the police. I’m someone who was once considered one of the best, not an amateur that stumbled into some good luck. I know what it’s like to steal something that’s worth a lot, and I know that’s not something that you would give up so easily.”

      “I don’t care. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know that you didn’t sell the necklace to the fence like you were supposed to.”

      “I couldn’t. It was too hot. I didn’t trust the fence not to turn me in or for it not to get back to me somehow. I’ve been stuck with that thing for so long, waiting to see when Tony would figure it out, or someone else would.”

      “I need to know where that necklace is, Roger.”

      “I don’t know! I don’t have it! How many times do I have to say it?”

      “Maybe you don’t understand me. I am not here because I want the necklace. I am not here because I care that you are a thief, or even that you may have killed your wife. I am here because I was once a thief, and all of the thieves that you have drawn out with your reckless behavior will think that I am somehow involved in this. They are not going to leave me alone until they have that necklace. So, as long as you are hiding that necklace, I am going to be in danger. There’s only two ways to solve that problem. Either you tell me where you’re hiding the necklace, or you tell me who took it.”

      “Stop it!” Roger pleaded. “I don’t have it. If I had it, do you think that I would still be here? They’re hunting me, too.”

      “So, where is it?”

      “It has to be Tony. He’s the only one that would have known I’d still have it after all these years and he would have wanted it back.”

      “You think he killed your wife?”

      “I don’t know.” Roger shook his head. “I’ve never thought of Tony as a murderer. But they say prison changes a person.”

      “So, you suspect that Tony robbed you and murdered your wife, but you haven’t told the police?” Jo raised her eyebrows.

      “Oh yes that would work out well for me. Excuse me officer, not only do I think my wife was murdered, but I believe that the guy I robbed a wealthy family with several decades ago, is the one who did it. Oh, and by the way, he stole the necklace we originally stole. How fast do you think I would be behind bars if I told them that?”

      “I can see that you’re real broken up about your wife’s death.” Jo crossed her arms.

      “Don’t do that. That’s not fair. I loved my wife. What am I supposed to do with people hunting me? All I can think is when will I be next?”

      “There’s a way to fix that, Roger, by turning yourself in. The police are not even investigating this as a crime.”

      “I can’t do that. I just can’t. Prison changes a person.”

      “Right.” Jo nodded. She knew all too well how prison can change a person. “If you really don’t have the necklace then you need to let me know if you find out for sure who does. Understand?”

      “Yes, all right, I understand.”

      “Good.” Jo turned and walked back out the door. As she started down the driveway she was startled by movement out of the corner of her eye. “Eddy, don’t sneak up on me.”

      “I was watching through the window. Do you think he has the necklace?”

      “No. I don’t.” She shook her head.

      “Then you don’t think he killed his wife?” Eddy led her towards the car.

      “I don’t know what to think about that. But Tony should be our main suspect when it comes to the robbery.” She bit her lip to keep from adding that Drew was a possibility, too. “The only way to know for sure is if we go take a look around Tony’s house. I’m almost completely convinced that Roger doesn’t have the necklace, so Tony is the next best option on the list.”

      “All right, back to plan A.”
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      The drive to Tony’s house took much longer than it needed to. Not only was it hampered by traffic, but Eddy got lost as well, even though he wouldn’t admit it to Jo. Jo was too preoccupied to notice as she glanced in the windows of the cars that passed them. She expected to see a familiar face at any moment. It was hard for her to relax. She felt on edge. She felt like she was being followed. If she had that feeling it never failed to turn out to be true. Eddy noticed her searching gaze.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I don’t know.” Jo shook her head. “I just feel like someone is following us.”

      Eddy glanced in the rearview mirror. “I’m pretty sure that I’d notice that.”

      Jo nodded, but continued to look out the window.

      “Here it is.” Eddy parked the car and looked through the window at the small house. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was quite tidy and clean. “Looks like someone has been weeding and mowing.”

      “Looks like it.” Jo popped her door open. She squinted as she looked up and down the street. “Quiet area.”

      “At least it looks quiet.” Eddy stepped up beside her. “Do you think Tony is home?”

      “No car in the driveway. There’s a good chance he isn’t.”

      “Pity, I guess we won’t get a chance to question him.”

      “No, but I can take a look around.”

      “If that’s what you want to do, I’ll keep a lookout.” Eddy nodded.

      Jo smiled. Eddy once disliked the idea of her breaking into places, he had certainly softened to the idea. She walked around the side of the house to find a good window to crawl through. She wasn’t the only one who had that idea, it seemed. She spotted two legs sticking out of one of the windows.

      “Oh Drew.” She sighed and shook her head. She knew that Eddy wasn’t going to let Drew slide. In fact, he might even implicate Drew in the murder. The person started edging his way down from the window. Jo grabbed one of the feet sticking out the window and tugged hard. There was a flurry of movement, then Jo found herself staring down the barrel of a gun. The man who held it was not Drew at all.

      “Roger! Or should I say Clem?” Jo scowled at him. “Put that gun down right this second!”

      “What are you doing here?” He stared at her with wide eyes. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here to find out if your old friend, Tony, killed your wife, or perhaps it was you after all. You gave me a good sob story, but this doesn’t look like the actions of a grieving widower.”

      “You keep quiet, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “No? I know this is Tony’s house. Did he ask you to break in? Or was that just your way of being a good friend? Maybe make up for the fact that you bilked him out of all of the money he would have made on that necklace you stole together?”

      “Oh, you know far too much, don’t you?” He released the safety on his gun and pointed it more directly at her face. “I guess that you think you know everything. I don’t care why you are involved in this, but I don’t need some nosy neighbor getting in the middle of my business.”

      Jo thought of Eddy at the front of the house. As long as all was quiet out there she knew that he wouldn’t come looking for her. If she called out to him, Clem might kill her on the spot and then kill Eddy.

      “You know what I don’t understand, Clem?”

      “It’s Roger, call me Roger.”

      “Okay, Roger. You know what I don’t understand? Valda. She didn’t have to die. All of this was about the necklace, wasn’t it? So why did anyone have to die?”

      “Keep quiet.”

      “I mean it, Roger. Do you think of her? I mean, you must have loved her. Why else would you let her wear your most prized possession? You had to know that it was a risk for her to even know about it, let alone wear it.”

      “Of course I loved her, she was my wife! Why do you think I’m here?”

      “For the necklace.”

      “Yes.” He growled and started to lower the gun. “But not for the reasons that you think. I’m here because she loved that necklace. It took her from me, and I want her to go to her grave wearing it.”

      “I don’t believe you. You plan to put a priceless piece of jewelry into a coffin?”

      “Yes, I do. I will make sure that no more blood is shed over it.”

      “Did you find it?” Jo met his eyes. “Did Tony have it?”

      “No, I didn’t find it.” Roger lowered his eyes. “I heard your car and I thought you were Tony. I didn’t get a chance to finish my search.”

      “That’s a shame.” Jo flicked her eyes from Roger to the house. She wondered if there was some way to warn Eddy.

      “Now, I’m going to have to get rid of you.” Roger sighed.

      “Listen, I was once one of the best thieves around. I promise you if that necklace is inside that house I will be able to find it. So, you can either wave that gun around like you’re going to hurt me and waste both of our time, or I can go in and have a look around before Tony gets back.”

      “That sounds like an offer to work together.” Roger smiled.

      “No, it’s not. It’s an offer to help you find out who murdered your wife. You only get one chance to accept it. If you don’t, then I will take that gun from you and make sure that you never see the outside of a prison cell again. It’s your choice, Roger.”

      Roger lowered his gun. He stared hard at her. “You really think you’re tough don’t you?”

      “I guess we’ll just have to find out. Won’t we?” She grabbed the edge of the window. Jo was very aware that at any moment Roger could choose to use the gun. She was fully exposed to him. But she didn’t think he would. She knew that he wanted the necklace more than he wanted her dead.

      Jo jumped down through the window and found herself in the middle of a pile of trash. She scrunched up her nose at the smell in the house. It was clear that Tony hadn’t learned good hygiene while in prison. Still, she focused on the hunt for the necklace. There were two things weighing on her mind. One, she knew that Tony would be aware many thieves would be hunting the necklace, so he would hide it somewhere clever. Two, she didn’t have a lot of time before either Tony came home or Roger started shooting. She didn’t believe he was violent, but people had surprised her many times before.

      Jo made her way from the living room into the back bedroom. After a quick glance around the room she ruled out several obvious places. There was a safe in the closet, a lockbox on the dresser, and the mattress was off kilter. All of these places were the first places a thief would look. However, the mattress being out of place brought her attention to the curtain rod that ran the length of the window above the bed. The house was messy, the bed wasn’t made, and Tony had paid absolutely no attention to design. However, the curtain rod was brand new, thick, without a trace of dust on it. When she climbed on top of the bed to reach it, the mattress shifted.

      The rod was smudged with fingerprints. Jo smiled with triumph as she lifted the rod down. It wasn’t as heavy as she expected. She unscrewed the cap at one end and tipped up the other end. She held her hand out and waited for the necklace to slide down into her palm. After a few seconds she realized that wasn’t happening. She did her best to peer into the curtain rod. It was hard to see inside. With the curtain rod balanced in one hand she reached into her pocket for her keys with her other hand. On her key chain she had a penlight which she shone into the curtain rod. There was not a trace of the necklace, or anything else for that matter, inside the rod. Jo’s heart dropped. She was so certain that she had found the hiding spot, but she was wrong. Just like she had been wrong about being followed. Maybe her instincts were rusty, or completely broken.

      She placed the curtain rod back on the hooks just as she heard a crash outside. It was followed by an assortment of very colorful language. Jo raced back to the window she had climbed in through. As she started to climb back through it, she caught sight of the front door. It wasn’t closed all the way. If Roger broke in the front door, why did she catch him climbing out the window? Maybe he saw her out front and decided to exit a different way.

      Jo jumped down from the window and nearly landed on top of Eddy and Roger. The two men wrestled on the ground with grunts and curses.

      “Eddy! Let go of him!”

      “He has a gun!” Eddy growled.

      “I’m not going to use it!” Roger placed the gun on the ground. Jo reached down and scooped it up.

      “There, now both of you stop! We need to figure out what is happening here!” Jo said.

      Eddy glowered at Roger as he got to his feet. “What is going on is that he was waiting out here for you with a gun. He clearly killed his wife and was prepared to do the same to you.”

      “I think you’re wrong about that, Eddy. I knew he was here, and I knew he had a gun, before I ever went in.”

      “What?” Eddy’s eyes widened. “Why would you do something so reckless?”

      “We’re all looking for the same thing,” Jo said.

      “A murderer?” Eddy’s eyes flashed. “Because that’s what I’m looking for.”

      “The only way we are going to find the murderer is if we find the necklace.”

      “You didn’t find it?” Roger looked at her with some disappointment.

      “I thought I had. I really did. It was the perfect hiding spot. But it wasn’t there.” She shook her head.

      “We need to get out of here before Tony comes back.” Eddy grimaced.

      “Wait, we should shut the front door first or he will know that someone was here.”

      “Why did you open it?” Roger rolled his eyes. “You had time to do that, but not find the necklace?”

      “Excuse me, but I was distracted by the two of you out here wrestling like teenage boys.”

      “He had a gun!” Eddy waved his hands with exasperation.

      “So? Who doesn’t have a gun?” Roger said.

      “Wait a minute.” Jo narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying that you didn’t open the front door, Roger?”

      “No. I didn’t. Why would I go in the front door and risk being seen? I’m not that stupid.”

      Jo didn’t argue, but she knew that going in the front door wasn’t stupid at all. Drew taught her from the first day that the best way not to get caught was to act as if you belonged there. Walk up to the front door, use your body to shield whatever tool you’re using to break in, and to anyone passing by it will appear that you are just unlocking the door.

      “Maybe Tony took off suddenly for some reason,” Roger said.

      “Whatever the reason might be we should get out of here,” Eddy said.

      “You’re right, let’s go.” Jo hurried towards the car. Roger went off in a different direction when they reached the sidewalk.

      “Get in, get in.” Eddy unlocked the doors. Jo jumped into the passenger seat and Eddy started the car the moment he was inside. “We should be arresting him.”

      “Well remember, you’re not a cop, and I don’t have handcuffs.”

      “I know.” Eddy drove down the road with his hands curled around the steering wheel so tight that his knuckles turned white. “I can’t believe that you did that.”

      “It was a judgment call, Eddy. He had a gun.”

      “You could have called for me.”

      “And then he might have shot us both. I thought it would be safer to go inside. I wanted to search the place anyway.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      Jo sighed. “I thought I did. But it turned out to be nothing. I don’t know, Eddy, we keep hitting up against brick walls.”

      “It’s a bit complicated. It’s almost like Valda’s death is an afterthought. Samantha called while you were in there Walt did some searching on Valda and he couldn’t find anyone in her past that had anything against her. I still think she was just an innocent bystander at the time of the crime. It’s hard to figure out who would be so vicious, when she doesn’t have any personal enemies that we can find. It looks like she wasn’t the target, the necklace was, she just got in the way.”

      “Are we sure about that?” Jo rested her head against her fist and looked over at Eddy. “Maybe we zeroed in so much on the necklace that we overlooked a simpler answer. Maybe she was the target. Anyone who killed her would have taken the necklace, too. Nobody leaves a piece of jewelry like that behind. Let’s not forget that Roger was angry at her for wearing the necklace to the front door. He might have lost his temper with her and thought she was too big of a risk of exposing him.”

      “Roger was at the buffet though.” Eddy shook his head. “I really don’t think that he would have had time to get from the buffet, to Valda, lose his temper with her, kill her, and then stash the necklace, all while leaving no evidence behind.”

      “You’re right, that is pretty farfetched, but it might be possible.  Maybe he killed her before he went to the buffet and pretended to find the body afterwards.”

      “That’s possible.” Eddy nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll get Samantha to see if she can find out a more accurate time of death.”

      “I think it is still possible that someone out of the blue broke in and attacked her,” Jo said.

      “Now you’re thinking that someone random might have killed her?” Eddy asked.

      Jo pursed her lips. She gazed out through the windshield. It was grasping at straws to think that the necklace wasn’t the target. The truth was, with Roger getting lower on the list of suspects, it was getting much harder to believe that Drew was innocent.

      “Samantha also said that she couldn’t find any evidence that Tony and Roger have had any contact with each other since Tony was arrested.”

      “Interesting,” Jo said. “Another dead end.”

      “Let’s get everyone together at my place and we’ll regroup. I think you could use a break, Jo. When was the last time you ate?”

      Jo waved her hand without concern. “I’m not sure.”

      “Then we need to get some food in your stomach. Jo, you can’t let these things consume you. Trust me, I know from experience. If you stop taking care of yourself you’ll never solve the crime.”

      “It’s nice to know that you’re concerned.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Jo stole a glance at him and smiled. “Thanks Eddy. I’ll go ahead and text Samantha and Walt to meet us there.”

      “Perfect.” Eddy nodded.
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      When Eddy and Jo arrived at Eddy’s villa, Samantha and Walt were already there.

      “So, no luck?” Walt stepped back to let Eddy unlock the door.

      “All we did was run into Roger breaking into Tony’s house to get the necklace back.” Eddy shook his head.

      “But we didn’t find the necklace.” Jo frowned.

      “Well, that just means we have another chance to look for it.” Samantha smiled. “I have to say that I’m rather enjoying the hunt.” The eyes of all the others turned on her. Jo raised an eyebrow. “What?” Samantha shrugged. “We’re essentially hunting for lost treasure. That doesn’t seem like fun to any of you?”

      “Maybe it would be fun if we had a solid clue about where to look.” Jo frowned. “I am the most experienced treasure hunter out of all of us, but I can’t get it right. My instincts are going haywire.”

      “Oh, trust me.” Eddy clapped her lightly on the shoulder. “That’s called old age.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Samantha raised an eyebrow. “Jo, maybe you just need some rest.”

      “Maybe.” Jo nodded and joined the others as they entered the villa.

      “I found out that the estimated time of death was around ten,” Samantha said. “Shortly before the body was found by Roger.”

      “So that rules out Roger again because he was at the buffet,” Eddy said. “He couldn’t have murdered her before going there.”

      Jo settled on one side of the couch. Eddy pressed a drink into her hand, a few minutes later Samantha presented a sandwich. Jo couldn’t focus on what was being said or done. She heard snippets of conversation about Valda’s body, the absence of any trouble from Valda’s past, and their inability to locate the necklace. But what really occupied her mind was that the front door was left open. As much as she wanted to believe that Tony might have been in the house, she was almost certain that someone else was there.

      “Jo, can I talk to you?” Samantha sat down next to her. Jo nodded and looked over at her. Samantha waited until Eddy and Walt were engaged in an argument over the justice system versus rehabilitation, then she scooted closer to Jo on the couch and lowered her voice.

      “While I was going around in circles I did a little research on Drew. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “What kind of research?”

      “Well, I know the two of you have been out of touch for a very long time, so I just wanted to look into what he’s been up to.”

      “Oh.” Jo frowned. “What did you find?”

      “It isn’t good.” Samantha lowered her voice even further, to a whisper. “There have been two charges of assault, but he was not prosecuted on either one.”

      “Well, then he probably didn’t do it.”

      “Maybe. Or he might have cut a deal of some kind, or there wasn’t enough evidence to hold him.”

      “He’s not violent, but knowing Drew, even if he punched a police officer in the face he would find his way out of it. He’s highly intelligent and very charismatic.”

      “Which makes him even more dangerous.”

      “Samantha?” Jo leaned towards her.

      “Listen, I’ve done my best to hold my tongue on this, but I don’t want you to be at risk. Whoever you thought Drew was all those years ago, you don’t know if he still is.”

      Jo grimaced. “I know that. I’m not so foolish to think that I can trust him. I don’t think he’s a murderer, but lately my instincts have all been wrong.”

      “I don’t think that they’re wrong. There are a ton of emotions involved in all of this for you, Jo. I’m sure you’re just having a hard time sorting through them to get to the truth. But in time you will figure it out. Until then, I just want to make sure that you use caution around Drew. I have instincts, too, and Drew strikes me as someone who will do whatever it takes to get whatever it is that he wants.”

      “You’re right about that.” Jo sighed. “I think I need some air.” As she walked out of the villa she passed through Eddy and Walt’s heated conversation.

      “You can’t throw a person away based on a mistake,” Walt insisted.

      “Some mistakes you can’t come back from,” Eddy argued.

      Jo closed her eyes and closed the door behind her. Had Drew made a mistake that he couldn’t come back from? She hated to think it, but she knew that it was possible.

      Jo stood outside the door and stared into the distance. It kept bothering her that the front door of Tony’s house was open. Had he been there when they arrived? Was that why the necklace was gone? She shifted from foot to foot. He might have hidden it somewhere, but where? The curtain rod seemed like the perfect place. Despite her breaking in they were no closer to knowing who had the necklace or who murdered Valda. It made her uneasy to think that maybe Tony somehow knew she was on her way there and had taken the time to grab the necklace before bolting out the door. Or perhaps, her instincts were wrong and the necklace was never in the curtain rod. What they needed was a way to draw Tony into admitting that he had the necklace.

      Jo bit into her bottom lip and closed her eyes. She ran through memories of different break-ins she had taken part in. Then she recalled one particular event. Drew wanted to steal a particular collectible, but it was already stolen. No one knew who had it. He decided to set a trap by baiting other thieves with the idea that he had the item. He leaked to them that it was in a particular place. Then he sat outside and watched as one by one all of the thieves attempted to find it. All except one. He knew then, the one who had not attempted to get it, was the one who had it all along. As far as she knew he never successfully stole the item, but he did find out who had it.

      “Eddy?” Jo poked her head inside the villa. “I have an idea.”

      “What is it?” Eddy stood up and walked over to her.

      “You’re not going to like it.” Jo eyed him hesitantly.

      “Why not?”

      “Because we’re going to need Roger’s help to pull off what I’m planning.”

      “What?” He frowned. “That man is not trustworthy. I’m not convinced that he didn’t have a part in the necklace going missing and the murder. He’s one of our suspects. How can we work with him to find out who the killer is if it might be him?”

      “I’m not convinced that he’s innocent either, but we need to make him think that we believe him, that way he will cooperate with us. In the long run it will pay off. I want to set a trap. I want to tell Roger that we believe that he doesn’t have the necklace, but that we’re going to pretend that he does to get Tony or whoever else might be interested in the necklace to come looking for it.” She lowered her eyes as she wondered if Drew would be one of them. She couldn’t worry about that, as she knew that she had to focus on solving the crime, not protecting Drew. “So, we’ll tempt them and then wait for them to show up. If Tony doesn’t show, then we’ll know he has it.”

      “What if Roger has it?” Eddy asked.

      “I don’t think he does, but even if he does, he’ll play along, he’s not going to admit to having it, right?”

      “Right, he probably won’t.” Eddy nodded.

      “And if he does admit to it then we’ll at least know that he has it,” Jo said.

      “So, if Tony does show up, we’ll know Tony doesn’t have it, and we don’t have to focus on him.”

      “We can set up the sting at Roger’s place. That will probably give me time to do a thorough search of his house. I believe that if Roger has the necklace it will be somewhere in the house,” Jo stated.

      “All right.” Eddy ran his hand back through his hair.”

      “I’ll leak the information to my contact so it can get back to Tony,” Jo said.

      “Good. We can have Walt monitor Tony’s movements to see if he goes anywhere. If he does have the necklace and someone else claims to have it, I guarantee you he’ll go to wherever he is hiding it to check to make sure that it is still there.”

      “Good point.” Jo smiled. “I like the way you think, Eddy.”

      “I think you’re the only one.” Eddy grinned.

      As the two began to work out the plan for the sting the next day Walt and Samantha joined in.

      “You do realize that you’ll be the target of anyone who wants this necklace right?” Walt sighed. “I’m not so sure that’s the best idea.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s the only one we have right now.” Jo frowned. “The longer we let this go on, the more likely it is that Valda’s death will get swept under the rug.”

      “She’s right.” Samantha nodded. “At this point there is no evidence that we know of to prove who killed her. Maybe if we find out who has the necklace it will lead us to the murderer or even a confession.”

      “I hope so.” Eddy yawned. “But before we do any of that, we all need some rest. Jo and I will head to Roger’s in the morning. Let’s all plan to get into position by eight, that way we can catch Roger and Tony before either of them think about leaving the house.”

      “Good plan.” Samantha nodded. “I’ll do a little more research tonight, too. I want to know if there is anything floating around on the internet about the necklace.”

      “I’m going to head home.” Jo stepped out of the villa. Walt stepped out behind her.

      “I’ll walk you.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “I know, but I could use the company.” Walt smiled. Jo thought about arguing, but she decided against it. If she was honest with herself she felt like company. The two began to walk in silence towards Jo’s villa. After a few minutes, Walt took a short breath and looked over at her.

      “Are you doing okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Drew.”

      Jo blinked. “I thought we agreed not to mention that?”

      “I agreed not to mention it to anyone else. I never agreed not to make sure that you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Even after seeing him again?”

      “Yes, whatever we had ended a very long time ago.” Jo paused at the end of her walkway. “I appreciate your concern, Walt, I really do. But I’ve never been the romantic type. I wasn’t then, and I’m not now. Sure, at one time Drew and I were close, but we’re entirely different people now. I don’t want anyone to get the impression that I am somehow still involved with him.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way, Jo. Of course I know you’re not.”

      “You might know that, but I doubt that Eddy will see it that way. I’d just prefer to pretend there is no connection between us. All right?” Jo met his eyes. “Please?”

      “Sure.” He nodded. “I have no problem with that. But will you be able to say the same if he turns out to be responsible for Valda’s death? You know that you don’t owe this man anything, right?”

      Jo clenched her jaw. “If Drew is the one who killed Valda, trust me I will be the first person to make sure that he pays for it.”

      “All right.” Walt rocked back on his heels and nodded. “Good night, Jo.”

      “Good night, Walt.” She walked up to her villa and closed the door behind her. She hoped that Walt believed her. More than that, she hoped that she would be able to live up to her own words.
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      Bright and early the next morning Jo found Eddy waiting on her doorstep.

      “Are Samantha and Walt in place?” Jo asked.

      “Samantha is getting ready to keep an eye on Roger’s place and Walt is already sitting on Tony’s house.”

      “Great.” Jo nodded. “Well, I guess it’s time to see if we can get Roger to cooperate with us.”

      “I thought it would be better if we walked. That way there are no extra cars around Roger’s villa to make it look suspicious.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Jo, I’m going to ask you something, but I don’t want you to be offended by the question,” Eddy said as they walked towards Roger’s villa.

      “All right.” Jo looked over at him. “What is it?”

      “Do you think that any of your old friends have realized you live here in Sage Gardens?”

      Jo thought about the fact that Drew knew. “Not anyone that we need to be concerned about.”

      “That’s a rather evasive answer.” Eddy quirked a brow.

      “Well, it was a rather invasive question. I have no idea who might know where I live. I’ve done my best to keep a low profile, but those I knew in the past could find anything that they were looking for, including people.”

      “I understand that.” Eddy frowned.

      “Then why ask the question?” Jo shrugged. “I don’t know anything more than you know, unless you’re insinuating that I’m in contact with some of these people.”

      “I didn’t say that. I asked you not to get offended, remember?”

      “Oh right, sorry.” She sighed and paused at the walkway that led up to Roger’s house. “Are we doing this or not?”

      “We are,” Eddy said. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Jo.”

      “Don’t worry about me, worry about Valda.” Jo walked up towards the front door of Roger’s house. Eddy followed after her. Jo knocked on the door. After a few minutes Roger opened it. He stared at Jo and then at Eddy.

      “I wasn’t sure whether to answer. I thought you might have the police with you.”

      “I kind of do.” Jo offered a half-smile. “Eddy is retired police.”

      “Great.” Roger shook his head. “What do you want from me?”

      “The same thing that you want, Roger. We want to solve Valda’s murder.”

      Roger stuck his head out the door and looked up and down the street before looking back at Jo.

      “Careful what you say.”

      “Why?” Jo raised an eyebrow. “Are you expecting someone?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you might have a few guests soon. We’re going to tell the criminal world that you have the necklace.” Eddy smiled. “Soon, everyone who wants that necklace will be headed for this villa.”

      “Are you kidding me?” He stared at Eddy and Jo. “There’s no way I’m going to tell anyone that I have the necklace. They’ll come after me, they’ll slaughter me.”

      “Don’t worry, Roger, I’ll be here to protect you.” Jo flashed him a bright smile. “Are you going to let me stay? Because we’ve already exposed you and spread the rumor. So, either you stay here all by yourself, or you stay here with Eddy and me to look out for you. Which is it going to be?”

      “All right, all right,” he growled. “I can’t believe you put me in the middle of all of this.”

      “Actually you’re the one that did that to yourself, when you stole the necklace in the first place.” Eddy shook his head. “If I were you, and I lost my wife, I’d be willing to do whatever it takes to find her killer.”

      “Enough of the guilt trips, will you just get in here?”

      Jo surveyed the interior of the villa. She noticed that the place hadn’t changed much since the first time she was there. She casually looked for anything that might be out of place, such as a statue in a new spot, or books on the bookshelf shuffled around. There wasn’t much for her to see. Eddy began checking the windows of the villa.

      “We want to make sure that everything is secure so that we don’t have any surprises.”

      “Am I supposed to offer you drinks?” Roger frowned as he stood near the entrance of the kitchen. “This is the strangest party I’ve ever hosted.”

      “Roger, we’re here to help you, a drink wouldn’t hurt.” Jo smiled.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Once Roger was in the kitchen, Jo grabbed Eddy by the elbow. “Do you have contact with Walt?”

      “Yes, he’s texting me his every movement.” Eddy squinted at his phone. “Apparently he just disinfected his phone and is horrified by what came off it.”

      “Great.” Jo tried not to laugh. “Any news on Tony?”

      “He hasn’t seen any movement.”

      Jo’s eyes flicked to the window. Would Drew find out and take the bait?

      “And Samantha?”

      “She’s got her finger on the pulse of all of the police movement in the area, and she is driving around the block to spot any incoming vehicles or anyone on foot. We should have a good amount of notice before anyone tries to break in.”

      “Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea.” Jo wrung her hands nervously. “We’re putting Roger in danger.”

      “I don’t mind.” Roger returned with two glasses of water. “I just want this to be over.”

      Jo took her glass. Eddy took his as well.

      “We’re all working towards the same goal then.” Eddy nodded. Jo went to take a sip of her water, but stopped when Eddy gave her a slight shake of his head. Jo nodded. Roger turned on the television and sat down on the couch.

      “I’m just going to use the bathroom.” Jo set her glass down.

      “Feel free. You can look in the toilet tank and under the rug, you’re not going to find it. I told you I don’t have it.” Roger shrugged.

      “I didn’t say you did,” Jo said.

      “I’m not stupid. I know that you want to search the place. Go ahead and tear it apart. All you’ll find are boxes waiting to be unpacked and memories of my wife that I can’t even look at.” Roger sniffled. Eddy frowned.

      “I’m sorry this must be hard for you.” He sat down beside Roger. “I bet she loved that necklace.”

      “Of course she did, it was the only nice thing that I could offer her.  I never had anything else. She was the one that had some money. I couldn’t get any good job, I wasn’t actually a good thief, I just did that one job. I would have been a millionaire if I had been able to sell that necklace, but I couldn’t. It was too recognizable and I knew that whoever saw it would know what it was. The one thing I could give her was that necklace. And that’s what got her killed.” He put his head in his hands. “I wish I’d never listened to Tony. If I had just refused to get involved, none of this would have ever happened.”

      Jo studied him with sympathy. His story echoed her own feelings about how she got caught up in being a cat burglar. It was easy to get into, and very difficult to escape. If it wasn’t for prison, she might never have found a new life.

      “But you didn’t refuse.” Eddy looked over at him. “You went ahead and did whatever Tony told you to do, and you haven’t paid the price for that.”

      “Isn’t my wife a price?” Roger looked up at him. “She’s gone, isn’t she?”

      “Yes.” Jo sighed. “This discussion isn’t going to help matters. It’s just going to distract us.”

      “You’re right.” Eddy nodded. “Roger, why don’t you see if you can find us something to watch?” Eddy gestured towards the television. Jo moved closer to Eddy and whispered in his ear.

      “I’m going to take a quick look around. Keep Roger distracted.”

      “All right, I will, but be careful, Jo. Who knows what he might have hidden in one of those boxes.”

      “He seems like a run of the mill guy.”

      “A run of the mill guy who once had in his possession one of the most expensive pieces of jewelry in this country. That makes him someone who might have a few secrets. Don’t you think?”

      “I do.” Jo nodded. She looked over at Roger as he fought with his television.

      “I knew they didn’t set up the damn cable right. I told the guy he wasn’t doing it right. He didn’t want to listen. Now it’s going to be ten business days before anyone else will come back out.”

      While he griped Jo slipped down the hallway towards the back bedroom. As she walked the heel of her boot got caught on the edge of the carpet. She looked down to see that the carpet was pulled back from the wall. She crouched down beside it and took a closer look. With a finger hooked under the surface of the carpet she tugged it back further from the wall. Tucked far beneath the carpet was a thin envelope. Jo glanced up and back towards the living room to ensure that Roger was still occupied with the television. He had just settled down onto the couch. She pulled the envelope carefully and quietly out from under the carpet. It wasn’t sealed. She opened the envelope. Inside were several hundred dollar bills. There wasn’t a large amount of money, maybe a few thousand, but someone valued it enough to pull back the carpet and hide it underneath.

      Was it Roger’s or Valda’s stash or did it belong to both of them? If it was Valda’s stash then maybe she was not only hiding it from robbers, but from her husband. Maybe she wanted to have some ‘run away’ money, which meant she was not as happy as she seemed. Maybe because of Roger’s strange behavior of not allowing her to wear her necklace outside of the house. Maybe there were other issues in the marriage that were hidden beneath the surface, just as the stash of money had been. Jo slid the envelope back under the carpet. She knew that asking Roger about it wouldn’t help anything.

      When she stood back up she pushed through the bedroom door. The bed wasn’t made. There were a few boxes in the closet. On one side of the bed a lamp stood bare of any shade. It was clear that Valda hadn’t added her touch to the room just yet. She started inspecting the areas she could see. There was nothing on top of the dresser or on the shelves that drew her interest. When she looked under the bed she noticed that all of Roger’s shoes were lined up nice and neat.

      On the other side of the bed all of Valda’s shoes were lined up in the same way. She had taken the time to make sure they had what they needed exactly where she thought it should be, so maybe she wasn’t on the way out the door straight away. Maybe she had gotten wind of Roger’s past and wanted to make sure that they had a back-up plan. Or maybe she simply knew that her husband didn’t have much and she was saving for them.

      Jo opened the drawers of the dresser. Inside the top right drawer was a pile of assorted socks. They were neat and tidy as well. It was clear that Valda liked things to be neat and tidy. If she found out about Roger’s past, everything would have gotten very messy. So far the only sign that she might have known was the hidden money. Jo couldn’t be sure if that was even Valda’s money. She sighed and sat down on the end of the bed. There wasn’t much to find in the bedroom, it was another dead end. It seemed this entire case was a series of dead ends. She did her best to refocus. She didn’t think it would take very long for word to get out that Roger had the necklace. Once it did she hoped they would be able to get a lead. Until then, she could question Roger and hope that he told her the truth.

      Jo started to walk back into the living room when she noticed Roger’s phone on the kitchen table. She paused and glanced towards him. He was still occupied with Eddy and the television. She picked up his phone and checked to see if it had a password. The screen went straight into recent calls. She skimmed through the numbers on the phone. She noticed that there was one call that came in on the night of the murder at eleven minutes past ten, so around the estimated time of death. She looked at the information and saw that the call lasted three minutes and six seconds. There was no name, only a phone number. She pulled out her phone and quickly dialed the number, both so that it would be saved in her phone, and to see who it belonged to. A voicemail picked up, but it was a recording that only stated the phone number. She hung up and dialed Samantha.

      “Nothing yet.” Samantha didn’t even bother to greet her. “I’ve seen a lot of people walking dogs, but no one that looked like a thief.”

      “They don’t wear signs around their neck.”

      “Okay, I know that.” Samantha cleared her throat. “No need to be rude.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be snappy. Do you think you can find out who a phone number belongs to?”

      “It should be fairly simple. What’s the number?”

      “I’ll text it to you.” Jo hung up the phone and quickly texted the number to Samantha. Samantha texted back.

      

      Got it. Will update you when I find out.

      

      Jo carefully put the phone back down on the counter. Her suspicion of Roger had waned, but this brought it right back to the surface. Maybe he was at the buffet, but knew exactly what was happening at his villa. Maybe he hired someone to do the job, and they called to let him know that it was done. The money under the carpet could have even been payment to the assassin. It was possible that the murderer ran without looking for the payment because he was spooked by someone or something.

      Jo lingered near the kitchen and waited to hear from Samantha. She knew it might take some time for her to find out who the owner of the number was. As the minutes slid by her stomach knotted tighter and tighter. She could only hope that Samantha would find something before she couldn’t hold back any longer and demanded to know the truth from Roger. She kept her eye on the phone screen as she still had her phone on silent. A few minutes later Samantha called. Jo stepped through the kitchen and out the back door before she answered.

      “What did you find?”

      “I found out that number belongs to our recently liberated friend, Tony.”

      “So, Tony and Roger spoke at the time of Valda’s death for about three minutes?” Jo frowned.

      “That seems to be the case.”

      “All along, they must have planned the whole thing together.”

      “That’s one possibility.”

      “Well, it’s time I found out the truth.” Jo hung up the phone.
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      Now that Jo knew that Roger and Tony had spoken around the time of Valda’s murder she was furious. She stormed back into the villa. Eddy and Roger looked over at her, both startled by the fury in her expression.

      “So, did you two plan Valda’s death together? Was it Tony’s idea, or yours?”

      Roger bolted up from the couch and glared into Jo’s eyes. “How dare you?”

      “How dare I? How dare I figure out that you’ve been lying to us this entire time about something that you never should have kept from us? The only reason why you wouldn’t tell the truth is because you were involved.”

      “What are you talking about?” He took an aggressive step towards Jo, which prompted Eddy to move between them.

      “Watch it,” Eddy warned.

      “I’m talking about the fact that Tony called you at almost the exact time of Valda’s death. That’s what I’m talking about. Tony, the man you stole the necklace with, called you before you ever called the police about your wife’s death. So, why are you lying to us? Why are we here right now doing this sting operation when we have the murderer, at least one of them, right in front of us?”

      “I didn’t kill her! I didn’t!” Roger nearly screamed. “You’re wrong. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Then tell me. Tell me why Tony called you. Don’t lie to me and say you didn’t speak to him because I have proof that the conversation lasted over three minutes. A lot can be said in three minutes, Roger.”

      “That’s not what happened!” Roger groaned. “All right, fine, if you want to know the truth, yes I did talk to Tony. That’s why I went home when I did.”

      “Why? What did Tony say?” Jo stared at him.

      “He called to taunt me. He called to tell me that he was out of prison, that he had taken the necklace, and that I would pay the price, just like he had to.”

      “And you never thought to tell us any of this?”

      “What does it matter?” Roger demanded. “I rushed home and Valda was dead. I knew Tony killed her and took the necklace. I still couldn’t tell the police.”

      “Did he confess to killing Valda?” Jo stepped towards him. “Did he tell you that on the phone?”

      “No, he just said he took the necklace. But when I got home she was dead. So obviously he killed her.”

      “Obviously you’ve been lying to us from the very beginning, Roger. I don’t even know why I bothered to help you,” Jo said.

      “Don’t get high and mighty with me.” Roger scowled at her. “I told you it was Tony. You were too busy suspecting me to go after the person who really did it.”

      “But he didn’t have the necklace, did he Roger? I don’t know what to believe anymore!”

      Eddy jumped up. “Take a breath, Jo. We’ll know soon enough. Let’s just let this play out and see where it ends up, all right?”

      “All right.” Jo sighed. She slouched down on the couch. It was a waiting game, and she didn’t have the patience for it. She was angry at Roger for lying to her, angry at Drew for being involved, and angry that her past had resurfaced the way it had. She did her best to immerse herself in the television show. She stared at the screen. Her mind felt like it was turning to mush. She wasn’t much for watching television. She much preferred to be in her garden. Outside she heard the loud sound of a motorcycle. All at once the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She jumped to her feet.

      “Eddy?” Jo said.

      “Samantha just texted me. There’s a motorcycle headed this way.” A second later they heard the noise of the motorcycle at the end of the driveway. Jo walked towards the door. She listened closely. “Walt says no movement at Tony’s and car is still in the driveway.”

      “But is Tony actually in the house? Maybe he had a motorcycle stashed somewhere?” Jo asked.

      The sound of the motorcycle drew closer. Eddy fought with the keypad on his phone to text Walt.

      “Auto correct.” He muttered.

      “Eddy!”

      “He can’t confirm that Tony is in the house.”

      “All right, game on. Everyone down and quiet.” Jo crouched down, but she lingered by the door. The motorcycle engine cut off right in front of the villa. Jo’s heart pounded. Could Tony have slipped out when Walt wasn’t looking? Could it be Drew determined to get the necklace? Or was it another thief that was on their way to find it? There was a sharp knock on the door. Would a thief really knock?

      “What should we do?” Roger whispered. Eddy and Jo exchanged a look.

      “Open the door.” Jo frowned. “He’s coming in either way.”

      Roger grimaced. He crept towards the door. Jo moved right behind him, prepared to pounce. Eddy stepped up on the other side. Roger opened the door. Tony shoved his way right into the villa.

      “So, you have the necklace? The necklace that belongs to me?” He screamed in Roger’s face.

      “You killed my wife!” Roger screamed back at him. “How could you kill an innocent woman?”

      “Shut your mouth and give me my necklace!” Tony glared into his eyes. Jo moved to restrain him, but Eddy held up a hand to stop her.

      “She was all I had in the world!” Roger lunged at Tony. He slammed his fist across Tony’s face. Tony stumbled back, then lunged forward and tried to tackle Roger to the ground. Eddy moved to jump into the fray, but Tony landed his foot in Eddy’s stomach which knocked him back several feet. Jo pounced onto Tony’s back to try to pull him off Roger. As she struggled with him, Tony reached up and behind his body. He grabbed at her hair and neck. Jo gulped down air as he twisted around and managed to squeeze her neck. In the middle of all the chaos she realized she had put herself in an impossible position. Tony had his legs twisted through hers and his hand wrapped tight around the side of her throat. It was getting harder for her to breathe. All of a sudden his hand was gone, as were his legs, and Tony was thrown to the ground. Jo stumbled to her feet to see Drew with Tony pinned beneath his thick, black boot.

      “Drew?” Jo stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Stay down.” Drew kept one foot on Tony’s back. “Don’t move!”

      Jo swallowed hard. She knew that Drew was still a thief, but she was still disappointed. She knew that he had probably come for the necklace. He had probably just saved her life, but she wished he hadn’t. She wished he’d stayed a memory.

      “The necklace isn’t here, Drew.” Jo rubbed at her throat and eyed him warily.

      “It was a setup?” Drew raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Something else you learned from me, hmm?” Jo met his eyes and didn’t say a word. She wanted to say a million things, not the least of which was to accuse him of murder. He was there for a reason, and she knew that she was not it.  “And you don’t have it either, hmm?” He looked down at Tony. “It must be a terrible thing to know that that beautiful necklace, the very reason you were in prison for so long, still isn’t yours to keep.”

      “Keep quiet!” Tony growled. He tried to get out from under Drew’s boot, but Drew held him in place.

      “The police are on their way.” Eddy hung up his phone. Drew’s eyes snapped towards him.

      “Then I’ll be going,” Drew said.

      “Wait just a second. Not so fast.” Eddy moved in front of the door. “No one is going anywhere. There’s still a matter of a missing necklace.”

      “It’s not missing, Tony has it.” Jo glared at the man on the ground. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. I guess he just thought it might be a good idea to come here and wipe out the last witness to his crime. He killed Valda, and was going to kill Roger next.”

      “That’s not true!” Tony squirmed under Drew’s shoe. “I’m here to look for the necklace.”

      “I know you had it!” Roger accused as he stood up from where he was hiding behind the couch. “You told me you had it.”

      “Okay fine, I did steal it. If you can call it stealing, since it was mine in the first place.”

      “You mean, you stole it in the first place.” Eddy frowned.

      “So, where is the necklace?” Drew applied pressure to Tony’s back. “You must have it.”

      “I did have it, I did. Valda handed it right to me. She didn’t even fight me.”

      “But you still murdered her?” Jo stared down at him with disgust.

      “I did not!” Tony struggled to get free. “I didn’t kill anyone! I just wanted the necklace. Why would I kill her?”

      “If you didn’t kill her, then who did?” Eddy threw his hands up with exasperation.

      “Maybe someone else came looking for the necklace?” Tony lifted his head. “It’s not like I’m the only one who wanted it. There were others who wanted it just as bad. Isn’t that right, Drew?” Tony turned his head in an attempt to look up at him, but Drew increased the pressure of his shoe against the man’s back.

      “Stop trying to blame other people for your own actions. I had nothing to do with the missing necklace,” Drew said.

      “But that’s why you’re here isn’t it? To get it back?” Tony said.

      “Maybe. Or maybe I am here to make sure that my friend is safe.” He looked at Jo and met her eyes. “Now, are you going to return the favor, Jo, or are you going to watch them haul me away in handcuffs?”

      “Go, just go!” Jo lunged between Eddy and Drew to make sure that Drew had a clear path through the back door.

      “Jo! Move out of the way!” Eddy tried to get past her, but Jo stood her ground until Drew was gone. Before Eddy could argue with Jo, a police officer burst through the front door of the villa. For a tense moment, Jo waited for Eddy to send him after Drew. Eddy stared hard at her, but he did not mention Drew.

      “Officer, this man is involved in a murder and a theft.” Eddy pointed at Tony who had just gotten to his feet.

      “Theft of what?” The officer looked between all of them.

      “A necklace.” Roger frowned. Eddy sent a text to Walt saying he could take a break from the surveillance on Tony’s place.

      “Where’s the necklace? Do you have it?” The officer looked at Tony.

      “These people are crazy, I didn’t steal anything.”

      “He doesn’t have the necklace.” Eddy attempted to explain. Jo tried to remain incognito.

      “So, he broke into the house?” The officer made a note on his notepad.

      “No, he didn’t break in actually.” Roger hung his head. “I let him in.”

      “So, you let him into the house and then he attacked you?” The officer made another note. Roger groaned and shook his head.

      “No. I think, I might have been the one to attack him first.”

      “So, there is really no reason to arrest this man?” The officer raised an eyebrow. He looked over at Tony. “Do you want to press charges against this man for assault?”

      Tony stared hard at Roger. Then he shook his head. “No officer. I’d just like to be on my way if that’s all right with you.”

      “And you two?” The officer turned to look at Jo and Eddy. “Did you have a part in all of this?”

      “Not exactly.” Eddy frowned. Jo just shook her head. She could have told the officer about Tony threatening her, but in order to do that she would have to reveal that Drew was present and had fled before the police arrived, which would only complicate things. Besides all of that she was still scared of the police and wanted to avoid talking to them wherever possible.

      “All right then. I think you should leave.” He said to Tony. “The two of you need to stay away from each other. Understand?” He gestured between Roger and Tony.

      “Yes sir.” Tony nodded.

      Eddy could not hold his tongue any longer. “Don’t you think this should be looked into a little more?” He walked over to the officer. “A woman is dead.”

      “Uh.” The officer skimmed through the information on his phone. “There is a suspicious death, but there is no confirmation of any foul play. I will pass on the information to the relevant people and see what they want to do. I don’t know anything about this necklace that you’re talking about, but if you want to make a theft report I’ll need a description of the item. Do either of you want to do that?” He looked from Roger to Tony.

      “No.” Roger stood up.

      “No.” Tony shook his head.

      “Then there is nothing else I can do here.” The officer scrutinized Eddy. “You look familiar to me.”

      “You’ve probably seen me around the station.” Eddy sighed. “I’m retired.”

      “Oh, I see.” The officer smiled. “Still working the beat, huh?”

      “Something like that.” Eddy gritted his teeth.

      “Well, it looks like this one is a non-issue. So, let’s all agree to move on and have no further contact, hmm?” The officer looked at each person in turn. “I don’t want to have to come out here again.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Tony moved past the officer and right out the door. The officer followed after him with a slight nod of his head. Jo pushed the door closed behind him.

      “Unbelievable.” Eddy shook his head.

      “What did you expect?” Jo raised an eyebrow. “You should have discussed it with me before calling the police.”

      “Things got a little out of control, don’t you think, Jo?” Eddy eyed her with annoyance.

      “It seemed to me that Drew got them back under control.”

      “Drew? You mean the criminal that you encouraged to run away before the police could get here?”

      “Eddy, I can explain.”

      “Is he the one who you caught breaking into Roger’s house?” Jo glanced over at Roger and then back to Eddy. She didn’t speak. “The one whose face you claimed not to see?” Eddy pressed.

      “It’s not important now, is it?” She met his eyes. “I just want to get this case solved.”

      “Well, that’s not going to happen now, is it? Our main suspect wasn’t even arrested by the police. It’s clear that he didn’t kill Valda, and that he doesn’t have the necklace. There’s nothing more that we can do here,” Eddy said.

      “No there’s not because now that the police have been here no one else is going to show up to look for the necklace. The plan is blown, and we are no closer to knowing the truth than when we started.”

      “And that’s my fault?” Eddy stared at her with widened eyes. “How can you truly believe that it is my fault when you obviously were very friendly with a criminal that has been involved in this crime possibly from the first moment?”

      “What are you saying?” Jo stared at him.

      “I’m saying that you have been protecting Drew from suspicion, when he is just as likely to be as guilty as Roger or Tony.”

      “I didn’t do it!” Roger growled. “I’m standing right here you know. I didn’t do it!”

      “Shush!” Jo looked over at Roger with a sharp glare. “I don’t think that Drew is capable of murder.”

      “But you don’t get to decide that, Jo. He showed up here didn’t he? Who is to say that he didn’t go looking for that necklace after Tony took it, only to kill Valda when she caught him?”

      Jo’s heart dropped. She hadn’t really thought of that. When Tony admitted to stealing the necklace, she thought that cleared Drew, but it didn’t. Eddy was right. Drew could have murdered Valda. He could have also shown up at Roger’s when he did with the intention of killing him.

      “I’m sorry, Eddy.” Jo looked down at her hands. “I guess I didn’t think it through far enough. Or maybe I just didn’t want to think that he was involved. I mean, he did save us from Tony.”

      “Did he? Or did he just do that to solidify the idea of his innocence in your mind?”

      Jo thought about it for a moment and then shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m not sure.”

      “That’s the problem. We have nothing. We have no evidence to point to anyone. We’re going to have to let this one go, Jo.”

      “Seriously?”

      “What about Valda?” Roger stepped in between them. “You’re just going to give up?”

      “It’s not like you did much for her,” Eddy snapped. “You could have told the police about the necklace and your suspicions about her death if you really wanted her death to be investigated properly. Now we’ve spent a lot of time and effort to untangle the mess you made, Roger, but it’s still your mess. We couldn’t even get Tony arrested because you couldn’t admit to having the necklace in your possession at one time.”

      “Wait a minute. Wait a minute.” Jo held up her hands. “If Tony doesn’t have the necklace, then who has it?”

      “Why are you back on that again?” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “I think that we need to take a step back. We’re missing something here.” Jo shook her head.

      “Yes, we’re missing the fact that there is no way to solve this crime. I’m ready to get out of here.”

      “Wait a minute, you’re going to leave me here alone, after leaking the fact that I have the necklace?” Roger grabbed onto Eddy’s wrist. “You can’t do that. They’ll eat me alive.”

      “So, call the cops.” Eddy shook Roger’s hand free. “You committed the crime in the first place, Roger, maybe you should just turn yourself in and take your chances with prison.”

      “Eddy, please, we can’t…”

      “Don’t, Jo.” Eddy shook his head. “I’m going home.” He stepped out of the villa and slammed the door closed behind him. Jo felt terrible because she knew she was the source of his frustration. He wasn’t angry that they couldn’t solve the crime, or even that Roger had stolen the necklace in the first place, but because she had protected Drew. She took a deep breath and looked over at Roger.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll stay with you tonight and by tomorrow we’ll have the rumor cleared up so that you won’t be targeted.”

      “But what about Valda?” Roger frowned. “Someone should have to pay for what happened to my wife.”

      Jo nodded as she turned to look out the front window of the villa. “You’re right, Roger. We just don’t know who. You lying about so much, hasn’t helped this investigation much.”

      “I know. I guess once you get used to lying, it’s just what you do.”
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      Eddy burst into Walt’s villa without even knocking. Walt jumped up and nearly spilled his cup of tea. He caught it before it could hit the floor and shatter.

      “I can’t believe her!”

      “Who?” Walt stared at him.

      “Jo! That’s who.” Eddy shook his head and balled his hands into fists. “You think you know someone.”

      “What are you talking about, where is Jo?”

      “She’s at Roger’s villa.”

      “Wait a minute, are you saying you left her alone with a thief and potential murderer?” Walt stared at Eddy with disbelief. “How could you do that?”

      “She’s a grown woman and decided to stay on her own.” Eddy shrugged. “Women’s lib and all of that, right?”

      “Eddy.” Walt glared at him. “Stop trying to act big and tough, I know you better than that. What really happened?”

      “What happened is that she lied to me, Walt. I thought we were past all of that.”

      “Lied about what?” Walt paused. “Oh, you found out about Drew?”

      “You knew? Is everyone lying to me now?”

      “I didn’t exactly know. There’s a lot of history there, Eddy. You can’t blame her for doing what she thought was best.”

      “What if he was the one who murdered Valda, Walt?” Eddy frowned.

      “All the more reason not to leave her alone.” Walt picked up his coat. “I’m going over there. I’m going to let Samantha know to keep up the surveillance. Are you going to come with me or not?”

      “Why should I if I don’t know if I can trust her?”

      “Maybe that isn’t the problem, Eddy. Maybe the question you should be asking yourself, is, why doesn’t she trust you?” Walt brushed past him. “At this point, I wonder if you would turn so easily against any of your friends. What are you really angry about, Eddy? The fact that she lied, or the fact that she still feels the need to hide things about herself from you?”

      Eddy watched as Walt walked through the door. “Lock up behind you please.” Walt closed the door. Eddy stood alone in the middle of Walt’s living room. He didn’t want Walt’s logical nature to creep through his fury and force everything he said to make sense to him, but it did. He decided that he needed to go back to Roger’s as well. If he wanted Jo to believe that she could trust him, he had to give her reason to.
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      Jo paced back and forth in front of the window. Her mind traveled from the past to the present. She wanted to be angry at Eddy. She wanted to be able to declare that he was dead wrong. But the truth was, he was right. She had given Drew far more benefit of the doubt than he deserved. If he was involved in the crime, if he was a suspect, she should have been honest every step of the way with Eddy. Instead she tried to protect Drew from the scrutiny of her friends, or maybe it was more about protecting herself and her past choices from their scrutiny. Either way she put the entire investigation at risk. Not that there was an investigation left to speak of now, anyway.

      “Could you please sit down?” Roger looked over at her from the couch. “You’re making me dizzy.”

      “Did you kill your wife, Roger?” Jo turned to face him.

      “How many times do I have to answer that question?” He stared up at her. His glare and the tone of his voice bothered Jo to the point that she decided not to hold back any longer.

      “Let me throw a scenario out there. Let’s just say that you came home from the buffet, and you found Valda, only she was still alive. She was upset. She wanted to go to the police about the stolen necklace. She wanted to turn Tony in, have him arrested for the crime. You, never told her how you really got the necklace, did you Roger?”

      Roger’s eyes widened. “No.”

      “Right. So you come home, Valda’s in a panic, she’s got her phone out, she’s dialing the emergency line. You try to get her to stop, to listen…”

      “No.” Roger shook his head.

      “But she won’t listen. She wants her necklace back. You try to get the phone from her.”

      “No I didn’t,” Roger whispered. “I didn’t do any of that.”

      “She’s getting irate, she doesn’t understand why you are trying to stop her. She starts screaming, maybe cursing, threatening you!”

      “No!” Roger stood up. “None of that happened!”

      “Yes, you’re angry. You’re angry because Tony stole the necklace, and you’re angry that your wife won’t listen to you and wants to call the police. You just want her to keep quiet.” Jo met his eyes and took a step towards him. “So what did you do? You picked up a muffin. You shoved it into her mouth, just to make her be quiet. That was all you were going to do. You just wanted her to be quiet long enough that you could figure out what to do.” Jo paused for a moment and crossed her arms across her chest. “I think I’m right, Roger. You didn’t mean to kill her you just wanted her to keep quiet. The lie you’d been living for so long was crashing down around you, and you knew that if Valda told the truth, you would be in prison for a very long time. You just wanted her to be quiet. That was all.”

      “No, no, no!” Roger turned away from her. Just as he did there was a knock on the door. Jo jumped at the sound. Roger gasped. “This is it. I’m going to die tonight. I deserve to die anyway.” Tears streamed down his cheeks. Jo crept towards the door.

      “Who’s there?” Jo asked cautiously.

      “It’s me, Walt.”

      Jo jerked the door open and found Walt on the doorstep.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here to stay with you, to make sure that you’re safe.” Walt met her eyes through his thick glasses. Jo couldn’t help but smile a little. She was about to thank him, when there was a crash. She spun around to see that Roger had barreled through the back door.

      “He’s bolting!” Jo started to run after him, but Walt grabbed her arm.

      “What are you going to do if you catch him?”

      “Walt! He’s getting away!” Jo tried to pull away, but Walt was stronger than she expected.

      “What are you going to do if you catch him?” Walt asked again. “Are you going to arrest him? Tie him up? What?”

      “He killed his wife!”

      “Did he actually admit that?” Walt raised an eyebrow.

      Jo paused. Then she shook her head. “No, I guess he didn’t. But I still think he did it. It’s the best explanation I’ve come up with.”

      “It doesn’t mean it’s true and even if it is that doesn’t mean you can prove it.”

      “So, you’re going to be just like Eddy and say that this is all over? We have to give up?”

      “No.” Eddy stepped through the door behind Walt. “No, that’s not what we’re going to do.”

      “Eddy?” Walt looked over at him and smiled. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “I’m sorry for earlier, Jo. You know me and my temper.” Eddy rolled his eyes.

      Jo sighed with relief. Only moments before she had felt completely alone, but here were her friends, ready to help.

      “Roger took off.” She pointed to the open back door. “I was trying to get him to confess to killing Valda after Tony took the necklace.”

      “Do you believe that’s what really happened?” Eddy closed the door behind him.

      “I honestly don’t know what to think anymore. I mean the timeline doesn’t fit with Roger being the murderer.” Jo shook her head. “Even if Tony took the necklace, he was a thief, not a murderer.”

      “You don’t know that. He had decades in prison to plan his revenge on Roger,” Eddy said. “Maybe he found it too hard to have the self-control to only take the necklace from Valda without causing her any harm.”

      “I find it hard to believe that Valda would give it up without a fight.” Jo shook her head. “It’s all too confusing. None of this is adding up. Something is still missing.”

      “Well, we’re not going to find out anything else standing here.”

      “Do you think it’s safe to leave?” Jo frowned. “What if Roger comes back?”

      “Roger made the choice to take off.” Walt crossed his arms. “He’s on his own now.”

      “All right.” Jo nodded. “But just in case.” She jotted down her phone number on a piece of paper and stuck it to the refrigerator.

      “Do you think that’s wise? Now if someone breaks in they’ll have your number.” Eddy frowned.

      “Trust me, if they wanted it, they would already have it.” Jo walked past the two men and out of the villa.

      “Jo, let me walk you home.” Walt stepped up beside her.

      “No, thank you. I’m going to walk a bit and try to clear my mind.”

      “Are you sure?” Eddy frowned.

      “I appreciate your concern, I really do. But I need some space. Okay?” She looked from Walt to Eddy. “Why don’t you check in with Samantha and see if she needs any help putting out the fires we started.”

      “Jo, what about Drew?” Eddy reached for her arm. “Just because he protected you this time, that doesn’t mean that you can trust him.”

      “I know that, Eddy.” She gently pulled her arm away from him. “I don’t trust him at all. I’m glad that he was here today, but the fact that he was here today is even more reason for me not to trust him. But I think that the police turning up today would have spooked him enough to leave me alone. Drew is not going to risk going to prison for any reason.”

      “Don’t forget that Tony is out there, too. He’s probably feeling pretty cocky about the fact that he got away with what he did today.” Walt sighed. “But if you insist on walking alone, there’s nothing that can be done.”

      “I do insist.” Jo smiled at them both. “I am capable of taking care of myself, I promise.”

      “But you don’t have to do everything alone.” Eddy met her eyes. “Call us if you have any trouble.”

      “I will.”

      Jo walked away from the pair with a warm sensation in her cheeks. It meant a lot to her that they were both so ready to protect her, even if she didn’t feel as if she needed protection.

      Jo wandered the streets for some time. She wasn’t really looking for anything in particular, she just wanted to be outside in the open air. After confronting Roger multiple times she was beginning to believe that he was not guilty. He didn’t crumble or confess. Maybe when he seemed a bit cold about his wife’s death soon after she passed away it was because he was in shock.  But now he seemed genuinely distressed by his wife’s murder. But he was also the most likely person to have the necklace. Tony showed up, even Drew showed up, to look for the necklace. That meant that if their theory was correct neither of them had it.

      Jo pulled out her phone to check in with Samantha to see if she had dug up any new leads. When she did she realized she still had the phone on silent from her search through Roger’s villa. She had missed three calls from Roger. There was a voicemail as well. Jo turned her phone off silent and then she dialed in to listen to the voicemail. Roger’s voice was high and frightened.

      “Jo, someone is here I know it. Someone is looking in the windows. How could you leave? Where are you? Why did you make me a target? Please send someone to help me!”

      Jo’s heart stopped for a second, then began to race. She dialed Roger’s number. The phone rang then went to voicemail. She broke into a sprint towards Roger’s house. When she reached it, the windows were dark. There was no sign that anyone was inside. Jo called Roger’s number again. Again the phone went to voicemail. She tried the doorknob. It wasn’t locked. When the voicemail beeped she began to leave him a message.

      “Roger, I’m at your place to check on you now.”
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      Jo pushed her way through the door of Roger’s villa and stepped into chaos. The entire pristine living room that Valda paid so much attention to decorating was destroyed. Furniture was overturned, paintings were ripped off the wall, even the silverware drawer had been emptied onto the kitchen floor. There didn’t appear to be anyone in the villa. Jo’s first thought was that someone must have abducted Roger. Then she heard a light rustling from the hallway.

      Jo pulled out her phone and sent a text to Eddy to let him know that she needed help. Then she crept carefully down the hallway. If someone had done so much damage to the house and its contents, what might they have done to Roger? She made her way to the back bedroom. She could hear more subtle sounds of movement. Though she listened close she did not hear any voices or groans. The bedroom door was partway open. She was tempted to push it all the way open, but she had no idea what she would be walking into. Was Roger alone in there? Was someone else in there with a gun?

      Just when she worked up the nerve to push the door open, her cell phone chirped. It was an announcement that she had received a text message. She could have kicked herself for not turning her ringer off after sending the text to Eddy. She knew that now whoever was in the bedroom knew that she was there, right there, outside the door. Her heart raced as she placed her fingertips against the smooth surface of the wooden door.

      “Roger? I’m coming inside.” She pushed on the door and then jumped back, just in case whoever was inside decided to fire. She was met with only silence. Slowly she poked her head around the corner of the doorway. In the middle of the room strapped to a wooden chair was Roger. He had tape over his mouth, but his eyes were wide open. They looked towards the closet. Jo’s heart pounded as she moved silently towards the closet. Her hand shook as she picked up a lamp from the bedside table.

      She opened the closet door, with the lamp in her hand, ready to attack. Tony lunged out at her in the same moment that she swung the lamp forward. It connected with his head and shattered into pieces. Tony groaned and sank to his knees.

      “Ow, you didn’t have to do that!”

      Jo grabbed the gun from Tony’s hand. “And you didn’t have to hide in a closet with a gun waiting for the chance to shoot me.”

      “Well, I didn’t know what else to do!” Tony stood up slowly, stumbled out of the closet and sat down on the edge of the bed. Jo tucked the gun into the back of her pants and walked over to Roger to untie him. As she bent down to untie his feet, Tony jumped up and snatched the gun from her waistband. Jo spun around so fast that she almost lost her balance. She leaned heavily on Roger’s knee to catch herself.

      “Tony!” Jo shouted.

      He pointed the gun at her. “Get away from him, back away.” Tony gestured with the gun.

      “Tony, I let you live, now this is how you’re going to repay me?” Jo said.

      Jo moved carefully to the side. She kept her eyes fixated on the gun. At any moment Tony might eliminate all of his problems, that meant her and Roger.

      “Get down.” Tony pointed to the corner of the room. “Don’t move a muscle.”

      “I’m not moving. Just take it easy, Tony.” Jo tried to meet his eyes, but he already looked back at Roger.

      “Now, you’re going to tell me where that necklace is. I know you stole it back from me.” He reached out and ripped the duct tape off Roger’s mouth in one swift movement. Roger let out a shriek.

      “I didn’t,” Roger shouted. “I didn’t take the necklace. I hope I never see that thing again. It wasn’t worth it when I stole it. It’s given me nothing but problems ever since.”

      “Why do you continue to lie to me?” Tony shook his head. “If you would just tell me what I need to know, all of this will be over.”

      “You’ll just kill me, like you killed Valda.”

      “You can’t prove that.”

      Jo froze. Those words sent a chill down her spine. It was true that they couldn’t prove that Tony killed Valda, but that wasn’t a denial of guilt.

      “Please, Tony haven’t you done enough to me? Haven’t I paid enough?” Roger gasped.

      “I don’t know, Roger, have you spent years of your life locked behind bars while your partner in crime is completely free to do whatever they please? You are angry at me about losing your wife, but I never even had the chance to have one!”

      Jo’s heart jumped into her throat. The amount of venom in Tony’s voice made her think that she and Roger were not going to get out of the situation alive.

      “Tony, stop. Think about what you’re doing. You’re never going to get out of this. You’re going to go back to prison or worse. Right now you have the chance to walk away,” Jo said.

      Jo’s phone chimed again. Then again, several times, rapidly.

      “Who is that? Who is contacting you?” Tony glared at her.

      “It’s nothing, just a friend, no one important.”

      “Did you tell someone that you were here?” Tony scowled. “Are you setting me up again?”

      “No one knows.” Jo clutched her phone tightly. “Maybe someone is looking for me.”

      “Well, they better not find you or they’re going to be in a world of trouble, too.” Tony reached out and snatched the phone from her hand. He flipped it over and looked at the screen. Whatever was on the screen made his eyes widen. He dropped the phone to the floor and released the safety on his gun. “All right, Roger, last chance to come clean. Trust me, you’d rather be alive. There’s nothing in this world worth dying for.”

      “I don’t have it.” Roger closed his eyes. “I went looking for it to steal it back, but I couldn’t find it.”

      “I looked, too.” Jo edged the phone closer to her with the tip of her toe. She tried to get Tony’s attention off Roger before he could pull the trigger. “I didn’t find anything. I thought it was in the curtain rod…”

      “It was!” Tony turned the gun on her. “You do have it!”

      “I don’t!” Jo managed to get a glimpse of the text on her phone.

      

      Be careful. The medical examiner flagged Valda’s death as a homicide. An official investigation has been started. It might spook the murderer.

      

      Jo grimaced. Thanks a lot, Eddy, she thought to herself. Tony was definitely spooked. “That’s it, there’s no more time to argue. One of you is going to tell me the truth right this second or you’re both going to die.” Tony raised the gun and pointed it at Jo. “You can be the first, since you can’t seem to mind your own business.” Jo’s eyes widened. She knew that she was out of excuses. Drew had saved her once, would he be able to do it again? Tony had a gun. There was no escape.

      Just then Samantha burst through the bedroom door with a flurry of swinging arms and shouting. Jo stared at her, perplexed. Samantha continued to swing her arms and shout. Tony stared at her as well with his mouth half open. Suddenly, Eddy jumped through the window behind them. In the same moment that Eddy’s feet struck the floor with a loud thump Walt burst through the door from behind Samantha and tackled Tony to the floor. Eddy piled on top of Walt and wrenched the gun out of Tony’s hand. In the middle of it all Roger struggled to get out of his chair, while Jo continued to only stare with shock. She blinked when Samantha finally stopped shouting.

      “What was that?” Jo stepped back as Eddy wrestled with Tony until he had him locked into a set of zip ties.

      “You’re alive aren’t you?” Samantha grinned.

      “Good point.” Jo shook her head. “You guys managed to arrive right on time.”

      “Are you okay?” Walt looked over at her, his brows knitted with concern.

      “I’m okay.” She nodded. “It looks like we have our murderer here. Don’t we, Tony?”

      Tony rested his head against the floor and sighed. “All right. It was an accident, but I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

      “Yes, it matters,” Roger whispered. “It matters why my wife had to die, when all you had to do was ask me for the necklace.”

      “Like you would have given it to me.” Tony twisted his head to glare at him.

      “If you had given me a choice between Valda and the necklace, yes I absolutely would have given it to you. She stayed with me even when I had nothing.”

      “It’s easy for you to say that now, but that’s not what would have happened and you know it.”

      “I guess we’ll never know.” Jo crossed her arms. “Because Valda is dead. You killed her.”

      “It was an accident.” He groaned. “I just wanted her to be quiet. When I told her that Roger was a thief, that her necklace was stolen, she kept shouting at me that it wasn’t possible, that I was a liar. Then when I tried to take the necklace from her, she ran for the couch and screamed. I tried to catch her, but she got away. She was running for the door and I grabbed a pillow.” He rested his forehead against the floor. “I just needed her to stop. I needed her to slow down before she drew too much attention. I put the pillow over her face and held it there until she was quiet. But then…”

      “It was too late.” Eddy frowned.

      “I just wanted her to stop. I just wanted the necklace. I never meant to kill her.” He shook his head. “If only she had just kept quiet, and given me what I asked for.”

      “It was not her fault!” Roger shouted. “You can’t blame her for her own murder.”

      “It wasn’t murder, it was an accident,” Tony said.

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to let the police decide that. I am calling them right now, okay Jo?” Eddy met her eyes.

      “Yes, please.” She nodded.

      “We all heard your confession, Tony. We all know you tied Roger up and held a gun on Jo. You are not getting out of this one,” Eddy said.

      “But I don’t have the necklace.”

      “No one cares about the necklace.” Jo crouched down beside him. “We care about Valda. Now her death will not go unnoticed or unpunished.”

      As they waited for the police to arrive Jo felt a sense of peace wash over her. Maybe they hadn’t solved the entire crime, the necklace was still missing, but Tony was going to pay for Valda’s murder. When the officer arrived, Jo recognized him from the last time Eddy called the police. He looked from Roger tied up in the chair, to Tony zip tied on the floor.

      “I’m assuming that there is a very good explanation for this?” He looked from Eddy to Jo.

      “Officer, this man murdered this man’s wife.” Eddy pointed from Tony to Roger. “He came here tonight to murder him, and my friend, Jo.”

      “Murder him?” the officer asked.

      “I only killed her because he took the necklace I stole! I never meant it.” Tony thrashed on the ground. “He deserves to be in prison, he’s a thief!”

      “Sir, are you aware that you are confessing to murder?” The officer stared down at him.

      “Yes. Yes, I confess to it all. It was an accident, but what do I care? I’ve lived most of my life in prison, I’m going back either way. But this time, I’m not going back alone. You’re going to pay the price right along beside me, Clem!”

      Roger was pale as the officer called for back-up. He didn’t speak a word. Jo stood quietly as she tried to keep the officer’s attention off her. Walt touched Jo’s shoulder lightly.

      “You did good, Jo. You didn’t give up.”

      “I guess.” Jo frowned. “But we still have no idea where the necklace is.”

      “One of them must have it. I’m sure some good old fashioned police interrogation will get to the bottom of it all.” Eddy winked at her.

      “I hope so,” Jo said.

      Samantha grabbed Jo’s hand. “I’d love to write an article about this, what do you think?”

      “I think it’s better that you don’t.” Jo frowned. “If people know that the necklace is missing, Sage Gardens will experience a very strange kind of gold rush.”

      “Ah, good point.” Samantha nodded. “It’s a shame, it would have been a great article.”

      “Maybe one day, Samantha, if the necklace is ever found.”

      “All right, everyone, I’m going to need statements.” The officer took a deep breath and flipped open his notepad.
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      It was dark by the time Jo began to walk back to her villa. For the first time she didn’t expect anyone to be hiding in the bushes or following her. Yet as she approached her street, she felt on edge yet again. She felt like someone was following her.

      “Not again.” She reached up and rubbed the back of her neck. “This is getting ridiculous.”

      She paused beneath one of the street lights and looked all around her. Suddenly there was a flash of a figure, just a shadow, that swung from the roof of one villa to the roof of another. When the figure landed it jumped down just as swiftly from that roof and disappeared behind a tall bush. Jo stared hard at the bush. She knew that if she stepped any closer she would be putting herself at risk, but if she stayed right where she was she would risk never getting to find out who was following her. She walked away from the street that led to her villa and towards the bush. When she reached the bush she found nothing. There was no one hidden behind it. She shook her head. Had it been her imagination? An illusion created by the light? Perhaps a cloud passed over the moon at just the right moment. She started to turn back towards her street.

      As she did she caught sight of the figure again. It disappeared just as fast down her street. Jo broke into a run in an attempt to catch up to the person, but there was no one to chase. Whoever it was, was gone, yet again. Frustrated, she stalked towards her villa and instead of going straight in she walked past it and into her garden. Though it was dark and the beauty of it was dulled by the lack of light, it still comforted her. It soothed her nerves enough that she could let go of the memory of the figure. She took a deep breath of the air that was thick with the smell of soil and willed her body to relax. A lot had happened over the past few days. Old memories surfaced and new memories were made.

      Once Jo was calm again she stepped into her villa through the back door. She tossed her things on the kitchen counter and headed down the hallway. She walked into her bedroom ready to collapse. She was still frustrated over Drew’s ability to evade her. She knew that she had lost the necklace once and for all. It would never be returned to the family it was originally stolen from, and Valda’s death, though now solved, would still not be completely resolved.

      As Jo sat down at the foot of her bed she felt some relief. At least Tony was back behind bars where he belonged. She stretched out on the bed, but when she laid her head on her pillow it hit something hard. She jumped up and turned to see the ‘Rose Diamond’ necklace stretched out across her pillow. Pinned beneath it was a short note.

      

      It’s finally yours.

      

      Love always,

      

      Drew

      

      She stared at the note and the necklace with absolute disbelief. Drew stole the necklace, just to give it to her? Her heart began to race, not only because of old feelings, but because she would be able to return the necklace to its rightful owners.

      Jo picked up the necklace and studied it intently. All at once she knew what had happened. Drew followed her to Tony’s house. While she was outside with Roger threatening to shoot her he broke in through the front door, just as he had taught her, and took the necklace from the curtain rod before she even had the chance to look for it. That was why the door was left open. Then he showed up to pretend to take the bait, as he recognized her plan as his own. The entire time he had the necklace. He was still a thief, and he would always be a thief, but he was not a murderer. That gave Jo quite a bit of comfort.

      Drew had given her a treasure, but the real treasure she discovered, was the love and loyalty of her friends. She picked up her phone to call Samantha. She would have an article to write after all.

      

      
        
        The End
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      Just as the hero was about to put in the final number to break the code, a sound stirred Walt from the fantasy world he’d disappeared into. He tried to ignore it at first, but the shrill ring of his cell phone caused him to lose his place on the page. He grimaced and grabbed for his phone. He’d been meaning to change the ringtone to something less jarring, but he only remembered when the phone rang and by the time he got off the phone he had forgotten. The number illuminated on the screen was not familiar to him. He hesitated to answer, but his curiosity won out.

      “Hello? This is Walt.”

      “Walter Right?”

      “Yes, this is he. May I help you with something?”

      “Are you familiar with a man named Lawrence Magnus?”

      “Magnus? Yes.” Walt frowned as he recalled the man. “It’s been quite some time since I’ve seen him though.”

      “Exactly how long?” The tone of the man’s voice became sterner.

      Walt sat forward in his chair and narrowed his eyes. “What is this all about? Who are you?”

      “My name is Detective Jenson. I am investigating Mr. Magnus’ death.”

      “Death? Oh dear, I didn’t know he had passed.” Walt closed his eyes as the minutes and seconds he’d carefully calculated until his own expected demise flashed through his mind. The clock always kept moving.

      “It happened last night. That is why I’m calling.”

      “Well, it is a shame that he is dead, but I’m not sure how I can help. Like I said, I haven’t seen him in years.”

      “I think you can help.” His brusque tone held Walt’s attention. “In fact, I’m sure you can.”

      “I’d be glad to. Just tell me how you think I can help.”

      “First you could explain to me why Magnus died with a pen in his hand, and a piece of paper beside him that had your name on it.”

      “My name?”

      “Walter Right. That’s your name isn’t it?”

      “Well yes, but I don’t have any idea why he would have written down my name.”

      “There must be a reason, don’t you think? A dying man took the time to write down your name.”

      “Of course, logically there must be a reason. I just don’t know what that reason is.”

      “You had no recent contact with Magnus?”

      “No I didn’t. He was my boss at one point, that was all. We weren’t even friends. I came in, I did my job, and he paid me. I don’t think we exchanged anything more than good morning or good night.”

      “Maybe you will remember more when we speak to you about the murder in person.”

      “I won’t. I haven’t seen or spoken to him in years. I’m sorry. I wish I could help you.”

      “I’m sure that you do. We’ll be in touch.”

      Walt gripped the phone tight. “Detective, really…”

      He realized the line was dead. He lowered the phone and stared into space for a moment. It slowly set in that this was no mistake. His old boss was dead, and the police planned to speak to him because he was a suspect. What if they decided to arrest him? What if there was no way to avoid going to jail? His stomach sank as he thought of being forced into a filthy, small cell with an open toilet and several other men. As a wave of dizziness washed over him he realized that his breathing was out of control. He gasped for air and dialed the number of the only person he thought might be able to help. His friend Eddy was a retired detective, and would at least be able to give him an idea of how much trouble he might be in. Eddy answered right away.

      “Walt, good morning.”

      Walt gulped back another breath and managed to form a few words. “Eddy, I need your help please. Can you come over?”

      “Of course I can. What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      “I’m not sure, please hurry.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Walt struggled to take a slow, deep breath. It was impossible. His breathing pattern was already off. He had to calm down if he wanted to breathe normally. He walked into the kitchen and over to a drawer. He opened the drawer to find a brown, paper bag neatly lying right in place. He picked up the bag. He hung up the phone with Eddy and closed the bag over his nose and mouth. With every breath in and out he tried to focus on being calm. However, even the crinkle of the paper bag was enough to make him jump. How would he keep himself clean in jail? Communal showers? Another wave of dizziness caused his knees to nearly buckle. He closed his eyes and tried to focus on the solution. If Magnus wrote down his name, there must have been a reason. Maybe he thought that Walt would be able to help him in some way.

      As Walt slowed his breaths he tried to recall what work he had done for Magnus. His primary project was to install and customize a program on the computer system. Walt remembered walking Magnus through the process and writing down some notes for him. But that was at least fifteen years ago. Why would he write down his name? Maybe he thought he should call him? But for what? It was not as if Walt was some highly trained assassin, or even the slightest bit trained. His expertise was in numbers, and that was rarely related to murder.

      Walt recalled Magnus as not being the friendliest person. In fact he was quite cruel to some of his employees, but no more so than many of the other high-powered CEOs Walt had dealt with. Magnus had the ability to make a dream come true, or ruin a life, and he wasn’t shy about doing either. Maybe his behavior had angered the wrong person. But that still didn’t explain why he would want to involve Walt in his murder. He shook his head and focused on breathing. When there was a heavy knock at the door he nearly jumped out of his skin. Walt kept the paper bag over his nose and mouth as he hurried to answer the door. He assumed it was Eddy, but he couldn’t be sure. When he opened the door he breathed a sigh of relief, which made the brown, paper bag expand with a snap.

      Eddy stared at him with wide eyes. “Walt, are you okay, Buddy? Do you need a medic?” He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. Walt lowered the bag.

      “No, I think I’m okay. I’m trying to prevent a full blown panic attack. This bag is not helping!” He crushed the paper bag and tossed it on the floor. A second later he snatched it up and began to smooth out the wrinkles he had caused.

      “Why don’t you just sit down for a second and tell me what’s happened?” Eddy gestured towards Walt’s favorite chair. Once Walt sat down, Eddy sat down across from him.

      “My old boss is dead. He was murdered!”

      “Okay,” Eddy said thoughtfully, “but I’m not quite sure what to make of that. I’m sorry for your loss, but how does it involve you? Were you two close?”

      “Not at all. It doesn’t involve me at all, well it shouldn’t. For some reason Magnus wrote down my name on a piece of paper just before he died. Why would he do that?” He shook his head and stared down at the floor.

      “I don’t know. You’re the one that needs to answer that question.” Eddy frowned. “Any ideas?”

      “No, none at all. We weren’t even friends when I worked for him.”

      “Do you think he might have meant a different Walt?” Eddy lifted his hat to scratch the top of his head. “It seems odd to me that he would be so determined to write down your name with no recent contact.”

      “My name may be fairly common, but I doubt he knew another Walter Right. He wrote down my full name. I suppose it’s possible that he knew another Walter Right, but clearly the police don’t think there is another one that he could be referring to.” Walt cringed. “I think the police see it as him naming his killer. I really think they are going to be coming after me.”

      “Yes, they probably will.”

      “What?” Walt looked up at him with wide eyes. “I thought you were supposed to be helping me here? How is that helping?”

      “I’m just telling you the truth, Walt. They are going to want to question you. Any detective would. If there’s a chance that the victim named his killer it has to be followed up on.”

      “This is not making me feel any better at all.” Walt shook his head.

      “I’m just trying to be honest with you, Walt. It’s better to know what to expect than to worry about it.”

      “I’m going to worry about it whether or not I know what to expect.”

      “Look, they’ll question you, and as long as there is nothing concerning, they will be on their way.”

      “What would be concerning?”

      “Well, any conflict you might have had with this man. Any evidence of recent contact that you do not admit to. Lying, is a big one.”

      “I’m not lying. I haven’t spoken to this man in years. Why would I lie about that?”

      “I don’t think you’re lying. But I’m not the one who matters here. The detectives are. If you talk to them with a paper bag on your face you’re not exactly going to be screaming calm, innocent man. Understand?”

      “Okay, okay.” Walt drew a deep breath and tried to lower the paper bag. His heart raced and he squished it tighter against his face. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      Eddy reached out and put a hand on Walt’s shoulder. “You’re going to have to. I can get you through this, Walt, but you have to trust me.”

      Walt nodded a little. He lowered the paper bag. “Are you sure you can? What if they arrest me? What if they put me in handcuffs? What if they put me in the backseat of a dirty police car?”

      “Listen, I’m going to be here with you. You’ve done nothing wrong. There’s no reason to be concerned about being arrested. The important thing is to make sure that you are honest with the detectives. Now, are you sure that there is nothing in your past with Magnus that would be of concern to a detective?”

      Walt frowned. He thought back to the first few times he had met with Magnus. “Well, to be honest, I almost refused to work for him.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He financed large companies, but he also had a reputation for stealing, corporate style. He would buy struggling companies at a pittance and then restructure them to be part of larger, established companies by getting rid of most of the staff in the process and replacing some of them with young, cheap labor. It wasn’t against the law, I just found it morally wrong.”

      “Did that upset you?”

      “Well, I’m a numbers guy, but I hate to see small companies gutted before they ever have a proper chance.” Walt shook his head. “But business was business to me, and he was a big client. So, I just ignored his reputation and went with it.”

      “Hm. That could be something.” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “What do you mean that could be something?” Walt raised an eyebrow. “It could be something bad?”

      “Having an objection to the man’s morals could be skewed as motive. They might make the case that you were stewing all these years over his behavior and decided to finally do something about it.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “To you and me it is, but to a detective grasping at straws it might be enough to make a case on. Unless they bring it up, I wouldn’t mention it.”

      “What if they do bring it up?” Walt’s eyes widened. Before Eddy could answer there was a knock on the door. Walt gulped and began to gasp for air. He put the paper bag back to his face. Eddy shook his head. Reluctantly, Walt put the paper bag down on the table beside the couch. He walked over to the door and opened it. Just as he feared there were two people on the other side of the door, a man and a woman. The man flashed a badge at him.

      “Detective Jenson. We spoke on the phone?”

      “Yes.” Walt nodded. “I already told you what I know.”

      “I’d just like to go over a few things with you. May we come inside?” He looked over at his partner, a younger woman, who stared hard at Walt.

      “Yes, of course. Uh, if you wouldn’t mind just wiping your feet.” Walt pointed to the sign beside the door that politely requested guests to wipe their feet. Detective Jenson rolled his eyes, but wiped his feet. His partner did the same. Walt watched the menial effort they offered. His fingers itched to get the broom from the kitchen. But he controlled himself and resisted the urge. Eddy remained right beside Walt as the two detectives stepped inside.

      “This is my friend, Eddy.” Walt glanced over at him. Eddy nodded at the detectives and offered his hand. Each took it in a mild shake. From the annoyance in Detective Jenson’s eyes, Eddy guessed that he would have preferred to speak to Walt alone.

      “We’re just trying to get a handle on what happened to Magnus. Obviously there is a reason he wrote your name down on that piece of paper.”

      “There must be, but I don’t know what that reason is. Like I told you on the phone, I haven’t seen him in so long. I probably wouldn’t even recognize him if I saw him.”

      The female detective produced a photograph. Eddy noticed that Detective Jenson didn’t introduce her. He knew why. The detective wanted to keep Walt off balance, uncertain of what her role was. It was a well-used method in police work. “You might not remember him, Mr. Right, but he certainly remembered you.”

      Walt stared at the photograph. His body shivered in reaction to the eyes he recognized, but a much older visage that could have been a stranger on the street. Now he was dead.

      “How did he die?”

      “One swift blow to the head.” Detective Jenson narrowed his eyes. “It was quick.”

      “That’s good at least.” Walt shook his head.

      “Is it?” Detective Jenson raised an eyebrow. “Do you know how much strength it would take to deliver a blow like that?”

      “I would assume quite a bit. I’d need more information to calculate an exact amount.” Walt met his eyes.

      “You’re that interested?” The female detective stepped closer to him. “Do you find something interesting about death?”

      “No, not at all. I just have a mind for numbers.” He frowned and looked over at Eddy. Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “When was the victim killed?” Eddy asked.

      “Victim?” Detective Jenson turned his attention on Eddy. He studied him for a moment before he spoke again. “Mr. Magnus was killed between eight and ten o’clock last night.”

      “There you have it. Walt was with me during that time. There’s no way he could have been involved.”

      “I hadn’t made any accusations.” Detective Jenson snapped his attention back to Walt. “Should I? Your friend here seems awful quick to provide you with an alibi.”

      Walt stared back. His voice caught in his throat. Eddy interrupted his stuttering.

      “That’s because it’s true. We shared dinner and drinks at a new restaurant. I’m sure that Walt has the receipt to prove it. He always keeps his receipts.”

      “I do.” Walt nodded. “Can I get it?”

      “Sure, go right ahead.” Detective Jenson sighed.

      Walt walked over to his desk. The moment he had his back turned Detective Jenson locked eyes with Eddy.

      “You’ve known Walt long?”

      “A few years.”

      “Then you didn’t know him when he worked for Mr. Magnus?”

      “No, I didn’t,” Eddy said.

      “Here it is.” Walt turned around and held out a slip of paper to Detective Jenson. “It has the time. I’m sure that the staff would be willing to speak to you to confirm our presence.”

      “Let’s see.” Detective Jenson studied the small slip of paper for far longer than it should have taken to read it. He nodded and looked at Walt. “You work in finance?”

      “I used to, I’m retired.”

      Detective Jenson tucked the receipt into his pocket.

      “I’ll need a copy of that.” Walt looked at him anxiously.

      “One will be provided,” the detective said. “We appreciate your cooperation, Mr. Right. Please understand that at this time we can’t clear you as a person of interest. It would be best if you remained in the immediate area in case we need to reach you for further questioning.”

      “Of course I understand.” Walt stood up from the couch and shook the detective’s hand.

      “I don’t.” Eddy looked at him with annoyance. “He provided you a receipt which confirms his alibi. There shouldn’t need to be any further questioning.”

      “And exactly who are you again?” Detective Jenson furrowed his brow as he looked at Eddy.

      “I’m a friend.”

      “Oh? Not a lawyer?”

      “No.” Eddy tightened his lips. The female detective leaned close to Detective Jenson and whispered in his ear. Eddy tensed as Detective Jenson’s expression shifted from impatience to exasperation.

      “I see. You’re retired police. Fine, I’m sure you think you know everything about this case. You should know better than anyone how important it is to follow the clues, especially those left behind by the victim himself. Perhaps if you were a little less concerned with showing off in front of your friend and a little more concerned with justice, this meeting could have been more productive.”

      “Or maybe if you were questioning the right suspect, you would have already solved it.” Eddy folded his arms across his chest.

      “Mr. Right, we’ll be in touch.” Detective Jenson led his partner towards the door. Walt’s eyes widened as the pair stepped out through the door. He sank back down onto the couch and tried to steady his breath.

      “It’s all right, Walt, they don’t have anything on you. Just try to relax.”

      “I’m trying.” Walt looked up at him. “But that detective looked very determined to see me in handcuffs.”

      “You’re the easiest target. He wants you to be guilty so that he can close his case and go home to dinner. Hopefully he’s an honest enough detective that he will not try to force a charge against you. He has to know from your alibi that you were not involved.”

      “I had no idea there were so many ifs before we started solving cases with Jo and Samantha. I always used to assume that if you’re innocent, you’re innocent, if you’re guilty, you’re guilty, but clearly there is a lot more that goes into it than that.”

      Eddy squinted. “There shouldn’t be, but yes there usually is.”

      “Do you really think they have no case?”

      “Yes. But to be sure, let me check in with one of my contacts. Why don’t you make us some tea?”

      “Okay, yes, I can do that.” Walt made his way into the kitchen.

      As Eddy watched Walt walk away he hoped that he would be able to keep his friend out of jail.
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      Eddy dialed a lab tech who was one of his most valuable police contacts. They had a bond that had been formed from a mutual need to see justice served even if it meant breaking the rules, occasionally. Eddy leaned against the wall and stared into space as he waited for Chris to pick up the phone. Sometimes the young man was occupied, and sometimes he just waited a while to see if whoever was on the line would hang up. Eddy knew him well enough to wait until the very last ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Chris, it’s me Eddy.”

      “Oh Eddy. Sorry for the wait. I’ve got this detective all over me for some results that I told him wouldn’t be in until tomorrow and he just won’t give up.”

      “I understand. Actually, I’m calling to see if you can do me a favor.”

      “I’m pretty sure I already knew that.” Chris gave a short laugh.

      “Very perceptive, Chris.”

      “What case is it?”

      “The Magnus murder.”

      “Oh right, that’s a hot topic today. Someone else is assigned to it though. Why are you so interested?”

      “You’re not going to believe this.”

      “Try me.”

      “Apparently Magnus wrote my friend Walt’s name down on a piece of paper before he was killed. The detective on the case, Detective Jenson, is considering it a dying declaration.”

      “Wow. If I didn’t know who you were I wouldn’t believe you, Eddy. Does Walt know the guy?”

      “They worked together a long time ago. But Walt has no idea why he would write his name down. He’s very nervous about the situation though. I think the only way I’m going to be able to get him to calm down is if I have some idea of what the detective might have against him. I doubt it could be much, because obviously he wasn’t at the crime scene he was with me, but anything you can tell me would help me handle the situation.”

      “I understand.” Chris paused a moment. Eddy detected the hesitation in his pause.

      “What is it, Chris?”

      “This is a high profile case, Eddy. Magnus was one of the elite of the city, and everyone is going to have their hands in this cookie jar. I’m just warning you that if you get too close you might face some serious consequences.”

      “I’m not afraid. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure Walt’s name is cleared.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out and give you a call back.”

      “Thanks Chris.”

      “Anything for you, Eddy, you know that.”

      “This one is for Walt. Keep that in mind. He doesn’t deserve to be faced with any of this.”

      “I’m on it, Eddy, don’t worry.”

      Eddy hung up the phone just as Walt stepped back into the room with two mugs of tea. He looked at Eddy and his hands were trembling from anxiety.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said he’s going to keep on top of anything that happens. We’ll be as informed as any of the detectives on the case, trust me.”

      “Okay.” Walt sighed and handed him a mug. “That does make me feel a little better.”

      “It’ll be fine.”

      Walt sat down on the couch. Eddy sat down beside him. The two sipped their tea in silence. Walt set his mug down on the coffee table and looked up at Eddy.

      “So, it’s not a good idea for me to fly off to some foreign country? I’m considering it.”

      “No.” Eddy locked eyes with him. “That’s as good as an admission of guilt. Whether or not you would actually be able to make it out of the country I’m not sure, but you would never be able to come back without facing the courts. Our best course of action is to clear your name, Walt, and I’m not going to let you run away from a crime that you didn’t commit.”

      “You’re not the one who is at risk of a lifetime of communal showers, are you, Eddy?” Walt raised an eyebrow. “I would not do well in prison.”

      “No, Walt you certainly wouldn’t. Which is exactly why you’re not going to end up there. Understand?”

      Walt nodded but couldn’t meet Eddy’s eyes. Eddy’s cell phone rang just in time to break the tension that brewed in the room. He saw that it was Chris and picked it up right away.

      “I found out some information for you. I confirmed the time of death is fixed between eight and ten, with the murder most likely taking place around nine. The deceased was killed by one hard blow to the back of the head with a blunt object of some kind, which was not recovered.”

      “What about the motive? Was it vengeance? Crime of passion?” Eddy asked.

      “There is some evidence that the computer system was invaded. Specifically, a financial program. The current theory is that Magnus surprised the intruder.”

      “Are they certain it was a man?”

      “Fairly, nothing can be ruled out at this stage. The blow was from behind so he might not have seen the person coming for him.”

      “And Walt, have they given up on trying to pin this on him?”

      “No, I don’t think so. The note is a big clue that isn’t going to be easily dismissed,” Chris said.

      “Is it possible that he was trying to write some other name, or something else entirely?”

      “No, I doubt it. The letters are rounded and complete, actually very well written for a dying declaration. There is something of interest though. Walt’s name wasn’t the only thing written on the note. There was also a set of numbers.”

      “What are they?” Eddy snatched up a pen from his pocket and jotted down the numbers on the napkin that Walt gave him with his tea.  “Thanks a lot, Chris. Keep me up to date.”

      “I will.”

      Eddy hung up the phone and turned to find Walt on the edge of his seat. “Well?”

      “He didn’t just write your name on the piece of paper. He also wrote four numbers. 6886. Does that mean anything to you?”

      “No, not at all. It’s not even one of my favorite numbers.”

      “You have favorite numbers?” Eddy shook his head. “No, never mind. Well, they must mean something.”

      “I have a few programs on my computer that I could run them through. Maybe they will spit something out.” He sighed and sat down in front of his computer. “I just keep thinking about why he would use the last of his energy to scribble down my name. The only reason I can think of is that he wanted my help. But why me?”

      “I don’t know.” Eddy rested one hand on the desk and leaned over Walt’s shoulder as he entered the same four numbers into several different programs. “But if we figure it out, we’ll probably have a good idea of what really happened to him.”

      “He was a very wealthy man. His business was nearly pure profit. I’m sure at his age there were plenty of people chomping at the bit to take over his position.”

      “Good point. He was likely a target of many. That’s a place to start. Maybe we can pinpoint who would have the most to gain from the situation.”

      “You know who would be best at discovering that?” Walt looked up from the computer screen.

      “Samantha.” Eddy nodded. “I’ll give her a call.”

      “If you call Samantha you should really call Jo, too.”

      “I will.” Eddy frowned and fished in his pocket for his phone. As he dialed Samantha’s number he walked away from the computer desk. Samantha answered after a few rings.

      “Morning Eddy, how are you?”

      “I’m okay. Walt’s not having a great day though.”

      “Walt? Why not?”

      “He’s had a visit from the police.”

      “How come?”

      “It’s a long story. Could you just come over to his villa?”

      “Sure. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Want me to call Jo?”

      “Yes, that would be a good idea.” Eddy hung up and looked over at Walt. “The recruits are lined up. You’re going to be just fine.” The four friends lived in the beautiful retirement community of Sage Gardens which meant that they were seldom further than a few minutes away from each other.

      “I’m trying to believe that.” Walt clenched his jaw. Eddy sat down beside him and rested his palm on his shoulder.

      “We’re all looking out for you, Walt. Your job is to think of any connection, any reason that he might have written down your name. If we can figure that out then we might be able to get somewhere.”

      “I’ll try.”
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      A few minutes later Samantha was at the door. Eddy opened the door for her and she walked past him into Walt’s villa. He looked past her out onto the walkway.

      “Jo isn’t with you?”

      “No, she’s tied up with something, but she told me to let her know if we need her.” Samantha brushed her braided hair back over her shoulder and settled her gaze on Walt. He managed to look up at her with a slight nod.

      “It’s good to know that she’s on call.” Eddy nodded. He gestured for Samantha to sit, then filled her in on everything they knew so far. Walt didn’t speak a word. He folded and refolded a tissue in his hand until it was so tiny that Samantha thought it had disappeared.

      “Walt, how are you holding up?” Samantha asked. When he looked up at her, she met his eyes.

      “I’m okay,” Walt squeaked the words out.

      “I think that we need to come up with a plan.” Eddy balled up a fist and struck the top of his knee. “We’re wasting time here.”

      “Well, the first step is to get as much information as we can. Our best witnesses are going to be anyone that was in the building at the time of the murder, as well as friends and family that might have had recent contact with Magnus.”

      “Good luck with that.” Walt shook his head. “He wasn’t a friendly man, from what I can remember.”

      “Well, time changes people. Maybe he’d softened in his old age. I’ll see what I can find out. Do you mind if I use your computer?” Samantha asked.

      “No, it’s fine. There’s some hand sanitizer on the desk.” Walt offered.

      “Thanks.” Samantha smiled at him. She passed a look over at Eddy who cringed. Walt was not the type to survive even a night in jail. As she logged into his computer she began searching for any information she could find on Magnus. In her attempts she discovered that he had very few social media accounts, and those that he did have had very few connections on them. The only network she could find for him was business related and even that hadn’t been maintained or updated in months. She made a few calls to people she suspected were family members, but two didn’t answer and the third had no idea who Magnus was. She sighed as she hung up her phone and spun around in the chair to look at the two men in the room.

      “I have to be honest here, I’m not having any luck so far. It seems to me that Magnus didn’t have anyone that he was close to, at least not anyone obvious.”

      “The only way we’re going to find out any reliable information is if we go in person.” Eddy gripped his hat between his hands. “Playing phone tag is not going to get us anywhere.”

      “You’re right.” Walt nodded. “We can head out first thing in the morning.”

      “Actually, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Eddy met his eyes. “I don’t think that you should go.”

      “Why not?” Walt frowned. Samantha put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Eddy’s just looking out for you,” she said. “As long as you remain a suspect in this case you need to keep your distance from it. If the detectives spot you sniffing around, it will only make things look worse for you. Eddy and I can slide under the radar.” Samantha was used to covert operations from her days as a journalist.

      “I don’t know.” Walt looked concerned. “I hate to think of the two of you getting wrapped up in all of this. What if they figure out that you’re trying to help me?”

      “Don’t worry about that. We’re not going to do anything to cast any more suspicion your way. Samantha and I will visit the company in the morning and find out what the reaction there is like. That might give us some idea of other suspects.”

      “Yes, it might.” Walt stared down at his hands. “Because right now I might be the only one.”

      “You have a good alibi.” Samantha squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Walt, all of this will be over soon enough.”

      “Before I’m in handcuffs?” He looked up at her warily.

      “Absolutely.” She leaned down and kissed his cheek. “You’re in good hands, remember?”

      Walt nodded, but he still didn’t smile.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Eddy said as he walked towards the door of Walt’s villa. Samantha followed after him. The tension in the room followed as well. As soon as they were outside the door Eddy caught her elbow. “You shouldn’t have told him that.”

      “What?”

      “That he has nothing to worry about and we could keep him out of handcuffs.”

      “Isn’t that the plan?” Samantha searched his eyes.

      “Of course it is, but we can’t promise that.”

      “Look, Walt is going to worry about it no matter what I say. I hope it makes him feel a little better that I’m confident we can help him. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing is wrong with it, I just don’t think that we should lie to him.” Eddy gritted his teeth. “I wouldn’t want to be lied to.”

      “Then let’s not.” She smiled a little. “Let’s solve this case before handcuffs get anywhere near Walt.”

      Eddy sighed and settled his hat back on the top of his head. “That’s easy to say, but not so easy to do, Samantha.”

      “With the four of us working together, I am certain we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “As always your optimism is refreshing.” He adjusted his hat. “I’ll pick you up at eight tomorrow morning.”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      Eddy watched as she walked away.

      Samantha did her best to keep her step light and her attitude positive. But she didn’t disagree with Eddy. Maybe her promise to Walt really would turn out to be a lie. But she would try her hardest to prevent that.

      Eddy walked towards his villa. He wondered if it was the right thing to do to leave Walt alone, but he knew that the man appreciated his privacy. He decided to make a few more calls to a few more contacts. If there was anything that he could do to help Walt, he would do it.
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      Alone in his villa, Walt had yet to get off the couch. He knew that he should. There were things that he could and should be doing, but he couldn’t think of a single one. His mind buzzed with a vague panic that wasn’t strong enough to make him lose it, but was just enough to prevent lucid thought. After a few minutes had passed he forced himself to stand up. Eddy was right, he was the only one that could figure out why Magnus wrote down his name. Luckily he kept records of everything.

      Walt went back through boxes of files and folders until he found the one that he had collected during the time he had worked for Magnus. All of his financial records were kept there, along with other things as well. He looked over the job description and saw that he was working with a Chad Hillwick and a Len Lazario at the time. He remembered that although they worked in the same department they worked in different areas. Both Chad and Len were quite good friends and had become friendly with Walt in as far as they would occasionally have a coffee at work and discuss the different accounting systems in place. Becoming friends with people at work, or anyone for that matter, was unusual for Walt. They all left the company around the same time due to different reasons.

      Sometimes Walt would keep small reminders of certain times in his life. He hoped they would jog his memory in his later years. In the box from that year was an assortment of mementos. He noticed a coaster he had kept from the restaurant he would often have lunch at. Many of the other employees at Magnus’ company would meet at the restaurant for lunch or drinks. He smiled a little as he recalled how often the conversation was centered on Magnus’ lack of personality. He didn’t make friends easily. Walt understood that. He didn’t make friends easily either. In fact most of the conversations he overheard were as a result of no one noticing that he was there.

      “Four months.” He nodded. “I was only there for four months. It wasn’t a full year contract.” He began to dig through more of the papers in the box. He could remember what he did for Magnus, but maybe he had forgotten some details. He had written down exactly what he had done and even kept a copy of the contract. During that time in his life he had tried to generate as much money as he could and took on far more jobs than he should have. Magnus’ company was one of those. He did it more for the connections it would afford him than for the money, as Magnus wasn’t the most generous person.

      The more Walt searched the more memories returned to him. He recalled holding the offer in his hand. It was delivered by a messenger direct to his door, which impressed him. But when he saw who it was from he hesitated. Magnus’ reputation for being vicious made him think twice about working with him. Yet the benefit outweighed the discomfort.

      Walt always made the logical choice. As he sat back and stared into the box his mind reeled. He wished that just that once he’d gone with his instincts rather than the logical choice. He spent the remainder of the night elbow deep in the box. Every scrap of paper that might provide some insight he settled into a separate pile. However, even as the clock struck one in the morning, he had very little to go on. He closed his eyes for a moment as a wave of exhaustion washed over him. When he opened them again he looked into the empty space in front of him.

      “Why Magnus? Why me?”

      His words vanished into thin air. There was no one to answer his question. The idea that the question might never be answered launched Walt right back into a state of unease. Walt did his very best to avoid unanswerable questions, such as the meaning of life, and what happened after death. He preferred to debate on topics that had set and solid answers. The idea of never being able to come to a conclusion made him break out in a sweat. He took a deep breath and continued to sort through the papers. There had to be an answer. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to survive without one.
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      Early the next morning Eddy pulled up in front of Samantha’s villa. As she had promised she would be, she was ready to go. When she opened the passenger door of the car the scent of coffee filled the vehicle. She offered him a cup.

      “Just brewed.”

      “Maybe just a little. Thanks.” He took the cup and put it in the cup holder in the middle console. He gripped it so tight that his hand shook in the process.

      “What’s wrong?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m worried about Walt.”

      “You said the alibi would clear him.”

      “It does, mostly. But that’s not what I’m worried about. You know how he is, he’s going to obsess over this. Whether or not he’s a suspect he’s going to want to know who did it, just like we would. He called me just after sunrise this morning. I don’t think he slept.”

      “Did he think of anything that might be relevant?” Samantha asked.

      “Only that he can recall a few things about working for Magnus, but nothing personal. No reason why he would have written down his name.”

      “It must be driving him insane.” Samantha sighed and looked out through the windshield. “You’re right.” She sat back against the car seat as Eddy took off down the road. “He’s not going to let it go no matter what. So, we just have to solve it.” She shrugged. “It’s as simple as that.”

      “I wish it was really that simple. But these high profile cases are never that simple. You know that.”

      “Maybe this one will be. Sometimes you just have to have a positive attitude.”

      “You’re the only person I know that can find the silver lining in murder.”

      “It’s not finding the silver lining, Eddy, it’s not admitting defeat before you’ve attempted the battle.” She tilted her head to the side as she looked at him. “You seem more apprehensive than usual? What’s going on under that hat?”

      “I want to be positive about this, Samantha, but I also don’t want to miss anything. One wrong move and Walt could end up in jail. That’s bad enough for anyone, but for Walt it would be his worst nightmare.”

      Samantha rested her hand on the back of his. She met his eyes with a gentle smile. “You’re not responsible for this, Eddy. Yes, we need to do everything we can, but the chips are going to fall, and you’re not going to be able to control where they fall, no matter how much you want to.”

      Eddy cringed and eased the car to a stop at a red light. “So you say, but I’m the one with police experience. I know that the detectives are gunning for Walt. I know that the more nervous Walt gets the guiltier he will look.”

      “Then it’s a good thing he has you to look out for him, Eddy. Just remember, we have to take things one step at a time. Let’s find out exactly what happened first, then we’ll figure out how to best protect Walt. All right?”

      “All right.” He nodded and turned down another road that led to Magnus’ company. “I wonder if we will even be able to get inside.”

      “Leave that to me.” Samantha smiled with confidence. Eddy glanced over at her and couldn’t help but smile back. Samantha had that aura of determination that always made him certain she could accomplish anything she put her mind to.

      After a few more minutes of travel Eddy slowed down in front of a building. He checked the address, then turned into the nearly empty parking lot.

      The building itself was fairly small, square, and paneled with glass windows. Samantha studied it with a hint of surprise.

      “What’s on your mind?” Eddy looked over at her.

      “I don’t know. I guess I just expected it to be bigger.”

      “Not quite as intimidating in reality as it was on paper, hm?”

      Samantha nodded slowly, still fascinated by what she saw. “I have a feeling that will change once we go inside.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy gripped the steering wheel and parked the car. “But in my experience the bigger the bluster the weaker the bite.”

      Samantha narrowed her eyes as she spotted a security guard step out of the building. “It looks like there’s a card reader to get in the door, we have to hurry so I can get the security guard to let us in.”

      “How? Never mind.” He shook his head and climbed out of the car. He followed right behind her as she hurried up to the security guard.

      “Excuse me, Sir?”

      He paused and looked at her. “Yes?”

      “Are you Matthew?”

      “Matthew?” He raised an eyebrow. “No.”

      “Are you sure?” Samantha sighed.

      “Uh, yes, I’m sure. My name is Chuck.”

      “Oh darn, I must have gotten the names mixed up. This is terrible. I was supposed to be issued a security card to get inside, but I’m running late, and I’ve left my paperwork at home.” Her voice shook as she spoke. “Everything that could go wrong has gone wrong today.”

      “Ma’am, the building is closed, why would you need to get inside?”

      “Because I was here yesterday. I had a meeting with Mr. Magnus, and we got into it, you know.”

      “Oh, I know.” Chuck laughed. “He wasn’t easy to get along with.”

      “Well, I guess in my haste I left my phone inside. It has all of my pictures on it of my grandkids, and my cats.” She blinked back tears. “They are the only photos I have and if I lose the phone I will have no pictures of my grandkids growing up or of Boots as a kitten.”

      “Calm down, just calm down.” He frowned and looked past her at Eddy. Eddy did his best to look upset.

      “Please Sir, my wife here, she’s lost without her phone. She knows it’s inside, she just needs to grab it.”

      “I wasn’t informed about any lost phone.” He frowned and pulled out a small notebook. “No one let me know that anyone was coming in.”

      “Maybe they forgot. With what happened last night.” Eddy lowered his voice. “Such a horrible act.”

      “Oh yes, I can see how messages might have gotten lost.”

      “I’m so worried that my phone might get lost in the investigation. I’ll just be a minute…”

      “I’m going off shift soon. I’ll let you in, but you’re going to have to find your way out. There’s only one person in there today anyway and he’s in his office so I don’t see what harm it could do.”

      “No harm at all, I promise.” Samantha wiped at her eyes. “Oh, you’re such a good man, such an angel, you’ve really saved me.”

      “Just don’t mention my name if you get caught, all right?” He smiled a little and walked back to the door of the building. He ran his keycard through the scanner and the door lock retracted.

      “Thank you, so much.”

      “Hey, I have cats, too.” He patted her shoulder. “They’re so cute when they’re kittens.”

      Samantha and Eddy stepped inside before Chuck could change his mind.

      “Laying it on a little thick weren’t you?” Eddy quirked an eyebrow.

      “Hey, cats and kids will get them every time. It doesn’t hurt that I look so harmless.”

      “If only the world knew the truth.” He nudged her with his elbow.

      “Hush.” Samantha grinned. The long front hall was devoid of any other people. Samantha noticed that as the security guard had said every office they passed was empty. “They probably shut down the building for the investigation.” She frowned as she rounded a slight curve in the hall.

      “I would think they would take a couple of days to get a handle on the loss,” Eddy said.

      “Still, a place like this won’t stay closed long.”

      “There’s the main office.” Eddy pointed out an office that looked a lot like the exterior of the building. It was square with walls formed from glass. Though there were blinds to cover the windows when desired, they were not lowered. Both Eddy and Samantha had a clear view of the man who sat inside the office at a large, maple desk. His back was to them as he stared at a computer monitor. “What do you think?” Eddy leaned closer to her. “Can we get past him?”

      “Maybe, but I don’t think we should. I think we should talk to him.”

      “He might throw us right out.”

      “He might, but I don’t know that he’d go to all of that trouble. Besides, I have an idea. Just follow my lead.”

      “It’s worked so far.”

      Samantha took the lead and knocked lightly on the door. The man inside either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore her. When she knocked again, he turned in his chair. He stared through the glass at her for a long moment. The grimace on his face indicated he wasn’t pleased to be interrupted. Samantha forced a smile to her lips. He stood up from the chair and walked towards the door. When he opened it she found that he was even less pleased.

      “Do you have a reason to be here?”

      “Yes, actually I do. I thought you might be able to answer a few questions for me.”

      “Questions about what?” He stood in the doorway which blocked Samantha and Eddy.

      “Lawrence Magnus.” Samantha managed another smile. “He hired me.”

      “Hired you?”

      “Well us. Well, he hired me, and then I hired Eddy here. He’s a retired detective.”

      “Wait a minute, what are you talking about? What did he hire you for?”

      “You know how concerned he was about his safety. He had me on retainer. In the event of an untimely death he wanted an independent investigation into what happened to him. Unfortunately he is gone, and now I am here. I hired my own detective.” She smiled at Eddy. “Best in the business.”

      “That sounds like something you should discuss with his lawyer.”

      “Oh, I will, just as soon as I have the opportunity to assess the crime scene. Obviously, I take my job very seriously. I can’t trust just anyone, now can I? If I don’t get a chance to look at the crime scene right away then you can expect a lawsuit to be filed against you by the end of business today. I have the contract signed, but if I have to take the time to produce the paperwork I will move forward with a lawsuit.”

      The man rolled his eyes and opened the door wider for them. “What does it matter? He’s dead anyway.”

      “It was important to him.” Samantha frowned as she stepped through the door. “Maybe he didn’t think that anyone would care to investigate his death properly. Who might I ask, are you?”

      “I’m Jimmy Barker. I’m acting in charge until a new CEO is appointed.”

      “Magnus must have trusted you then.” Eddy stepped in behind Samantha and closed the door.

      “Magnus didn’t trust anyone.” Jimmy narrowed his eyes. “He appointed me because he knew that I would have too much loyalty to just walk away. Although, I wish he hadn’t with this mess he left behind.”

      “Mess?” Samantha tried to peer over his shoulder at the computer screen. “Was there some kind of problem?”

      “If there was it’s hard to tell now. Whoever tried to access the computer files triggered a security response. Files have been deleting all night. I can barely figure out what is left. I don’t have any clue how I am going to explain this to the board. It’s as if twenty years of work is completely wiped out.” He ran his hands back through his hair and groaned. “I know the man is dead, but the last thing I want is to be in charge of all of this.”

      “Maybe I could take a look. I know a little bit about computers,” Samantha said.

      “No, thank you.” He locked eyes with her. “I know a thing or two about people who want to be nosy, and you’re coming across very nosy. If I wanted you involved in this I would ask.”

      “All right, take a breath there. She’s only trying to help.” Eddy stepped closer to Samantha. “Now, about the crime scene?”

      “It’s right over there.” He pointed through the glass wall of the office towards an area filled with cubicles. Samantha could see a yellow police line near the hallway. Eddy nodded and opened the door for her.

      “Let’s go have a look,” Eddy said.

      “Sure, just don’t touch the tape.” Jimmy turned back to the computer and struck the keys with sharp deliberate movements.

      “Jimmy, just one quick question.” Samantha paused in the doorway.

      “What is it?” Jimmy sighed and refused to look back at her.

      “Who found Magnus?”

      “Oh, the night shift employee.”

      “He didn’t see who did it?” Samantha asked.

      Jimmy turned in his chair to look at her. “It’s a bit difficult to see when you’re knocked out cold, don’t you think?”

      “He was knocked out before the murder?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was there anyone else working at the time?”

      “No. Any other questions you should probably direct to Detective Jenson.”

      Eddy winced at the mention of the man. If it got back to Detective Jenson that they were allowed to see the crime scene, things could get ugly quick.

      “Thanks, we already spoke with him. We’ll be sure to keep in contact with him,” Samantha replied.

      “Good.” Jimmy nodded and turned back to his computer. Samantha and Eddy made their way down the hall to the area of the crime scene. Yellow police tape surrounded an overturned chair and a few crime scene markers on the floor. Eddy took a few steps back so that he could see the entire crime scene. Samantha zeroed in on the overturned chair.

      “It looks like the intruder was surprised by Magnus.”

      “Maybe if he was sitting at this computer then he might have jumped up fast enough to knock the chair over. But I think it is more likely that it was knocked over when he attacked Magnus because he was hit over the head from behind,” Eddy said.

      “Maybe the intruder saw Magnus enter the building and then approached him from behind,” Samantha suggested.

      Eddy tilted his head to the side and looked over the path between the overturned chair and where he stood. “Did Magnus know that the intruder was here? Or did he just happen to take this path? Is there somewhere else Magnus could have been heading?”

      Samantha looked towards a sign that hung above the next hallway. “Restroom.”

      “Wouldn’t he have a private one though?”

      “Maybe, but when you have to go you have to go. Maybe this one was the closest. Or maybe he felt comfortable using it since just about everyone else was out of the office.”

      “Yes, that’s possible.”

      “Maybe the murderer saw Magnus on the way to the restroom and panicked and hit him,” Samantha suggested.

      “It must have been someone who had a lot to lose if they were caught.” Eddy squinted at the space on the desk where the computer should have been. “I suppose the police techs are running scans on the computer right this second. They’ll likely be able to pinpoint more information from what they find.”

      “What if the intruder wasn’t just here to get into the computer? What if he was here to kill Magnus from the beginning?”

      “Premeditated?” Eddy looked up at her. “It’s something to consider.” He stood up and glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the main office. “We shouldn’t stay too long. Jimmy might get suspicious and I’m sure the new security guard will be on shift in a few minutes.”

      “There’s not much more for us to see here. Let’s head back and check in with Walt. He’s probably desperate for an update.”

      “You’re right.”

      Samantha turned and took one last look around, then she snapped a picture with her cell phone.

      “There is one thing I’m curious about.” Eddy frowned as he fell into step beside her. “How did the intruder get in without a keycard?”

      “That’s a good question.” Samantha slid her phone into her purse. “I think we should ask Jimmy about it on the way out.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to find out much more from Jimmy. He wasn’t exactly very talkative, or friendly.” Eddy paused beside the glass office.

      “Maybe not, but I am very good at getting people to talk.” Samantha smiled. She peeked into the office and saw that Jimmy was on the telephone. She leaned close to the glass. “It’s too thick, I can’t hear anything.”

      “Maybe if we get inside, we’ll get an idea of who he is talking to.”

      Samantha nodded and grabbed the handle of the door. She didn’t knock, she just pushed the door open and stepped inside. Jimmy shifted in his chair to look at her with the telephone still pressed against his ear. He glared but then turned away again.

      “I’m doing everything that I can. You have no idea what I am dealing with. I’ll have to call you back later.” He pulled the phone from his ear and set it on the desk beside him. As he turned to look at Samantha she tried to get a glimpse of the screen of the phone, but Jimmy’s elbow blocked it. “What is it?”

      “I was just wondering if you could tell me about Magnus’ normal schedule. Would he usually be here so late?” Samantha asked.

      “He kept odd hours, he would come and go as he pleased, but I guess I would say that it was a little on the later side for him to come in. What does that matter?”

      “Maybe he came in at that time for a reason. That might give us a clue as to the motive of the murderer,” Samantha said.

      “The motive was that the guy got caught doing something he shouldn’t have been doing. That could be motive enough don’t you think?” Jimmy grimaced.

      Samantha gripped the strap of her purse and looked into his eyes. “Do you think there was some problem that he came in to deal with? Maybe someone called or sent him an e-mail?”

      Jimmy chuckled and shook his head. “No, if there was he would have just called me, I was always the one to handle any issues, especially after hours. Magnus only ever did things that benefited him.”

      “Maybe that had something to do with it?” Samantha leaned a little closer to him. “Maybe he had his hands into something less than legal?”

      “Not a chance.” Jimmy locked his eyes to hers. “Magnus was a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. He wouldn’t risk losing the entire company and his fortune over a few broken laws.”

      “Thank you for your time.” Samantha nodded.

      “You didn’t exactly give me a choice.” Jimmy turned back to the computer. As Samantha stepped out of the office Eddy held the door for her. They walked quickly towards the exit. They didn’t exchange a word until they were out of the building.

      “So, what do you think?” Eddy lifted an eyebrow.

      “I think that Jimmy is hiding something. I also think that Magnus had a few secrets.”

      “I agree.”

      As they walked back towards the car Samantha tapped her fingertips against the side of her purse. The repetitive sound drew Eddy’s attention. He glanced over at her in the same moment that he opened the car door for her.

      “What is it? I know that look,” Eddy said.

      “I don’t know. Everything seems too simple.”

      “Simple?” Eddy walked around to the driver’s side and settled into his seat. Then he looked over at her for an explanation.

      “Magnus just happens to walk in as an intruder is sifting through the computer?” Samantha shook her head.  “It seems like an impossible coincidence.”

      Eddy started the car. “You think that Magnus might have known there was an intruder?”

      “Maybe. Why else would he come in at such an odd hour? Maybe something or someone tipped him off to the person’s presence there,” Samantha said.

      “Interesting. We’ll have to look into the security systems that are in place.”

      “He might have had a private security system of some kind. If he was the paranoid type.”

      “Seems to me that he had reason to be paranoid,” Eddy said.

      “Well, if he didn’t have much in the way of family, then his employees, the people he worked with every day are going to be our best resource,” Samantha said.

      “I agree.”

      “I’ll see if I can get a list of all of the employees that work for the company. From there we can narrow down who might have had access to the building during the time of the murder.”

      “Good idea. I’ll see what I can find out about the crime scene, and whether any witnesses have been found,” Eddy said.

      “Good thinking.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if wealth only leads to these kinds of problems. I used to be a little bitter about not doing more with my life, but when these types of things happen, I’m glad all I have is my old chair and my little villa.”

      “That seems like a lot to me.” Samantha smiled wistfully as she looked out through the car window. “There was a time when I didn’t have a place to call home. I was moving between hotels chasing stories. I love my little villa. And the friends that I’ve made.”

      Eddy glanced over at her and smiled. “It is nice to have each other to turn to. Especially at times like this. I just hope that our friendship will be enough.”

      “We’ll get Walt through this, I have no doubt in my mind.”

      “That’s what I respect about you, Samantha. I give you a hard time about your optimism, but your confidence is so unwavering. It makes me think that there might still be good things in the world.”

      “You’re not really that jaded are you, Eddy? There must be some things that still inspire you.”

      He gripped the steering wheel so tight that his knuckles grew white. After a moment of silence he looked over at her again.

      “I still get inspired by trying to make sure that justice is served.”

      “Well, that’s important,” Samantha said.

      “Call me with anything you find. I’ll talk to Walt. We should all get together and discuss this when we have a little more information.”

      “Okay, I’ll drum up every connection I can find at the company, and I’ll also look into Magnus’ personal connections.”

      “Okay, I’ll see if Chris can give me any more information.” Eddy nodded.

      Samantha stepped out of the car and waved to Eddy as he pulled away.
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      Samantha unlocked the door to her villa with her thoughts spinning. Time mattered in this situation. If she didn’t find something fast then the focus could easily remain on Walt. She settled in front of her computer and navigated her way into the company’s website. On the surface it was a simple site designed for large clients. She tried to find her way into the system to access the employee files, but they were highly protected.

      “Dead end.” She frowned as her phone beeped. It was a text from Eddy with a picture attached.

      

      Couldn’t get employee list yet but this is from the company files. I thought it might be helpful.

      

      Samantha decided to print out the list. She looked at the list which was of four digit numbers. She looked through it but couldn’t see the number 6886 on it.  Another dead end.

      After a deep breath she refocused. Maybe the list from Eddy and the website couldn’t provide her with what she needed, but there were other ways to get the information. She conducted several searches on different social media sites with the name of the company. After a few dead ends she came up with several posts about a baseball team made up of company employees. That gave her several names. Those names allowed her to search individual social media sites, which allowed her to find several more names connected to those that listed their workplace as the company. By the time she was done she had over one hundred names. From her research it appeared that some of the people on the baseball team no longer worked at the company, but she kept them on the list in case they could provide some information.

      It was easy to discover just how Magnus’ employees felt about him as well. There were several posts about his merit as a boss, and none were flattering, though she didn’t notice any that went to the extreme of implying a threat. However, there might have been some she missed. With the new list she began to search each individual to find contact information. By the time she was done she had a nice list to work from. It would give them a lot to discuss at the meeting. She picked up her phone and dialed Jo.

      “Hi Jo. Just wanted to update you. We went to the company this morning, but didn’t find too much to go on. I’ve got a pretty thorough list of employees though.”

      “That’s a good place to start. Many people want to murder their bosses.”

      “I think most are just joking.” Samantha raised an eyebrow. “At least I hope so.”

      “Maybe, but you never know. I wouldn’t be surprised if whoever murdered Magnus is on that list.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha sighed and looked over the list again. “But it’s a very long list, and we don’t have a very long time.”

      “Divide and conquer, it works every time.” Jo’s voice lightened. “I’m sure that we can all do our share.”

      “That’s a good plan. I have to tell you that Eddy and I are both pretty worried about Walt.”

      “Well, that makes three of us. I’m pretty worried, too. When are we meeting?”

      “At three.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there.”

      “Thanks Jo.” Samantha hung up the phone and picked up her list of names. As she counted up the names she noticed the piece of paper with the four digit codes on it. It seemed to her that there were about the same amount of codes as there were names. Maybe the codes identified the employees? She paper clipped the two lists together to investigate it later.

      Samantha made herself a small lunch and set a notepad on the table beside her. She often found that she came up with the best ideas when she wasn’t looking for an idea. As she enjoyed her sandwich her mind slowly went over the events of the morning. Jimmy, annoyed at being thrust into his position, and not the least bit hurt by his boss’ demise. That was enough to make her suspicious of him. Even if someone didn’t like their boss, they would likely feel something about his death. Did Jimmy’s lack of concern make him a sociopath? Or was it psychopath? Or was he just grieving in his own way?

      Samantha sighed and took another bite of her sandwich. As she chewed the lists of names and numbers flashed through her thoughts. If each of those codes was assigned to each of the employees that might mean that there would be a way to tell who entered and exited the building around the time of the murder. That would certainly narrow down the suspect list. That’s presuming they used the front entrance, but maybe they broke in or there was another way to access the building without breaking in. She finished her sandwich then picked up the phone to call Eddy. He answered around a mouthful of his lunch.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi Eddy, sorry I caught you in the middle of lunch.”

      “It’s all right. Did you find something?”

      “I came across a good amount of information about the employees. I think the list of four digit numbers might correlate to each of the employees. I was wondering if your police contact that sent it to you had any information about that.  Maybe the police spoke to Jimmy and found out whether that four digit number is a code or not. Maybe it was connected to the keycard the murderer used to get inside. If that’s the case we might be able to narrow down our suspect list. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re brilliant as always, Samantha. I’ll check into it right now. I wanted to get an update on the case before I talk to Walt anyway. We’re still meeting at three right?”

      “Yes, and Jo is eager to pitch in.”

      “Great, we’re going to need all of our guns on this one.” When he hung up the phone Eddy picked up the last of his grilled cheese sandwich. It was a bit too greasy for his liking, a result of his distracted mind. He took the last bite then dialed Chris’ number. After three rings he answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Chris, it’s Eddy.”

      “Oh, Eddy I was just about to call you.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ve got an update for you.”

      “Great. What is it?”

      “Firstly, it doesn’t look like the building was broken into in anyway so it is likely that the murderer accessed the building through the front door.”

      “Interesting,” Eddy said. “And secondly.”

      “It’s good news. They have another suspect.”

      “Oh great, who is it?”

      “Jimmy.”

      “Wait, Jimmy Barker?”

      “Yes, that’s him.”

      “Wow, we just talked with him this morning.”

      “You did? How?”

      “Samantha and I went to the company to check out the crime scene.”

      “You are bold, you know that?”

      “I try not to disappoint.”

      “What if you had been caught?”

      “Don’t worry. I would never turn you in, Chris.”

      “Did you ever consider that I might not be as worried about that, as I am about you ending up behind bars? At your age?”

      “At my age?” Eddy snapped. “I’ll have you know, at my age, I’m still perfectly capable of handling myself behind bars.”

      “I didn’t mean any offense.” Chris sighed. “Just be cautious.”

      “I intend to be. Now, what is this about Jimmy being a suspect?”

      “It turns out surveillance cameras caught him entering the building around seven in the evening.”

      “Okay, but that’s before the estimated time of death.”

      “Yes, and he’s seen leaving about fifteen minutes later. Then an hour later he is seen entering the building again.”

      “Well, that should do it shouldn’t it?”

      “It should, except as of now he has an alibi.”

      “How can he if he’s on camera?”

      “A man in a baseball cap is on camera. His face isn’t visible. Jimmy belongs to a baseball team and he and his teammates were at a dinner during the time frame of the murder. He says he lost his keycard some time after he visited the building, but he can’t pinpoint the exact time and he said he didn’t enter the building a second time. It’s a convenient story, but because of the alibi we need to establish that the alibi is false in order to make him a viable suspect.”

      “Yikes, that doesn’t make him a great suspect.”

      “No it doesn’t, but it’s something.”

      “Walt has a good alibi, too, so maybe there will be less attention on him.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Can you see if you can get a list of Jimmy’s financial transactions so we can see if there are any discrepancies?” Eddy asked.

      “I’ll try.”

      “Thank you. Did you find out anything else?”

      “It looks like that financial software was the only part of the program targeted. It handles the billing and collections.”

      “So, he was trying to transfer funds?”

      “I don’t think so actually. We’re still trying to get a good grasp on the system, but it appears to be more about checks and balances than actual funds. Maybe it was a first step before he tried to crack into the bank account information.”

      “Interesting. I have a question for you.”

      “Sure.”

      “That four digit code list, did you find out any more information about it?” Eddy asked.

      “Yes actually. The four digit code represents an employee’s ID number. However, that code in particular is not currently associated with anyone at the company.”

      “What about the keycards, do they use the same four digit code?”

      “Yes, they do. But again, the code itself isn’t associated with anyone.”

      “But you should be able to tell by the numbers who entered the building through the front door around the time of the murder?”

      “Yes. At least I think so,” Chris said.

      “Is there any way you can get me a copy of who entered the building and the surveillance video?”

      “Hm. I can try. This is pretty high profile so I have to watch my step. If I manage to get it, I’ll get it to you as soon as I can.”

      “Thanks Chris.”

      “You’re welcome. Next time you do something risky like going to the scene of a crime how about if you tell me first? That way I can at least have your back.”

      “That’s why I don’t tell you, Chris. You do enough as it is. I won’t have you taking more risks for me. Okay?”

      “You don’t have to worry about me, Eddy.” He hung up before Eddy could argue. Not that there would be much of an argument. Chris always did whatever he pleased. As soon as Eddy hung up he dialed Walt’s number.

      Walt picked up the phone on the first ring.

      “Yes? What is it? Did you find something?”

      “Walt, are you okay?” The high-pitched tone of Walt’s voice surprised Eddy.

      “I might have had too much coffee.”

      “I can tell, Bud.” Eddy shook his head. “Listen, there is another suspect, the acting CEO, Jimmy Barker.”

      “Oh wonderful.” Walt sighed with relief. “Did he do it?”

      “We’re not sure yet. It looks like he has an alibi.”

      “Then how can he be a suspect?”

      “It’s complicated, but his keycard, which he claims was stolen, was used to access the building around the time of the murder. The person, that we believe is Jimmy, was caught on surveillance wearing a baseball cap when he entered the building earlier as well as around the time of the murder, so I’m guessing he might have found a way to fake his alibi. There’s something else, too.”

      “What is it?”

      “The software that was accessed was a financial program that handled the billing and collections for the company. It made me think of you.”

      “You’re kidding!” Walt’s voice grew even higher. “Unless he updated the program over the years, that is likely the same system I installed for him.”

      “Maybe that has something to do with why he wrote down your name on the piece of paper.”

      “Maybe it does. Maybe.” Walt sighed. “But this doesn’t improve my situation does it? Now, not only did Magnus write down my name, but presuming it hasn’t been changed the software accessed was installed and customized by me.”

      “It doesn’t mean too much, other than, you might be able to figure out why the intruder was in that software. What could he have been looking for?”

      “I’m not sure what would benefit him. Maybe the details of the contracted company’s payment methods? Even that would be a stretch, as most have enough protection on them that any false charges would be flagged right away.”

      “Anything else then? Maybe a way to filter money between accounts?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that. The program doesn’t provide access to any actual funds. It’s mainly for record keeping.”

      “Odd. Maybe they went into the wrong program?” Eddy suggested.

      “Maybe. If I could take a look at that computer I might be able to figure out more.”

      “I don’t think that’s an option.”

      “Yes, I guess not.”

      “Maybe you can do the next best thing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Can you recreate the software on your computer?”

      “I think that I could.”

      “If you did, you could experiment to see what the intruder might have been after.”

      “That’s a brilliant idea, Eddy. Thank you.”

      “You work on that, and I’ll work on a few other things. Don’t forget we’re meeting up with Samantha and Jo at three.”

      “Yes. I hate to cause everyone so much trouble.”

      “Walt, we are sorry you’re in this position, but we’re glad to be able to help. Besides this isn’t just about you. It’s about a murder that needs to be solved. Clearing your name in the process is just a bonus.”

      “That’s true.”
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      After hanging up the phone with Walt, Eddy tried to focus on the case. The best way to figure it out was with the help of Samantha, Jo and Walt. He took some time to clean up after himself then settled in his easy chair. There was just enough time for a nap which he seemed to be needing more and more lately. As he was about to fall asleep, someone knocked on the door. He bolted up out of his chair, half-awake and prepared to defend himself if he needed to. A consequence of working so many years as a police officer, was his jumpy nature. He walked over to the door and opened it to find Jo outside. She wore her long, dark hair in a tight ponytail. Her lips tightened at the sight of him.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Uh, sure. I thought we were meeting at three.” He stepped aside. She moved past him and tilted her head towards the door.

      “Close it.”

      “Okay.” Eddy stared at her as he closed the door. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure if there’s a good way to say this, so I’m just going to say it. How well do you know Walt?”

      “I know him pretty well. Why?”

      “Before I go all out on this investigation, I want to know that he wasn’t involved.” She folded her arms across her chest.

      “Jo, that’s crazy. Walt would never hurt anyone.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “But something I turned up makes me wonder.”

      “What’s that?’

      “Did Walt tell you that he was fired from Magnus’ company?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” Eddy’s jaw clenched and he shook his head. “I’m sure if that were true he would have told me.”

      “I have sources of my own.”

      “I know all about your sources.” Eddy rolled his eyes. He had tried to put Jo’s past career as a cat burglar behind him, but it was often on his mind.

      “Whatever.” Jo shrugged. “If you don’t want to know then I won’t bother to tell you. Walt has supported me on more than one occasion and I came to you first because I know what good friends you and Walt are.” She started to walk towards the door.

      “Wait a minute.” Eddy stepped between her and the door. “Tell me what you know.”

      “Why should I?” She stared into his eyes. “You wouldn’t believe me anyway.”

      “I do.” He sighed and lowered his voice. “I do, Jo, you should know that. I’m sorry for the comment.”

      “You should be. I thought we were over the suspicion,” Jo said.

      “Really?” He laughed a little. “You’re telling me that we’re past the suspicion, but here you are questioning Walt’s integrity. So am I supposed to trust you, if you don’t trust us?”

      “You are not Walt.” She narrowed her eyes. “I came to you didn’t I?”

      “Yes.” His shoulders relaxed. “Yes, you did. So what did you hear?”

      “Well, when Samantha mentioned Magnus’ name I thought it sounded familiar. So I looked into it. Turns out this man has made more than a few enemies, especially in the criminal world. In fact, there’s a bounty on his head and it’s only one of the many over the years.”

      “Why wouldn’t the police know about this?”

      “Magnus has remained squeaky clean. No arrests, no suspicions. No reason to dig into his life or the people that might hate him.”

      “That makes sense. But why do you suspect Walt?”

      “I didn’t say I did. When I asked if there were any people that stood out as enemies to Magnus my source told me that the reason Walt was fired was because he was going to turn Magnus in for something unsavory. That gives him motive, revenge.”

      “Walt isn’t the vengeful type. He also isn’t the type to let something go if he knew it was illegal.”

      “According to what I was told, Walt backed off when Magnus threatened him. Maybe he has held this over Walt’s head for all these years. Magnus was manipulative.”

      “That seems impossible. It’s been so many years. Besides, it’s Walt we’re talking about.” He narrowed his eyes. “He wouldn’t keep something like that a secret.”

      “Then why didn’t he tell you about being fired? Did he even tell you why he thought about turning in Magnus?”

      Eddy lowered his eyes. “No, he didn’t tell me anything about that.”

      “See? There might be a reason.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Doubt it all you want but we need to have a plan in case it’s the truth.”

      “What do you mean a plan?” He took a step away from the door.

      “Well, if he took care of the problem, or was involved in some way, we need to be prepared to protect him. Get him out of the country, or something.” Jo shrugged.

      “Are you serious?” Eddy’s jaw rippled.

      “Of course I am. These things go much smoother when you plan ahead.”

      “If Walt was involved, which I’m sure he wasn’t, I wouldn’t do anything to protect him. I’d turn him into the police myself.”

      Jo’s face paled at his words. “Even after everything he’s done for you?”

      “He’s a friend, Jo, but murder is murder.”

      “And you wonder why people don’t trust you?” Jo shook her head. “I wish I’d never told you.”

      “People do trust me, Jo. Because I stand for justice. Even if that means that a friend has to pay the price. Don’t even think of questioning my friendship with Walt. Because you’re the one who is ready to protect him from a crime he didn’t commit, and I am the one who knows with unwavering certainty that he did not commit that crime. I will protect him from false accusations, because I trust him. Maybe you should consider that option instead of looking up which countries don’t extradite.”

      Jo frowned and moved past him towards the door. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “Wait.” Eddy placed a hand on the door to prevent her from opening it. “The information is good, Jo. It could help us figure out all of this. But I can tell you right now, if you accuse Walt of anything, he’s not going to forgive you for it. He’s an honorable man.”

      “Wouldn’t be right for someone like me to accuse someone like him right?” She peered at him through a few stray wisps of hair that had escaped her ponytail. “Since he’s so honorable?”

      Eddy sighed and straightened up. “That’s not what I meant. Your opinion matters to him, it matters to us all, and it would hurt him to think that you might consider him capable of murder.”

      “Isn’t everyone capable?” She tilted her head to the side. “Given the right circumstances anyone can be pushed that far.”

      “I don’t think so. Not everyone.”

      “You?”

      “Me. You?” He quirked an eyebrow.

      “Definitely.”

      “But not Walt.” He looked into her eyes. “I promise you, not Walt.”

      “Then I’ll leave this information with you, Eddy. You can decide what you want to do with it. But don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.” She brushed his hand away from the door and opened it. “I hope that you’ll have that same faith in me one day.”

      Eddy could only nod. His trust in Jo certainly increased the more he got to know her, but she did have a criminal past. Walt did not. As soon as Jo left, Eddy grabbed his keys and wallet. He headed out to Walt’s villa.
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      Walt’s legs ached from pacing. He sat back down in front of the computer. It was fairly simple for him to recreate the program he’d designed for Magnus. However, there was no way to be sure that it was the same one that the company still used. The more he manipulated the data, the more he narrowed down the motive of whoever might have been using it. There was only one benefit he could see from hacking into the program. That was to erase debt. The company relied on the system to generate bills, current, and past due invoices. If a person’s debt was removed from the system no bills would be generated, and there would be no paper trail of proof of debt. It would essentially vanish. However, it was a huge jump to go from erasing debt to murder.

      Walt’s mind still swirled with anxiety over the phone call in the first place. He had to get control of his thoughts before the meeting. He didn’t want any information to slip out by accident. His personal business was his, no one else’s. He went through the program again, in the role of an intruder. What did he want from the program? What changes could he make that would benefit him? Again, he found that the only benefit was the potential for wiping out debt. He sat back in his chair and sighed. Even though the case centered around him it seemed that there wasn’t much he could do to help with the investigation. He glanced at his watch. Still a half hour before the meeting. With a yawn he stood up and stretched. As he lowered his arms there was a knock at the door. He turned and strode towards the door. When he opened it, Eddy stood on the other side.

      “You’re early, Eddy. Did you find out something new?”

      Eddy dipped his hat down along his forehead some. “You could say that.” He locked eyes with Walt. Walt’s heart skipped a beat. Eddy could be quite intimidating when he wanted to be.

      “What is it?”

      “We should talk inside.” He stepped past Walt into the villa. Walt closed the door and braced himself for what might come next. Were the police on their way? Did they find more evidence against him?

      “Walt, you know that we’re friends, right?” Eddy looked over at him.

      “Sure, of course I do. What’s this about?”

      “If we’re going to investigate this murder, we really need all of the information. Everything that might be relevant.”

      Walt leaned back against the door of the villa and nodded. “I know that.”

      “So. Is there anything you might want to share with me?”

      “Don’t you have secrets, Eddy?” Walt raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know every little thing there is to know about you.”

      “No, you certainly don’t. But I’m not the one who needs to provide information here.”

      “Look, I don’t want to talk about it. It has nothing to do with the case.”

      “It’s going to come up in the police investigation, you know that right? When it does, you’re going to look even more suspicious.”

      Walt swallowed hard. “I hoped it would be solved before it got to that.”

      “So, it’s true?” Eddy sighed. “Walt, why won’t you tell me?”

      “Eddy, it’s not as simple as just telling you. It’s something I’ve tried to forget about for many years.” Walt shook his head. “If I thought it pertained to the case, I would have told you.”

      “Maybe it’s not your place to decide that, Walt. I know you value your privacy, but we’re all putting our necks on the line by looking into this. Magnus was a powerful man. You don’t need to be ashamed.”

      “Ashamed?” Walt looked up at him with surprise. “I’m not ashamed at all.”

      “Not for staying silent?”

      “Staying silent?” Walt shook his head. “I think someone gave you the wrong information.”

      “So maybe you should give me the right information?”

      “Maybe it’s best if I tell everyone at once. I’m sure you didn’t come by this information on your own. If I’m going to tell you, I might as well tell everyone. But first, who told you?” Walt stepped away from the door and closer to Eddy. “Samantha?”

      “No.” Eddy cleared his throat. “It was Jo. A contact in the criminal world gave her the information.”

      “That explains why it’s a little slanted. So why are you here and not her? She didn’t think she could come to me with this information?”

      “I asked her not to.” Eddy shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t want you to think that she didn’t trust you.”

      “Jo?” He laughed. “Jo doesn’t trust anyone. That’s just her nature. Was she ready to turn me in or something?”

      “Quite the opposite.” Eddy smiled. “She was planning your getaway.”

      Walt smiled, too. “That’s the Jo I know. At least she has my back.”

      “I do too, Walt. I just need to know what is going on, so that I know how to look out for you.”

      “I wish none of you had to even think about looking out for me, Eddy. This was a mess when I worked for Magnus, and it’s a mess now. But it’s nothing that you’re thinking. I didn’t do anything wrong, and I didn’t keep my silence. In fact, not keeping my silence is what I regret.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Let’s just say Magnus was powerful then, too. After working with him, and doing what I did, I didn’t get very much business.”

      “He trashed your name?”

      “Essentially. Like I said, we should wait.”

      “It’s about time now. Let’s head over to Samantha’s.”

      “Eddy, it’s not what you think.” Walt met his eyes.

      “What I think is that you should have told me this from the beginning, Walt.” Eddy frowned.

      “You’re right, I probably should have.”

      “From now on, no hiding things, all right?” Eddy opened the door for him.

      “All right.” Walt nodded. As Walt stepped through the door Eddy’s phone beeped. He looked at it to see it was a text from Chris.

      

      Envelope in mailbox

      

      “I need to pick up a letter on the way,” Eddy said as he walked with Walt to the mailbox. He scanned his surroundings as he opened the mailbox. Then he reached in and took out the envelope. He took the papers out and looked at the front page then put it back in the envelope. “This is a list of Jimmy’s transactions from his account.”

      “That was quick.”

      “Will you be able to look at them and see if you find anything suspicious?” Eddy asked as he handed the envelope to Walt.

      “Yes, of course,” Walt said as they continued towards Samantha’s villa. “Hopefully there will be a payment to a trained assassin in here.”

      Eddy smiled.
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      Samantha eagerly opened the door when Walt and Eddy arrived at her villa. Jo perched on the edge of the couch in the living room. She avoided looking at Walt and Eddy.

      “All right guys, let’s figure this out.” Samantha placed the two lists on the dining room table. Jo stood up and joined them at the table. Walt tried to catch her eyes, but Jo busied herself with the lists.

      “First, I think Walt has something he’d like to tell us.” Eddy leaned his hands against the edge of the table. “Walt?”

      Walt sighed and rubbed his hands together. He began to pace beside the table. “I was not completely honest at first. I did not intend to lie, I just didn’t think the investigation would be helped by my admission. Now I see that was a mistake.” He looked over at Jo again. “I’m sorry if I gave any of you cause to doubt my integrity.”

      “What?” Samantha frowned. “What are you talking about, Walt?” She glanced around at the rest of her friends. “Why does it seem like I’m the only one who doesn’t know?”

      “Because you are.” Walt cleared his throat. “But not for long. When I worked for Magnus I told you I hesitated to take the job. I knew he was a rough character, that he intimidated people, and I didn’t know if I wanted to be part of that. While I worked for him I noticed that some of the employees would lie in order to avoid his wrath. He was vicious when it came to work ethic, more so than anyone I’d ever seen. I let a lot of the discrepancies go, as they did no real harm to the company. However, I came across a flaw in his old financial program that shaved ten percent off several customers’ repayments. There was no valid reason for the discount. I could have just let it go, but instead, I brought it to Magnus’ attention. He was furious, and determined that someone in his company had gone against his hardline attitude of no discounts, or perhaps was pocketing the difference themselves.”

      “Did he ever figure out who it was?” Samantha leaned forward across the table. She skimmed the list of names in front of her.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think so. He was so irate that he began interrogating his employees. I don’t mean just questioning them, I mean interrogating them. When I overheard some of the threats he made, I confronted him and told him I would go to the police if he continued. Of course, I was fired after that.” He shrugged. “If I had kept my mouth shut my life would have been easier. But I couldn’t ignore what the numbers showed me. I tried to check in on how the employees were after they were fired, but none would speak to me. In fact I was blackballed for quite some time in Magnus’ circle. I lost a lot of clients and potential income because of it.”

      “That’s not the story I was told.” Jo narrowed her eyes.

      “What was the story?” Walt looked over at her and finally their eyes connected.

      “I was told that you found something illegal in Magnus’ finances, and you were either intimidated or bribed into keeping your mouth shut.”

      Walt held her gaze. “Jo, we may not have known each other for long, but I do hope that you know me well enough to see how ridiculous that statement is.”

      Jo’s expression tensed. Everyone looked in her direction. She took a deep breath and then nodded.

      “Of course I do, Walt. I’m sorry for ever considering it.”

      “No need to apologize. If I had explained from the get-go there would not have been any confusion. You’ll have to excuse my desire to hide the experience. It’s just that it wasn’t one of my proudest moments. I’m sure that there was something more I could have done.”

      “It sounds like you did everything right, Walt. It’s a good thing you stood up for those employees.” Samantha patted his shoulder.

      “Whoever was stealing from him, might still have some animosity towards Magnus. He might still be an enemy.” Jo tapped the table lightly with one finger. “If we can figure out who was stealing then we might just have our murderer.”

      “Good point, Jo. But first let’s talk about these lists,” Samantha said. “This one is the list of names I was able to gather for all of the employees that I could find. It includes a few employees who I don’t think work there anymore. This one is a list of numbers that I think might coincide with the names.”

      “They do.” Eddy nodded and tapped the sheet of paper. “Chris confirmed it when I was on the phone with him. However, the number that was written down on the paper, doesn’t belong to any of the employees on file.”

      “Oh.” Samantha sighed. “I guess that’s a dead end then.”

      “It looks like it is. Chris is going to try to send me the information from keycard swipes around the time of the murder. That should help us narrow down which employees entered the building.”

      “If they used a keycard.” Walt frowned.

      “You have to use one to get into the building.” Samantha looked across the table at him.

      “Maybe, but I’ve worked at plenty of places where one employee will swipe and then hold the door for an entire group. So, it’s possible that more than one person could enter after one keycard swipe.”

      “That’s true.” Eddy sat down at the table. “But it looks like an inside job, there was no sign of a break-in and more importantly they also have video surveillance of the police’s new suspect.”

      “Who?” Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “Jimmy Barker. He was seen on camera entering the building twice last night, once was around the time of the murder. Unfortunately, he also has a very solid alibi for the time of the murder with plenty of witnesses to back him up.” Eddy sighed. “He was having dinner with his baseball team.”

      “How can one person be in two places at once?” Walt shook his head. “That’s not possible.”

      “Sometimes it is.” Jo smirked.

      “How?” Samantha looked over at her.

      “It’s easy to look like someone else for the cameras. It’s a great way to frame someone or direct attention away from you. A good hat and coat will hide your face and frame easily. If you’re lucky you will be able to get the same clothes that the person you are attempting to imitate wears.”

      “Wait, did you say baseball team?” Samantha picked up the list of employees.

      “Yes.” Eddy nodded.

      “There’s a baseball team which some of the employees have formed. Several employees are on it and from what I can tell even a few past employees,” Samantha said as she picked up the employee list. “This list includes the baseball players as well as other employees I have managed to find.”

      Eddy grimaced. “And they are the ones providing Jimmy’s alibi. Jimmy claims that his access card was stolen.”

      “Any one of them could have worn the baseball cap.” Walt struck the table with frustration. The sudden sharp sound made everyone at the table jump. “I’m sorry.” Walt gulped. “I’m just frustrated.”

      “It’s fine, Walt.” Eddy clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s okay to be frustrated. It’s just that none of us are used to that frustration coming from you.”

      “I know, I make it my business to try to remain calm at all costs, but this situation is trying my patience.”

      “It’s understandable.” Samantha smiled at him.

      “No, it’s not.” Jo crossed her arms. “This is not the time for any of us to fall apart, especially you, Walt. There’s a good chance the police will be back to question you, and if you lose control of your emotions under questioning you will implicate yourself.”

      “I think Walt’s entitled to some emotions.” Samantha frowned.

      “No, Jo is right.” Walt smiled at Samantha. “This is not the time to lose control. I need to remain focused on what is happening here. So, what are we going to do with this list?”

      “Well, until we hear from Chris, I think the best chance we have is dividing the list into sections. We can start making calls, arranging interviews.” Samantha shrugged. “It’s a lot to get through, but it’s the only move we have.”

      “I’m sure that Chris will come through.” Eddy checked his cell phone. “Nothing yet.”

      “We can start making calls until he does,” Samantha said.

      Jo looked over at Samantha. “I can help you with that.”

      “I guess we have our work cut out for us this afternoon.” Samantha picked up the list.

      “Walt has a list of Jimmy’s bank transactions,” Eddy explained. “He’s going to see if there’s anything obviously suspicious about them.”

      “I’ll look into Jimmy as much as possible, too,” Samantha said.

      “I can also help with the phone calls. Just give me a portion of the list.” Walt reached for it, but Eddy interceded before he could.

      “Not a good idea. We don’t want any calls from you to anyone associated with the company. We don’t want to risk anyone recognizing your voice either, Walt. It’s important that you keep yourself out of this as much as possible and work behind the scenes.” Eddy frowned when he saw his friend’s disappointed expression. “Don’t worry, Walt, you play your part and look at Jimmy’s account records. Let us help you with this part.”

      “I feel like all I’m doing is letting people help. Not that I’m not grateful, but I hate to cause so much inconvenience.”

      Samantha stood up and walked over to him. “You’re not causing anything, Walt. We’re your friends, we want to help.” She gave him a light hug.

      “Can I at least look at the employee list and the numbers,” Walt said. “Maybe there’s something we’re missing. I won’t call anyone.”

      “Here you go,” Samantha said as she handed him a copy of the lists. “If it’s something to do with numbers you’ll work it out.”

      “I just wish there was more I could do,” Walt said.

      “You’re doing a lot,” Eddy said.

      “Keep thinking about anything that you might remember, anything that might help the case,” Samantha suggested.

      “The clients.” Walt’s eyes widened. “We should get a list of the clients, too. It’s a long shot, but maybe one of the clients wanted to erase their debt.”

      “That’s a lot of trouble to go to just to get out of repaying a loan,” Jo remarked. “But I’ve seen people kill for less.”

      “I’m going to head down to the station and find out if Chris got any more information yet.” Eddy walked towards the door.

      “Wouldn’t he call you?” Samantha caught up to him and walked with him to the door.

      “Sure he would. But there’s nothing wrong with applying a little pressure.” He winked at Samantha as he stepped out the door. Samantha rolled her eyes and turned back to find that Walt had walked up right behind her.

      “I should go, too. I’m not going to be much help here.” Walt shrugged.

      “Try not to worry too much, Walt, this is all going to get straightened out.”

      “If you say so.” Walt nodded. As he left Samantha’s villa and walked back towards his, his heart grew heavy. For the thousandth time in his life, he thought about how different things would be if he’d just turned down the job. It was the main reason that he did his best not to always choose money first. Airing his dirty laundry in front of people he cared about was difficult. He hoped their opinions of him hadn’t changed. He raised his shoulders up close to his ears as a burst of cool air rushed past him. The question that cycled through his mind was a simple one, who had enough motive and enough anger to kill Magnus?

      When Walt arrived at his villa he sat down and looked at the list of numbers.  Like Samantha had said there wasn’t a number 6886. Walt looked through the numbers slowly. He tapped the page when he reached the number 9889. Was it possible the number on the note had been read upside down? He sent a text to Eddy asking if he could find out who the employee number 9889 was assigned to.

      He then looked at the list of employees. Most of the names he didn’t recognize, but there were a few he did.  He saw the names Chad Hillwick and Len Lazario.  Maybe they had returned to work for Magnus’ company. If they hadn’t then they probably didn’t hold any hard feelings towards the company if they were prepared to play with the other employees on the baseball team. Because Walt recognized their names he decided to send a text to Eddy to look into them. Maybe they could provide some information about Jimmy.

      While he waited to hear from Eddy or Samantha he decided to do an investigation on Jimmy’s life, especially his finances. Yes, he had an alibi, but it might not be as solid as the police thought it was. He launched a few different programs and did a search.  The first thing he noticed was just how wealthy Jimmy was. Despite Magnus’ reputation for not paying well, Jimmy appeared to have a lot of assets. He looked over the account details that Eddy had given him.  He was surprised at how large his paychecks were. Then again he had been with the company for many years. However, his paychecks weren’t the only deposits going into his account. There were several smaller deposits throughout the month. Walt followed the trail from the deposit to its source and found that these smaller deposits were coming from a company.

      “Hiller Maximum.” He looked puzzled. “Why would a company be paying Jimmy for anything?” Walt jotted down the name of the company. Then he began searching for information on the company itself. It was a small business, just the type that Magnus would have snapped up in the past. Maybe the payments were to prevent that? Walt picked up his phone and dialed Samantha’s number.

      “Hi Walt.”

      “Hi Samantha. Were you able to find a list of the clients yet?”

      “Yes, it’s a partial list, but I think we have most of them.  One of my contacts who is good with accessing computer systems managed to get it for me. He’s still working on getting the rest of the names. Apparently the security at the company is pretty intense.”

      “Yes, rumor was that Magnus got pretty paranoid after that little discovery that I made. I’m betting he has the best encryption software he can get and maybe a few additional backups to it. On the list that he’s given you so far, is there a company by the name of Hiller Maximum?”

      “Hiller Maximum?” She paused a moment. “No, I don’t see that on here. I do however see a Hiller Brothers.”

      “Odd. Two companies with similar names? Maybe the owners are relatives?”

      “Maybe. I’ll see what I can find, Walt.”

      “Thank you, Samantha.” He hung up the phone and looked back at the computer screen. So far he hadn’t found anything to prove that Jimmy was involved. But he suspected he was getting closer. By the evening he gave up on the search. He was exhausted and his eyes burned from staring at the computer screen. The only thing he’d dug up was the fact that Jimmy had multiple girlfriends, multiple residences, and a very strong view on politics. If there was anything more than that it would have to wait until the next morning. Just as he was going to get into bed his cell phone rang. He picked it up when he saw that it was Eddy.

      “Did you get an update from Chris?”

      “Yes eventually, after I got the cold shoulder. He was with some higher ups when I visited, and not too pleased to see me.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, it is. He met with me afterwards and told me that they’re pulling out all of the stops to get the case solved, including getting him directly involved. It may be a little harder to get information from him as he will be more closely monitored.”

      “Well, that makes things harder.” Walt sighed.

      “It does. He also told me that the employee number 9889 belongs to a Kent Waltet.”

      “Interesting, it’s a long shot but it’s worth looking into. What about Chad Hillwick and Len Lazario?”

      “I almost forgot. He also mentioned that they were at the baseball game and then the dinner with Jimmy around the time of the murder. No one could verify with complete certainty whether any of the players were at the dinner the whole time, but they were at least there for most of the time so it’s still quite a solid alibi.”

      “That’s a dead end then.”

      “Looks like it. Samantha called me a little while ago and said she only managed to reach a few employees, and none agreed to talk to her.”

      “That makes it even harder.” Walt closed his eyes.

      “I know it seems like we’re hitting nothing but dead ends. If only there was a way we could get together with a group of employees. Maybe we could hit one of their baseball games.”

      Walt’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute, I know where we could go. There’s a restaurant near the company that most of the employees would go to for lunch. I don’t know if they still do, but it might be worth a shot.”

      “Great idea, Walt. We can go there tomorrow for lunch and try to get some information.”

      “You want me to go with you? Aren’t you afraid someone will recognize me?”

      “At this point I’m more interested in you recognizing people. Since Magnus never discovered who was stealing from him, that we know of, the employees that have been there the longest might be a good group of suspects. If you can point out people you are familiar with I can focus on them for questioning.”

      “You are a genius you know that, Eddy?”

      “Sure, this from the man who casually recreates a computer program in an afternoon. This is all going to be over soon.”

      “I hope so. I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to sleep until it is.”

      “Warm milk and a shot of vodka, works every time. Trust me.”

      “I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “Do you want to sleep or not?”

      “Yes, I do.” Walt closed his eyes. “Thanks Eddy.” He hung up the phone and sat down on the edge of his bed. If he had vodka, he might have tried Eddy’s idea. But he didn’t. Instead he stretched out on his bed and began counting as high as he could. It was a trick he used as a child to get himself to fall asleep. He counted pretty high.
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      Eddy stared out through the windshield. Walt was silent beside him. The morning was gray. Drips of rain struck the windshield. No good news came that morning. It was just another day closer to the police deciding whether to arrest Walt or not. Eddy pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant that Walt had pointed out.

      “I can’t believe it’s still here. It’s funny, I only worked briefly for Magnus, but some things I remember vividly.”

      “Is the food good?” Eddy locked the car doors as they walked up to the restaurant.

      “As I recall it was decent, and you know how I am about restaurant food.”

      “Yes, it surprises me that you would go out to lunch every day.”

      “I only worked there part-time, but trust me, if you had felt the tension in that building you too would have gotten out every chance you had.” Walt pulled out a tissue from his pocket and covered his hand with it before he opened the door. Eddy walked through. A young girl in a yellow uniform walked up to them.

      “Table for two?”

      Eddy pointed to the small bar near the front of the restaurant. “Actually, could we sit there?”

      “Sure, if you like. Pick your spot and you can order from the bartender.”

      “Thanks.” Eddy glanced over at Walt. “It’ll give us the best view of the entire restaurant.”

      “Good idea.” Walt followed him over to the bar. There were quite a few people in the restaurant. The noise level was still tolerable.

      “Did you make friends with anyone from the company?” Eddy looked around the restaurant again.

      “Not exactly. I was more the type to keep to myself.”

      “Understood.” Eddy nodded. “Well, if any of the workers still blow off steam here maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “I hope so.” Walt wiped his seat and the counter in front of him with a wipe before he sat down.  Eddy was so used to Walt’s behavior that he barely noticed.

      “Can I get you something?” The bartender paused in front of them.

      “Room temperature water please.”

      The bartender raised an eyebrow. “All right. You, Sir?” He looked at Eddy.

      “I’ll take a soda if you have one.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      “Any familiar faces?” Eddy glanced around at the people that were gathered at the tables for lunch.

      “It’s been years, Eddy. I’m sure that the people I worked with then, don’t work there anymore.”

      “Magnus was still there.” Eddy took off his hat and set it on the bar.

      “Yes, but Magnus rarely kept an employee beyond a few years. The place had a high turnover rate.”

      “See, you know more about the company than you realize.”

      “Maybe I do.” Walt sighed and took his glass of water. “I just think that we’re at a dead end here.”

      “Don’t think that way. We’re going to come up with something, trust me.”

      Just as Eddy took a sip of his soda the door to the restaurant swung open. The moment the man walked in, a cheer went up from a crowded table. The man paused near the door. His cheeks turned pink. He lowered his eyes. Eddy watched him as he walked across the restaurant towards the table. A few of the people at the table stood up to greet him.

      “Oh, wait a minute, I think I know her.” Walt narrowed his eyes at the woman who gave the man a hug. “She looks like the receptionist that worked with Magnus. In fact, I would bet my life on it. She was the one employee that he actually liked, it would make sense that she would still be at the company.”

      “Which makes me wonder who the man is that she is hugging.”

      “I don’t know, he’s too young for me to remember him. He looks like he’s in his twenties.”

      “Hm.” Eddy stood up from the chair. “Only one way to find out.”

      “Eddy, what are you doing?”

      “I’m going to find out who that man is and why they are cheering for him.”

      Walt took a sip of his water. A deep breath followed a hard swallow. Eddy paused beside the table.

      “Congratulations.” He smiled at the man who had just sat down.

      “I’m sorry?” The man looked over at him.

      “Oh, I just thought with all of the cheering congratulations were in order.”

      “Not exactly.” The receptionist smiled at him. “We’re just glad he’s okay.”

      “Yeah.” The man rubbed his hand back through his hair. “It’s been a rough couple of days.”

      “Don’t be modest.” The receptionist shot him a reproachful look, then turned back to Eddy. “Our company was broken into, and Kent here survived. He was knocked out by the intruder, but he managed to make it out of there alive. So we’re celebrating that.” Eddy’s eyes widened at the mention of the man’s name. The number 9889 was assigned to a Kent.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry to intrude. Sounds like you are a brave young man, Kent.” He smiled at Kent.

      “Not exactly.” Kent sighed. “All I did was get knocked out.”

      “Must have hurt.” Eddy scrutinized his features.

      “It did.” Kent’s voice grew quiet. “But I feel better already. I’m back at work tonight.”

      “Well, you have a reason to celebrate. Enjoy.” Eddy turned and walked away from the table. As soon as he was a few feet away the chatter at the table began again. Eddy joined Walt at the bar again.

      “Looks like that’s our only witness,” Eddy said.

      “The employee that was working?”  Walt asked.

      “Yes. He claims he was knocked out.”

      “You don’t think he was?”

      “I think when someone is knocked out cold, they have a mark of some kind on them. I didn’t see a knot, or a black eye, or anything to indicate that he was assaulted.”

      “Maybe it was a blow to the back of the head? It’s hard to see beyond the hair,” Walt said.

      “I doubt it. He rubbed his head and didn’t even flinch. If you’re hit hard enough to get knocked out, the pain lingers for a couple of days at least.”

      “I guess that you’re right about that. I wonder if the police report noted anything about injuries.”

      “I can check on that,” Eddy said. “There’s another thing.”

      “What?” Walt asked eagerly.

      “His name is Kent. He is probably the same Kent that has the employee number 9889.”

      “Oh.” Walt’s eyes widened.

      “That might explain why Magnus wrote it down,” Eddy said. “Because he was there when Magnus was murdered.”

      “Or maybe because he was the murderer.”

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Eddy said as he stood up and walked towards the restroom. Walt had his eyes on the people at the table. When Eddy walked away, Walt stood up and walked towards the table. He took a seat a few feet away so that he could hear their conversation.

      “Look guys, I really appreciate this, but I don’t deserve it. All I did was get knocked out,” Kent said.

      “Are you kidding?” The man sitting beside him shook his head. “I’d be scared to even walk back in that building if it happened to me. Heck, I’m scared to walk back in after what happened to Magnus. If a man like that could be killed, then anyone is game.”

      “It’s not like he didn’t have it coming.” Another woman at the table tilted her head back. “He made more enemies than friends.”

      “Watch it, Cheryl, that’s no way to talk about Mr. Magnus.” The receptionist huffed.

      “Please, Madeline, we all know that you were his favorite. I’m not saying anything bad about the man, I’m just being realistic. Whoever did this clearly wanted Magnus dead. Why else would he have left Kent alive?”

      “Ouch.” Kent frowned. “I’d rather not think about what else could have happened.”

      “I’m sorry, you’re right,” Cheryl apologized. “I just can’t help but wonder who might have been after him. Do you think the murderer might come back?”

      “Cheryl, enough.” Madeline smacked her hand on the table. “You’re getting everyone all worked up. There’s no reason for that.”

      “I’m not trying to cause any trouble, but I think I have the right to be concerned about whether we will be safe at work,” Cheryl said. “Obviously security isn’t tight enough.”

      “She’s right,” Kent agreed. “No one should have been able to just walk in there.”

      “Unless they belonged there.” Madeline clucked her tongue.

      “What are you saying?” Kent looked over at her. “You think it was an inside job?”

      “I don’t just think it. I know it.” Madeline swept her gaze around the table. “It could have even been one of you sitting right here.”

      The table fell into silence at the comment. Cheryl scrunched up her nose. “Yes, it could have been you. I’ve always wondered about the two of you. Are the rumors true?”

      “Rumors?” Madeline scowled at her. “What rumors?”

      A few guilty looks were exchanged around the table before Cheryl spoke up again. “About you and Magnus. Were you together?”

      “Magnus was married.”

      “And?” Cheryl laughed. “His wife lives in another state.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about a man you didn’t even consider your friend, Cheryl.” Madeline pushed her chair back from the table. “I am not going to sit here and be ridiculed by you. A man is dead, and all you can think about is flapping your gums. Ridiculous.” She shook her head. Cheryl held up her hands.

      “I was just asking a question.”

      “You’d better watch yourself.” Kent pointed a finger at her. “With Jimmy as acting CEO none of our jobs are safe. Be careful who you make angry.”

      “I am already looking for another job. I don’t want to work for Jimmy any more than I wanted to work for Magnus. You know that Jimmy’s been dying to get in this position for a while now. I can only imagine what kind of power trip he’ll be on now that he’s in it.” Cheryl pursed her lips and then released a heavy sigh. “It’s not like the pay is great anyway.”

      “True.” Kent raised a glass. “I can toast to that.”

      “We all can.” The man beside him raised his glass as well. Soon the entire group at the table held their glasses in the air. The ensuing clinks made Walt cringe and draw back. Certain sounds always set off his nerves. Walt stood and walked back over to meet Eddy back at the bar.

      “Where did you go?”

      “To eavesdrop.”

      “Hear anything good?”

      “Magnus’ receptionist is still the same woman, and there are rumors that she might have had an affair with him. I think we should talk to her.”

      Eddy smiled. “Then we will. What’s her name?”

      “Madeline.” Walt frowned. “I’m not sure that she’ll talk to us though.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, she’ll talk.” He stood up from the bar and watched as the woman left the table. She seemed a little annoyed as she headed for the door. Eddy casually fell into step behind her. He didn’t quicken his pace until she was outside the restaurant. Walt trailed right after him. Just as Madeline paused beside a late model silver car Eddy walked up to her.

      “Excuse me, Madeline?”

      She turned to face him. “Yes?” She looked into his eyes with a hint of confusion.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to startle you. My friend Walt here, told me your name.” He smiled. Walt stood a few steps away from her and offered a nervous smile.

      “Walt?” She narrowed her eyes as she looked at him. All of a sudden her expression shifted. “Walt Right?”

      Walt swallowed hard. “Yes, that’s me. I mean, it’s me.”

      “It’s been years! How are you?”

      “Uh, not the best at the moment actually.” He looked down at his shoes.

      “Right, I heard that the police are looking into you.” She laughed. “When they questioned me about you I nearly choked on my coffee. As if Walt Right would ever hurt anyone.”

      Eddy looked between the two with a raised eyebrow.

      “Thank you for that, Madeline. I wasn’t sure if you would remember me.”

      “I remember.” Her smile spread wider. “You were the most honest man I’d ever met. I’d never seen anyone stand up to Magnus like that before.”

      “That didn’t bother you?” Eddy broke the spell between the two as they gazed at each other. “Weren’t you and Magnus close?”

      “Don’t believe the rumor mill, Sir. I’ve always believed that work and personal life should be kept separate. Magnus had some preferences that gave off a certain image of our relationship, but it was strictly professional.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” Walt frowned. “You two worked together for so long.”

      “Oh trust me, it was no great loss.” Madeline pursed her lips. “I know I’m not supposed to say that, but to be honest I feel free for the first time in decades.”

      “Madeline.” Walt stepped closer to her. “Did he do something to hurt you?”

      “It’s water under the bridge. The important thing is just to move on from here.”

      “Walt isn’t going to be able to do that if he’s in handcuffs.” Eddy tightened his hands at his sides. “If you know something that can help us, you should tell us.”

      “What could I know?” Madeline’s eyes widened. “Are you a police officer?”

      “He’s a good friend of mine.” Walt’s tone softened. “He’s just trying to help me out of this mess.”

      “I see.” Madeline nodded a little. “That’s a good thing. You don’t deserve any of this, Walt.”

      “Then maybe you could tell us what you know about Jimmy Barker?” Eddy moved to the other side of her to prevent her access to her car.

      “Jimmy?” Madeline rolled her eyes. “He’s all bluster. He loves to push people around because Magnus has always pushed him around.”

      “Wouldn’t he have wanted Magnus out of the way?” Eddy pressed. Walt watched him closely.

      “Everyone wanted Magnus out of the way. But Jimmy’s not a killer.” Madeline shrugged.

      “Are you sure about that?” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “Are you trying to say that I might be lying?” She glared right back.

      “Eddy, please.” Walt stepped between them. Eddy grimaced, but Walt ignored him. He looked into Madeline’s eyes. “I don’t think that you’re lying, Madeline. I’m sorry we’ve bothered you. I have one question for you. Is that okay?”

      “Sure.” She relaxed as she met his gaze.

      “Hiller Brothers and Hiller Maximum, do you know anything about those two companies?” Walt asked.

      She grappled for her door handle. “Walt, I always liked you. Please, listen to me when I tell you. Do not get involved with the Hillers.  They are very powerful people. That is all I will say about it.”

      “Madeline, can’t you tell me anything more?” Walt asked.

      “Excuse me, I’d like to leave now.” She elbowed Eddy out of her way and opened the door to her car. “Good luck, Walt.” She glanced back once at him. “I mean it.”

      “Thank you, Madeline.”

      “Walt.” Eddy grimaced. Walt closed the door for her and then stepped away from the car. As she pulled away Eddy looked over at him.  “Our best lead just drove away.”

      Walt pursed his lips then glanced over at Eddy. “She’s still a lady, Eddy, and we’re not going to pressure her. If she has more to say, there are other ways we can find out.”

      “Obviously those two companies are a red flag. It’s time we get together with Samantha and Jo to discuss this.”

      He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Samantha’s number. When she answered he tried to hide the frustration in his voice.

      “Can you and Jo meet us for lunch?”

      “Sure. When and where?”

      “Now, and I’ll text you the address.”

      “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      Eddy hung up the phone and texted her the address of the restaurant. Then he raised his eyes back to Walt.

      “Listen Walt, I want your name cleared. But if we’re going to make that happen, you’re going to have to be willing to take a few chances.”

      “I am.” Walt wiped the hand that touched the car door handle with a wipe. “But not with Madeline.”

      “Is there something I should know?” Eddy raised his eyebrows.

      “Nothing ever happened.”

      “Remember, a woman can be just as dangerous as a man, Walt, and it seems that she has motive, by her own admission she didn’t like the man.”

      “I hear you, Eddy. Trust me, I’ve never been one to be dazzled by a pretty face.”

      “It is a pretty one though isn’t it?” Eddy winked at him. Walt rolled his eyes.

      “I can’t say that I noticed.”

      “Yeah right.” He shook his head. “Let’s go back in and wait for the girls.”

      “Women, Eddy, women.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Eddy grinned.
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      As Eddy and Walt settled at a table to wait for Samantha and Jo Walt looked towards the bartender. He waved and the bartender walked over.

      “Sorry, I’m going off shift. Arlene will take care of you at the bar.” He pointed to a woman who tugged an apron over her head. “Or you can order from Becs,” he said as he pointed to the waitress.

      “Okay that’s fine, thank you.” Walt nodded. “I just wanted to know if you’re very familiar with that crew that just left.”

      “Oh sure. They come in here for lunch a lot.”

      “Just lunch?” Eddy leaned forward. “Do they ever come in for anything else?”

      “Not really, not as a group. Sometimes a few of them will come in alone for dinner or a drink.” He shrugged.

      “Thanks.” Eddy handed him a few dollars as a tip. The bartender walked away.

      Eddy rubbed his hand along his chin. “What is it?” Walt looked over at him.

      “I just can’t get over how uninjured Kent appeared. He didn’t even seem that shaken up by the experience.”

      “Maybe he was still in shock,” Walt said.

      “Maybe, but I’m going to put in a call to Chris. I want to see if he can get a copy of the medical records from that night. If Kent was injured he likely would have gone to the hospital, or maybe he got checked out by paramedics.”

      “Good idea.”

      Eddy dialed Chris’ number. Within moments he answered the phone.

      “Eddy, it’s good to hear from you.”

      “Do you really mean that?” Eddy waved to Samantha and Jo as they stepped into the restaurant.

      “Of course I do. What are you looking for?”

      “Do you have any medical records for the night shift employee that was knocked out? Kent?”

      “No, I don’t have any. As far as I know there weren’t any medical records.”

      “Why is that? A man gets knocked out but no hospital visit?”

      “He refused medical care.”

      “What about paramedics? Photographs of the injury?”

      “None that I can find.”

      “Chris, did someone drop the ball?”

      “I don’t really know. But I can tell you that he insisted he woke up only after his boss was dead. I’m sure if the detective suspected him they would have investigated the issue further.”

      “Just like they documented the injuries?”

      “Good point.” Chris yawned. “I’m sorry, it’s been a long night. I’ll see what I can do about finding out why nothing more was done to confirm his story. Anything else I can help you with right now?”

      “No thanks, that’s all I needed. I appreciate your help.”

      “Oh, you’re going to owe me. I’m still waiting to find out everything that happened with the investigation of that double murder you worked in ninety-two.”

      “In time, in time.” Eddy chuckled. Samantha and Jo joined them at the table. Walt signaled for the waitress to come over. The woman smiled at them as she approached.

      “Hi, what can I get for you?”

      Eddy tucked his phone into his pocket. “I’ll take a soda, and some cheese fries.”

      “Eddy.” Samantha clucked her tongue. “You remember what Owen said the last time you had a check-up.” Owen was the young nurse at Sage Gardens who had become Eddy’s friend.

      Eddy looked around the restaurant. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see him here, when did he come in?”

      “So, no cheese fries?” The bartender hovered her pen over the notepad in her hand. “Does anyone want cheese fries?”

      “I do.” Eddy cleared his throat. “Add a little bacon if you can, too.”

      Samantha pursed her lips.

      “Can I get a beer please?” Jo set her purse on the floor beneath the table. She hooked her foot through the strap.

      “Sure. Any cheese fries?”

      “No, I’ll just eat his.” Jo winked at Eddy.

      “That’s what you think.” Eddy glowered at her.

      “Let’s focus here, please,” Walt said. After they finished placing their order the four leaned closer. Eddy updated Samantha and Jo on what they had overheard, and their suspicion of Kent. When he tried to mention Madeline as a suspect, Walt interrupted.

      “She’s worked with him for decades. If she wanted him dead, I’m sure there would be much easier ways for her to accomplish that. Why would she do something so messy?”

      “Maybe because she wanted it to look like the murderer was caught doing something he shouldn’t be?” Jo shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      “Yes, it is possible.” Samantha nodded. “She would have wanted it to seem as if someone else entirely did it, so that not even an ounce of suspicion would be cast on her.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean that she did it.” Walt folded his hands on the table.

      “And it doesn’t mean that she didn’t.” Samantha twirled a napkin between her fingers. “We need to think about the motive here. Clearly Jimmy had motive, he would benefit from Magnus’ death.”

      “And Madeline would finally be out from under his thumb.” Eddy looked over at Walt.

      “And Kent could have easily lied about being knocked out.” Walt insisted. “What did you find out from Chris?”

      “Just that there are no records of Kent actually being injured. No pictures, no medical evaluation, nothing but his own word,” Eddy said.

      “That’s odd.” Samantha tapped a finger against the table. “If I was injured by someone at work, I’d want that medical evaluation. I’d want to prove that it happened while I was on duty. That way I might be able to get worker’s compensation, or even better file a lawsuit against a very wealthy company.”

      “Maybe he’s just an honest guy.” Jo shrugged. “I know that’s a stretch because of how sue happy everyone is these days, but it might be possible, right?”

      “Maybe.” Eddy looked up at the ceiling for a moment. “Well, one thing we do know is that Jimmy’s keycard was missing, or so he claims. If he really didn’t hide it or get rid of it in an attempt to make himself look like a victim, then maybe someone else took it. They might have even been an employee and took Jimmy’s card so they didn’t have to use their own card and draw attention to themselves or maybe they even took it to implicate Jimmy in the murder. Whoever has it, is likely to be our killer.”

      “So, you want me to get into Kent’s house?” Jo snatched one of Eddy’s cheese fries before the dish even settled on the table.

      “Hey.” Eddy sighed.

      “It’s one of the perks.” She stole another one. Once the waitress was gone Eddy nodded at her.

      “Yes, I think a look around Kent’s house would be a good idea. He’s the easiest suspect to access and a good place to start. Maybe we’ll find something that implicates him, or we’ll find something to clear him. Whichever it is, it will help the investigation.”

      “I’m sure I can handle breaking into his place.” Jo popped another fry into her mouth.

      “Seriously, the two of you are eating like teenagers. We don’t have the luxury of ignoring our digestive systems.” Samantha shook her head.

      “You may know a lot of things about me, Samantha, but my digestive system is something we will never discuss.” Eddy grinned.

      Samantha sighed. “I’ll look up Kent’s house so we can get an idea of how we can approach this.” She tapped the screen of her phone.

      “Do you think there’s a way we can get into Madeline’s?” Eddy shot a look over at Walt.

      “I don’t think that’s wise. She might be living alone, she was when I worked at the company. If we were to be caught breaking in, there would be a lot of wrong ideas,” Walt said. “Let’s take this one suspect at a time.”

      “Hey pal, it’s your life on the line. These detectives are chomping at the bit to get someone in custody and put Magnus to rest. We may not have the luxury of taking our time.” Eddy furrowed a brow. “She doesn’t have to know that you were involved.”

      “Eddy, let’s focus on Kent.” Walt picked up his glass. “That’s that.”

      Eddy sat back in his chair. He moved his mouth slightly as if he might speak again, but in the end silenced himself with a cheese fry.

      “Here it is.” Samantha held up her phone for everyone at the table to see the picture on it. “It’s a townhouse, so there will be neighbors and limited entrances. But there is a balcony on the back of the house.” She flipped to another picture that displayed the back of the house.

      “Oh look.” Jo smirked and pointed out an overflowing ashtray in the corner of the balcony. “A smoker. This might be easier than I expected. Always ducking out for a smoke break often means forgetting to lock the door behind you.”

      “All right, then I guess we strike tonight?” Eddy looked around the table at each of them.

      “Meanwhile, I think we should dig deeper into this connection with Hiller Brothers and Hiller Maximum. I really believe there could be something there,” Walt said. “Can you see if you can get a printout of the financial transactions for both companies from Chris for me please, Eddy?”

      “All right, I’ll try.” Eddy nodded at Walt. “Let’s all call it a day. Samantha, if you can dig any deeper into Kent’s social media profiles that would be great. Since he works the night shift, and he said he will be back to work tonight, we shouldn’t have to worry about him walking in on the break-in. Jo, do you need any supplies?”

      “No, I have it covered, but thanks for asking.”

      “Well, since I’m supplying you my cheese fries, I thought perhaps I’d make a habit of it.”

      “Ha ha.” Jo took the last fry out of the dish.

      “Cruel.” Eddy shook his head. As the four left the restaurant Eddy hung back and caught Samantha by the arm. “A moment?”

      “Sure.” She met his eyes with a small smile. “If it’s about what I said about Owen, I’m sorry. That wasn’t my business to share with the group.”

      “I’m not worried about that. Owen thinks we’re all dying, he’s young enough not to realize that a little bit of creak in the bones is just a sign of a good life. I need to ask you to do something, but I’d prefer that you keep it between us. I’ve noticed that Walt is a little sensitive about the topic and I don’t want to do anything to upset him more than he already is.”

      “Okay, what is it?” She inquired.

      “The receptionist, Madeline, has worked with Magnus for a very long time. I’m sure she knows just about everyone he did, and everything about him. If you could dig into her social media presence, maybe even her personal files, whatever you can access, that might be able to tell us something.”

      “What’s the back story? Did she and Walt have a thing?”

      “I’m guessing it was more of a missed romance.”

      “Ah. Those are tough, especially when you see the person again.”

      “That’s true, but this person that he’s seeing again might just be a murderer. So let’s find out what we can about her. If we don’t find anything on Kent tonight, then we’re going to need to look into her house next. Breaking into Jimmy’s would be a last resort as the police already have an eye on him.”

      “Okay, no problem. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      “And like I said, try not to mention it to Walt.”

      “I won’t.” Samantha’s gaze lingered on his. “I think it’s good that you’re so worried about his feelings.”

      “I think it’s frustrating that the investigation has to be slowed because of it.”

      “Walt is a very delicate man.” Samantha looked out through the door of the restaurant at Walt opening the door to her car for Jo.

      “Most of us are.” Eddy patted her shoulder, then held the restaurant door open for her. “Let’s get out there before they get suspicious.”

      As he walked up to Jo he caught the door before Walt could shut it. “So tonight, we’ll meet at nine? Walt, it’s best if you stay home. If this goes south I don’t want you anywhere near it.”

      “Oh, but it’s just fine if I’m caught red-handed?” Jo laughed. “I’m just kidding. Eddy’s right, Walt. It’s best for you to be as predictable as possible.”

      “Well, that shouldn’t be too hard.” Walt laughed.

      Eddy walked over to the car with him. Just when they were about to get into the car, Walt looked across the top of it at him.

      “It’s strange, Eddy.”

      “What is?”

      “For years, I worked with hundreds of people. I have met so many people in my lifetime, but it wasn’t until I moved to Sage Gardens and met the three of you that I had any true friends.”

      “I don’t think that’s strange at all, Walt. I find myself feeling the same way.”

      “Then I hope that you will trust me when I tell you, Madeline wasn’t involved in any of this. I’d rather she not think that I suspect her.”

      “Don’t worry, Buddy, I’m not going to do anything to ruin your second chance.”

      “It’s not like that, Eddy.”

      “If you say so.”
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      Eddy dropped Walt off at his villa. Walt turned back to thank him, but Eddy drove away before he could. No matter what his friend said, Walt suspected that he was not too happy with him. Not that he could really blame him. Walt had been evasive, and that was the worst way to be during an investigation. He unlocked the door to his villa, then stepped inside. With his mind still buzzing from the conversation with Madeline he paced through his living room.

      Each time he closed his eyes even for just a second he relived moments of time that he had spent working for Magnus. So much of that time involved Madeline. He always had to go through her to get to Magnus, everyone did. A thought floated through his mind. The moment it did, he wished it hadn’t. Was it possible that Madeline decided once and for all to rid herself of the overbearing man that pinned his employees beneath his thumb? Maybe she didn’t have the heart to do it herself, but she would probably have the means to hire someone else.

      Walt settled at the computer and reluctantly opened a few of the tools that he used to investigate the finances of people and businesses. He didn’t want Eddy to investigate Madeline, but that meant he needed to investigate her himself.

      As Walt began to look for information on Madeline, his mouth grew dry. It was simply not the same to look into someone’s life that he knew, as it was to look through a stranger’s. Each time he found information about her his stomach flipped. It was not his business what she spent her money on. It was not for him to know that she had recently bought a new house, unless she decided to tell him. He closed his eyes and wiped his fingers across the lids.

      “What are you doing, Walt? She didn’t have anything to do with this.” Instead of looking any further he shut the computer down. All of the suspicion that swirled around him was making him lose his focus. The attention needed to be where it belonged, on Jimmy. He recalled the small payments from Hiller Maximum. There had to be a reason for them. Jimmy wasn’t receiving payments from any other company, so it was unlikely that he was engaged in freelance work. Not to mention that there was another company that appeared to belong to the same person or at least the same family. It was quite suspicious from any direction that he looked at it. He picked up his phone and dialed Samantha’s number.

      “Hi Walt, how are you holding up?”

      “I’m doing okay. Any luck so far?”

      “No, not really.” She sighed. “I can’t seem to get any good information.”

      “Could you maybe take a break and look into something for me?”

      “Sure, what is it?” Samantha asked.

      “There’s a company called Hiller Maximum. Anything you can find on it would be great.”

      “And the reason you’re looking into it?”

      “I’ll let you know after you tell me what you find. It may be nothing, but I want to be able to cross it off my list,” Walt said.

      “Okay, no problem. I’ll give you a call if I find anything.”

      “I wish I could be there with you guys tonight.”

      “I know you do, but this is something that we have to do without you. Don’t worry I’ll be sure to call you with an update as soon as we leave.”

      “Good. Thank you so much, Samantha. I don’t know what I would do without all of you.”

      “You’re not going to have to find out, Walt. That’s why we’re all working together, to keep you safe.”

      “I just wish I could do more myself.”

      “You’d be surprised how much you really are doing. Just try to be patient with yourself, Walt. When the time comes I am quite certain that you will have the key evidence to break the case.”

      “Sure. Talk to you later, Samantha.” He hung up the phone before he could say anything more. Samantha was only trying to help, but he was exhausted by how much help he needed. All he really wanted was to crack the case completely on his own.

      Walt pulled off his tie and sat down on the edge of his bed. It was too early for a nap really, but he was exhausted. The intensity of the investigation took more out of him than he expected. As he gazed towards the window he thought about his time with Magnus. He never really took the time to get to know the man, not that Magnus would have allowed it. But he wondered how Madeline endured working for someone like him for so many years. Was it really just about the money? Was there something more between them? He grimaced as he realized that he was beginning to think like Eddy. His fingertips glided across the comforter beneath him to smooth out the wrinkles he created by sitting on it. There was nothing to smooth out the wrinkles in his mind though.

      The more Walt thought about it, the more certain he was that the investigation would begin to target him. Jimmy had an alibi, and it appeared as if no one even thought of Kent as a suspect. The more he thought about it, the more frightened he became. He kicked off his shoes, then picked them up and placed them neatly under the bottom of the bed frame. Then he stretched out on the bed. In his mind he counted down the seconds that it should take for him to fall asleep. He knew every little pattern that he had. He had so many years to get to know himself, and so few to get to know anyone else. Yet somehow Madeline sparked an interest in him.

      Walt closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He lost count and had to begin again. With the numbers whirring through his mind he began to grow sleepy. Just as he was about to drift off into sleep, his cell phone began to ring. He yawned and forced himself to sit up. He was sure that it had to be Eddy calling with an update on the case. However, the phone number was unfamiliar to him. He considered ignoring it as he was quite certain that it would be a sales call, but something compelled him to answer.

      “This is Walt.”

      “Hi Walt.”

      He pressed the phone against his ear. Could it be who he thought it was? “Madeline?”

      “Yes, it’s me. I’m sorry, I know that I probably shouldn’t be calling.”

      “Why are you?” His tone was more abrupt than he intended. “I’m sorry, I mean it’s fine that you call.”

      “It really isn’t. With the murder I know what your friend was trying to ask me today.”

      “Please don’t let him bother you, he’s a retired police officer and is more accustomed to interrogation than conversation.”

      “I noticed that.” She laughed. “Thank you for the reassurance. Still, it’s unfair of me to put you in this position.”

      “What position is that?”

      She took a long, audible breath. He raised an eyebrow and waited for her response. “The truth is, I wanted to call you for personal reasons.”

      “Personal reasons? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Walt, when we worked together, I know it was a very long time ago, but I really enjoyed it.”

      “So did I.”

      “When you stood up to Magnus the way you did, you made a huge impression on me.”

      “Oh?” Walt smiled a little. “It was one of my braver moments.”

      “It was more than brave. It was bold, and determined, and so very good of you.”

      He tightened his grip on the phone. “I still don’t understand what this is about.”

      “It’s about the fact that I developed a crush on you back then.”

      “A crush?” He laughed.

      “I’m serious.”

      His laughter faded. “You can’t be.”

      “But I am. I hoped the entire time on that last day that you would ask me out, or at least ask for my phone number. I was too shy to ask you then and I’ve always regretted it.”

      “Madeline, I had no idea.”

      “I don’t know how you didn’t see it. I practically fell all over myself to try to make it clear.”

      “I thought that you were just being kind. I didn’t realize.” He sighed. “Wow, I wish I had.”

      “Me too.” She cleared her throat. “But now, all this time later, we are thrust back into each others’ lives. It makes me wonder if there might be something deeper at work here.”

      “I think it is pretty amazing that we have been reunited, I just wish it had been under different circumstances.”

      “Yes, that is unfortunate. I was wondering if you could meet me for dinner.”

      Walt glanced at his watch. He wasn’t supposed to be there when Jo broke in. He could either sit at home alone and obsess over the case, or he could take a chance and have dinner with a woman who remembered him after so long.

      “Sure, I can do that. Where?”

      “Pacific?”

      “What time?”

      “About seven?”

      He cringed at the approximate time. He needed to know the hour, the minute, even the second if possible.

      “Uh huh, seven. Okay, I’ll be there.”

      “Great. We’ll talk then.”

      As soon as Walt hung up the phone he realized what a mistake he’d made. He agreed to go to dinner with a woman who Eddy considered to be one of the main suspects in Magnus’ murder. The main problem he had though was that he had to figure out what to wear. He hadn’t been on a date in a very long time. Was it a date? Did he want it to be a date? The amount of things that he couldn’t pin down made him feel queasy. It was hard enough to believe that Madeline might want to spend some social time with him. What about what she had to say. Was it something about the case? He gritted his teeth and began to sort through the clothes in his closet. The only way to find out was to go out with her. If he let his nerves prevent him from going then he would never know what she had to say. Once he settled on a suit he combed his hair, brushed, flossed, rinsed his mouth, and spent some time grooming his fingernails. It was a routine he usually saved only for the mornings and evenings, but this was a special occasion. It wasn’t often that he got a second chance.
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      Eddy glanced at his watch and frowned. “Are you sure she said she was on her way?”

      “Yes Eddy, please try to calm down, she’s only a few minutes late,” Samantha said.

      “A few minutes can mean everything. What if Kent comes back early?”

      “He won’t. He has to finish his shift.”

      “Still.”

      “Look, there she is now.” Samantha pointed to a car as it pulled into the driveway of the empty parking lot.

      “About time.” Eddy frowned. Jo stepped out of the car and hurried up to them. She always surprised Samantha when she saw her dressed for a break-in.  She was dressed in skin-tight black clothes with her long, black hair tied in a tight ponytail. She looked impeccable as always.

      “I’m sorry I’m late.” She looked at Eddy, who looked down at his watch, then back up at her. “I needed to pick up a few more things for tonight.”

      “Are you all set now?” Samantha pulled her phone out of her purse. “I can get anything else you might need.”

      “No, I should be fine. We can head right in.”

      “Okay. I went ahead and put a little tracker on Kent’s car,” Samantha said.

      “You did?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. “When did you do that?”

      “You don’t need to know all of my secrets, Eddy.” Samantha smiled. “It should let me know when Kent is headed home. That way there’s not so much risk to Jo.”

      “How thoughtful of you, Samantha.” Jo smiled at her. “Well then, I’ll get to work.” She saluted Eddy and jogged out of the parking lot. Eddy and Samantha followed several feet behind. They made their way to a spot they’d chosen earlier. It was a small bus stop, close enough to Kent’s residence to keep an eye on Jo. Not only did the bus stop offer them shelter, it provided them with a reason for being there.

      “Do you think she’ll find anything?” Samantha watched as Jo disappeared.

      “I hope so. We need a break in this case, fast. I know that it’s weighing heavily on Walt.”

      “I think it’s more than just the case. The memories of the past are bothering him,” Samantha said.

      “I imagine they would. Working for Magnus was no treat,” Eddy said.

      “Neither was never having his chance with Madeline.”

      Eddy looked over at her. “Do you really think that’s what’s getting to him?”

      “Who knows with Walt? He doesn’t exactly let anyone in. The important thing is that he knows we support him. As long as he knows that, he’ll be fine,” Samantha said.

      Eddy pursed his lips and looked in the direction of Kent’s house. “Maybe we should have let him be here tonight.”

      “I think it’s best that he isn’t. Until his name is cleared, he’s got to stay out of sight. No need to tempt the detective into arresting him.”

      “You’re right.” Eddy nodded. He pulled out his phone and checked it for any new messages from Chris. Maybe he would come up with something to break the case. Or maybe he would at least be able to give him some insight as to why Magnus was killed. There wasn’t a single voice message or text.
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      Jo rounded the side of the townhouse and headed for the back. Getting to the balcony would be easy enough for her. There was a drainpipe that she climbed easily. When she jumped down onto the balcony, the loud thump of her feet made her cringe. Perhaps she was a bit rusty. Or maybe in her rush to make it on time she’d forgotten to take a few calming breaths and focus. The loud noise reminded her that she was still at risk, even with the tracker on Kent’s car, even with her friends only a few steps away. She took a moment to breathe deeply.

      After a little fiddling with the handle on the balcony door, Jo found that as she had hoped, the door was unlocked. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her. The interior was messy. Clothes hung over the back of the couch, dirty dishes were strewn across the coffee table. She made her way through the DVD collection, and the assortment of mostly untouched books on a small shelf. Nothing caught her interest. She skipped the kitchen and headed for the bedroom.

      When Jo opened the bedroom door she was greeted by a stale odor. Perhaps he didn’t change his sheets much, or maybe there was a stray plate of food tucked away somewhere and forgotten for far too long. Either way, it urged her to complete her task quickly. Right away she noticed an overflowing laundry basket. It was the best place to look. She tried to ignore the fact that the crumpled up clothes were at least a week overdue for a wash as she dug through the pile. She ran her fingers through the pockets of each of the shirts and pants. If Kent had Jimmy’s card, then he would be the main suspect without question. What a great way to frame someone for the murder, use their keycard. When she reached the bottom of the laundry basket she felt something hard. A smile spread across her lips.

      “There it is.” She fished out the item with mounting confidence. However, when she pulled it out she found that it was just the cardboard tag still attached to a t-shirt.

      “Really? New, clean clothes mixed with dirty clothes, Kent? Yuck.” She shook her head and tossed all of the clothes back into the basket. She doubted there was any chance that Kent would notice a difference in the pile, but it was always good to be careful. As she walked away from the laundry basket she noticed that his bedroom closet was half-open. She pulled back the door and peered inside. The closet was almost as bad as the laundry basket. She cringed and took a deep breath. It wasn’t pretty, but she didn’t have any other options. After a quick search she found the light switch and flipped it on. The closet didn’t look any better with the light on. However, she did notice an abandoned banana peel which was better than coming across it by touching it.

      Section by section Jo sorted through everything in the bottom of the closet. All she managed to discover was that Kent didn’t believe in hangers. As she emerged from the closet she had to fight the urge to toss the banana peel in the garbage. Everything needed to remain the way it was. She left the bedroom and headed out to the living room. On the way she passed by a computer. The screensaver was on and caught her attention as it was filled with pictures. One of the pictures featured the restaurant they were at earlier that day. Kent stood beside the bar with a big grin, as the bartender rested a hand on his shoulder with a thumbs up. Behind them a television screen displayed a baseball game. Jo studied the picture for a long moment. For some reason that she couldn’t pinpoint it held her attention. She snapped a picture of it with her cell phone, then continued her search. Luckily, the rest of the house was not as cluttered as his bedroom.

      Jo rummaged through the kitchen drawers in search of the keycard. All she found were some coasters from the restaurant, bottle openers, and old paper clips. Nothing that would incriminate Kent. Her heart sank as she realized that she was going to end up with nothing from her search. Just when she decided to take another look at the bedroom, her phone buzzed with a text. Kent’s car was on the move. She headed for the balcony. Along the way she double-checked to make sure that she didn’t leave anything out of place. By the time she was on the ground again, Samantha was there to meet her.

      “It was a false alarm, I’m sorry. He went in a different direction.”

      “That’s all right. Should I go back in?”

      “No, it’s too risky, you’ve already been in once.”

      “I didn’t find anything.” Jo frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      “Maybe there was nothing to find. We don’t know for sure that Kent is the murderer after all,” Samantha said.

      “Why does it feel like we keep running into brick walls?” Jo narrowed her eyes. “I think there is a lot more to this case than we are seeing.”

      “It would be a good idea to regroup and review what we know. We should see if Walt can meet up with us. I don’t want him to feel too left out.” The two women met Eddy at the bus stop.

      “Nothing.” Jo shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. If you say there was nothing, then there was nothing.” Eddy met her eyes. “I know what a good job you do.”

      “Samantha thinks we should have a meeting.”

      “Let’s do that. I’ll try to get hold of Chris for an update. Let’s say, half hour, my place?” Eddy looked between them.

      “Yes, I’ll catch a ride with Jo, if that’s okay, Jo?” Samantha glanced at her.

      “Sure that’s fine. It’ll give us some time to review things.”

      “I’ll text Walt.” Eddy tapped at his phone as he walked back towards the car.

      

      Walt meeting at my house in thirty.

      

      He sent the text then climbed into the car. He expected Walt to text him right back. When he didn’t, he was a little surprised. Eddy started the car and drove back towards Sage Gardens. When he reached his driveway he received a text in return.

      

      Be there as soon as I can.

      

      Eddy raised an eyebrow. He wondered what that meant. Walt was only a few villas down, how long could it take him to get there? He dialed Chris’ number. After a few rings Chris answered the phone.

      “Eddy?”

      “Chris, I just wanted to see if there is any new information on the case. I wanted to check if they have their sights on anyone?”

      “Honestly, from what I can tell they are chasing their tails. Everyone has an alibi which makes pinpointing a suspect pretty difficult.”

      “What about Kent? Are they looking into him? I’m pretty sure he had something to do with it.”

      “You say he might be a suspect, but so far the detective hasn’t figured that out. Right now he’s their hero and only potential witness. He’s not even considered a suspect.”

      “They are really dragging their feet on this one aren’t they?”

      “They’re just being very, very careful. One mistake on this kind of case can ruin a detective’s career.”

      “Well, one mistake could ruin my friend’s life.”

      “Then it’s good that they’re being careful.”

      “I suppose. Let me know if you hear anything, Chris.”

      “You know I will. Keep me up to date too, Eddy.”

      Eddy thought about the break-in they had just conducted. He smiled to himself. Some things Chris was better off not knowing. “Sure will, Chris.” After he hung up the phone he grabbed some food to prepare a sandwich. Walt’s text still stuck out in his mind. He wondered just what his friend was up to.
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      Walt arrived at the restaurant with tension in his chest. It was so heavy that he considered taking a detour to the emergency room. However, he convinced himself that it was statistically more likely that it was anxiety. After a few steady breaths he parked outside the restaurant. As he walked up to the door he wondered if she would be there. Why would she be? She had no reason to have dinner with him. His suspicions began to rise. Was she trying to throw him off the investigation by pretending to be interested? The thought caused the tension in his chest to grow even heavier. When he opened the door to the restaurant he spotted her right away. After another deep breath he walked inside. She smiled as he walked up to her.

      “Right on time, just as I expected.”

      “You’re early.” He sat down across from her.

      “I didn’t want to miss you.”

      “Oh, and why is that?” He looked across the table at her.

      “I’m sorry? I’m not sure that I understand the question.”

      “It seems far too important to you to have dinner with me. So, what’s the catch?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You like to get straight to the point don’t you?”

      “I don’t like to be manipulated.” Walt locked eyes with her. “Either you tell me what you want from me, or I get up and leave.” The words sprang from his lips faster than he expected. He frowned. “I mean, there’s no point in us wasting our time here.”

      “Walt, this isn’t like you. Is something wrong?”

      “All due respect, Madeline, but you can’t possibly know what is like me. It’s been years, and even when we knew each other, we didn’t know each other that well.”

      “Maybe you didn’t know me very well, but I admired you from afar for some time. Either way, Walt, it’s out of character for you.” She tilted her head to the side. “Am I wrong?”

      Walt sighed and met her eyes. “Can you just tell me why we’re really here?”

      “I’m trying to do just that. I invited you to dinner because I wanted to spend some time with you, Walt. But it is true that there is something specific I want to discuss with you, while we share a meal.”

      “What is it?” He waved away the waiter that approached.

      “It’s about Magnus.”

      “I knew it.” He sighed.

      “Listen, it’s not what you think. I want to share something with you because I know that you can get to the bottom of it.”

      Walt smoothed out the napkin on the table beside him. He evened out the edge of the tablecloth. “Tell me.”

      “Can’t we order first?”

      “Please, Madeline. I don’t do well with uncertainty.”

      “Okay. Here is the situation. Hiller Brothers has been a long term customer. However, when Mr. Hiller branched out and opened Hiller Maximum, Magnus refused to sign a contract with it, because the company was so small. I think he was hoping it would fail, as he did all small companies.”

      “Why is this so important?”

      “I heard about the four digit number written on that piece of paper along with your name.”

      “Yes, we think it might be Kent’s employee number. If you read the four digits upside down it’s 9889.”

      “Well, that is one possibility. However, there is another.”

      “What?” Walt narrowed his eyes.

      “We often label our different contracts with the last four digits of their customer number. As I was reviewing some records I came across those four numbers. They belong to Hiller Brothers.”

      “Okay.” Walt looked puzzled. “I’m not sure how it’s relevant.”

      “That’s just it, neither am I. Clive Hiller has always paid on time. In fact I don’t even pay that much attention to his account because it is always paid. However, when I checked into his account I discovered that he has quite a large outstanding balance.”

      “Oh? That’s very interesting. A balance like that might be a good reason to break into the computer system.”

      “Yes, it might be,” she agreed. “I’d never suspect Clive of something like this, but I don’t know what else to think. Maybe he was angry that Magnus refused to work with his smaller company and so he stopped making his payments. Maybe he was upset with Magnus for other reasons. I thought about reaching out to him, but I decided to speak to you about it first. I don’t want to do anything to harm the investigation.”

      “What about the police? Have you talked to them about this yet?”

      “No, not yet. Like I said, Clive Hiller has always been a loyal customer. I would rather not bring the police into it unless we know for certain that he was involved. That’s why I came to you with it. I know that you and your friends can be subtle about your investigation. You have that woman, what’s her name?”

      “Samantha? Jo?”

      “The one that used to be a reporter.”

      “Samantha. How did you know that?”

      “You’re not the only one that can do a little detective work, Walt. I wanted to be sure that I could trust them, and you.”

      “I see.” Walt sat back in his chair and stared at her. “I guess I have the same concern about you.”

      “As you should. It’s been years. We don’t know each other very well. But I’d like to change that. I wish this mess wasn’t the reason that we were drawn back together, but I’d love for it to be an opportunity to start something new.”

      Walt smiled. He nodded to the waiter that approached. “Well, now is as good a time as any to get to know each other, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      After they had ordered their meals, Walt tried to sort through his thoughts. Every time he looked up at Madeline, all of his concern disappeared. It was a very strange sensation. Once the waiter walked away he met her eyes.

      “So you think that Clive Hiller is involved, but not that he’s the killer?”

      “I doubt he’d ever get his hands dirty. But I also don’t think he would order the murder. I don’t know. I have this feeling that he’s involved, but I just can’t figure out how.”

      “Do you know him well?”

      “No, I wouldn’t say that. I barely know him at all.”

      “After all these years?”

      “He’s a private man. And there was some tension between Hiller and Magnus.”

      “What kind of tension?”

      “Magnus considered him competition. It’s not like their businesses were in competition, it was more like he and Clive Hiller were in competition, in life. I think there was some issue between Clive and Magnus’ wife.”

      “Oh? That might be motive enough then.”

      “No, I don’t think so. It was nothing more than a fling really, before they even went out. Not something that would have lasted over the years. It’s just that Magnus took things so personally. You remember the way he blew up when he thought someone was stealing from him.”

      “Yes, I remember.” Walt scowled. “I’d call him a passionate man if I didn’t know better.”

      “Yes, he was just plain angry. But he’s gone now. So it doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “Madeline, what were things like between the two of you? I always worried about you.”

      “I can handle myself, Walt, I could then, and I can now. But it is nice to be worried about sometimes.”

      As they finished their meal Walt wiped his mouth and excused himself from the table.

      “Just need to wash up.” As he headed for the bathroom his phone buzzed with a text from Eddy. He sent a quick text back, then stepped into the bathroom. As he scrubbed his hands he wondered if he should tell Eddy about his dinner with Madeline. He really didn’t want to. He didn’t want to give Eddy any more reason to suspect Madeline. When he returned to the table he found Madeline signing a receipt.

      “Madeline? You didn’t pay did you?”

      “Of course I did. I invited you, didn’t I?”

      “Madeline, I wish you hadn’t done that.”

      “Walt, I enjoyed your company, and I hope that we can do this again some time. You can pick up the tab next time.”

      Walt frowned. He wanted to argue the point, but Madeline was already on her feet. “Let me know if you find out anything. Please, do me the favor of coming to me before you go to anyone else. Can you do that for me, Walt?”

      “Yes.” He met her eyes. “I can do that.”

      “Thank you.” She offered him her arm. He took it and escorted her out of the restaurant. As they made their way towards the parking lot he turned towards her.

      “Thank you for trusting me with this, Madeline.”

      “Walt, we don’t know each other very well I know that, but I’ve always felt I could trust you with anything. Good luck on the investigation.” She leaned in close and kissed his cheek. Walt flushed and reached for the tissue in his pocket. But instead of wiping his cheek he put the tissue back and left the remnants of her lipstick there.
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      “Seriously? Where is he?” Eddy looked at his watch again. “It’s not like Walt to be this late. Or late at all for that matter.”

      “He’s not technically late, relax Eddy.” Samantha rolled her eyes. “Your pacing is giving me a headache.”

      “I wouldn’t be pacing if Walt would just show up.”

      “Sit down, please.” Samantha pushed a chair out for him to sit on. Eddy glared at it and continued to pace.

      “Here, try him on mine.” Jo handed Samantha her phone. “Maybe he just needs to know we’re all waiting for him.”

      Samantha nodded and dialed Walt’s number. When he didn’t answer she lowered the phone and caught sight of a photograph on the screen.

      “What is this on your phone, Jo?” Samantha stared at the picture.

      “Oh, that was a snapshot I took of a photograph I saw in Kent’s house. It was a screensaver on his computer. I don’t know why, but for some reason it caught my attention. I figured I would look at it later to figure it out.”

      “I think I can tell you why.” Samantha stared at the image.

      “Well?” Jo leaned down beside her.

      “This photograph was taken during a game that was played during the evening. Maybe it was a night that Kent should have been working. Let me see if my friend in IT can find out from the computer systems he’s managed to access.”

      “Great eye. I never would have figured that out,” Jo said.

      “You knew enough to take the picture.” Samantha looked up at her with a smile. “That’s the only way we would have this to look into.”

      “All right, I know when to accept a compliment.” Jo grinned.

      “It doesn’t mean much unless we can prove it.” Eddy peered over Samantha’s shoulder at the phone.

      “Oh, I will, it should only take me a few minutes.” While Samantha tapped away at the buttons on her own phone, Eddy finally sat down.

      “What’s bothering you so much, Eddy?” Jo locked her eyes to his. “You’ve been on edge ever since we started looking into this murder.”

      “I don’t like the idea of prison hanging over the head of a friend of mine. It really bothers me when an innocent person gets caught up in some criminal’s web.”

      “That makes sense, Eddy, but it comes across as if you’re angry at Walt.”

      “I’m not angry. But I can’t get past this feeling that he’s hiding something.”

      “Listen up.” Samantha had a triumphant smile on her lips. “We were right. He should have been on shift during that game and he only gets a couple of fifteen minute breaks. He wouldn’t have enough time to go to the restaurant and be back in fifteen minutes even if he didn’t eat anything there.”

      “So, what does that mean? Did he call out sick?” Eddy asked.

      “No, there’s no record of that. Maybe Kent has made it a habit of leaving his post for dinner on a regular basis, and not clocking out.”

      “He’s sneaking around.” Jo snapped her fingers.

      “He might not have been at the company at all when Magnus was killed. Maybe, he was out enjoying a drink at the bar when it all went down,” Samantha suggested.

      “But he said he was attacked. Why would he lie about that?” Jo asked.

      “To protect his job. If he slipped out when he should have been working then he likely didn’t want to admit to that. Maybe he returned to the building, found Magnus dead, and concocted a story to cover up for his absence,” Eddy said.

      “Maybe.” Jo pursed her lips. “All of his co-workers are calling him a hero, so he would want to keep up the lie now.”

      “Exactly,” Samantha said.

      “But there’s another possibility,” Jo suggested.

      “What’s that?” Samantha asked.

      “Well, if he wasn’t knocked out, he could have easily killed Magnus.”

      “You’re right. We need to find out once and for all whether he was in that building at the time of the murder,” Samantha said.

      “Should we go back in for another search of his house?” Eddy asked.

      “No, I have a better idea. Bartenders know everything, even things they don’t realize they know,” Samantha said. “I’m going to go in tonight and talk to the bartender that works the night shift. If that goes the way I hope then we might have something to work with.”

      “I could go with you.” Jo offered.

      “No, I’d rather go alone. It will be less conspicuous and hopefully the bartender will be more willing to talk to me,” Samantha said.

      “Trust me, you are much more approachable than me.” Jo winked.

      “Oh, you’re approachable enough when you want to be.” Samantha smiled.

      “What do you think of this woman, Madeline, and Walt?” Jo turned to look at her. “Do you think he can remain objective?”

      “I think, I’ve never seen Walt anything but objective,” Samantha said. “He might be a bit enamored, but when it comes down to it, logic always wins out with Walt.”

      “Maybe. But he is still human, and pretty lonely,” Jo said.

      Samantha tilted her head from side to side. “I’ve never really thought of him as lonely. Now that you mention it, I suppose that he could be.”

      Eddy looked over at her as if he might have something to say, but Walt stepped in through the door before he could speak.

      “Sorry I’m running behind, guys. What are we up to?” Walt asked.

      “Kent might have lied about being knocked out because he skipped out of work to have dinner at the bar,” Eddy said.

      “Interesting.” Walt looked thoughtful.

      “Did you find anything?” Samantha asked.

      “I noticed that there are small payments from Hiller Maximum going to Jimmy each month. I also want to look more into Hiller Brothers’ accounts. I think Clive Hiller is going to be someone we need to look into.”

      “Maybe so.” Eddy nodded. “For now I think we should focus on Kent. If we can confirm that he wasn’t knocked out like he said he was the night of the murder then we have some real substance to move forward on. That way if the police attempt to make any move on you, Walt, we’ll have something else to give them.”

      “So, you think Kent is lying?” Walt asked.

      “We’re pretty sure of it, because of this.” Jo showed him the photograph of Kent at the restaurant when he should have been on shift. “That was taken when he was meant to be working. If he did it once, he could be doing it often or even every night.”

      “I’ll go to the restaurant tonight, there’s still time before it closes,” Samantha said. “I’ll see if he makes a habit of this.”

      “All right.” Walt nodded. “I’ll keep looking into Clive Hiller. I’m sure he’s involved.”

      As everyone began to leave, Eddy walked over to Walt. “What were you up to this evening?”

      “I’m sorry?” Walt glanced over at him.

      “When I texted you, you said you would be here soon. I assumed you were out somewhere?”

      “I was.” Walt opened the door.

      “So?”

      Walt shrugged and stepped outside. He expected Eddy to follow. When he didn’t, Walt closed the door behind him. Until things were clearer he wasn’t going to give Eddy any more reason to doubt Madeline. If Eddy found out that she had fed him some information about Clive Hiller, then he would point it out as her attempt to deflect guilt. Walt hoped that wasn’t the case.
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      Samantha sat down at the end of the bar. The rest of the bar was packed. She knew the bartender would be busy with those customers, but when he needed a break Samantha hoped that he would head down to the quieter end. From the distance Samantha could see that the bartender was the same one in the photograph.

      As Samantha waited for the bartender’s attention she looked up at the television and confirmed that it was in the same position as it was in the photograph. It was clear to her that when the picture was taken, not only was the night shift bartender on duty, but a game completed after nine o’clock was still on the television. When the bartender finally walked over Samantha slid a twenty across the smooth counter to him.

      “What would you like?” He looked at the money, then up at Samantha.

      “I don’t want a drink, just a little information.”

      “Information about what?” He eyed the twenty again, but did not pick it up.

      “About a man that frequents your restaurant.” She held up her cell phone with an image of Kent on it. “Do you know him?”

      “Kent? Sure. He’s in here all the time. What kind of information do you need to know about him?”

      “Well, I’ve heard a rumor that he comes in here, maybe when he should be at work. Do you know anything about that?’

      “Oh.” He shook his head. “I warned him that it was going to come back to bite him one of these days.”

      “What exactly?”

      “Look, he’s a decent guy, but he’s tired of working night shift. He complains about it every time he’s here. His boss refuses to move him to another shift, so Kent takes it out on him by sneaking out of work. He comes here, eats a burger, watches some sports, and then heads back. It’s never hurt anyone. I didn’t think it was a big deal.”

      “It doesn’t sound like it would be.” Samantha shrugged. “Hey remember that game last week?”

      “What game?” He glanced over at the crowd at the other end of the bar.

      “The baseball game on Tuesday night.”

      “Oh, yeah sure. That was a crazy game.”

      “Was Kent here that night?”

      “You bet he was. He was furious when the new coach put in that rookie.”

      “You’re sure he was here?”

      “No question.” He laughed. “When Kent gets mad, you notice.”

      “Why is that? Is he violent?”

      “Not violent exactly, but he likes to hit things.”

      “Punch?”

      “No. You know, slam things.” He smacked his hand hard against the top of the bar.  Samantha jumped at the sound.

      “Was he here the entire night?”

      “No, just for about an hour.”

      “Do you know the times?”

      “No way. Why do people keep asking me that?”

      “People?”

      “Sure, it’s like all of a sudden Kent is the most popular guy in town. First, the old woman that always eats lunch here with her co-workers…”

      “Madeline?”

      “Maybe, I don’t work the day shift much.”

      “And who else?’

      “Some guy. He walked in here like he owned the place. When I didn’t give him all the answers he wanted he got angry and left.”

      “Do you remember his name?”

      “No, he didn’t even order anything. I think I’ve seen him in here before though. I can’t be sure, but I think it was with one of the baseball teams that sometimes comes in for dinner or a drink after the game. I think they might call him Hilly, but I’m not sure it might be a different person.” The first thought that popped into Samantha’s head was whether Hilly could be Clive Hiller.

      “Do you know which team?”

      “No, I don’t know, I might be mistaken anyway.”

      “What about Kent, did you ever see him with Kent?”

      “Look, I don’t know what this is about but I’m too busy for this.”

      “I’m sorry, just one more question. How long was Kent here for?”

      “It was a busy night. I barely had a chance to say hello to him. Kind of like tonight.” He frowned as someone hollered for him. “Excuse me.” As the bartender headed back to the crowd Samantha stared at the top of the bar. The sound of the man’s slap still echoed through her mind. So Kent had lied about being knocked out, and he liked to strike out when he was angry. That added up to a very good chance that he was involved in Magnus’ murder. She left another tip on the bar and headed out. As she walked to her car she dialed Eddy’s phone number.

      “What did you find out?”

      “It looks like Kent is a liar, and has quite a temper according to the bartender. He was here the night of the murder.”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t confirm an exact time.”

      “Okay we’ll work with what we have. I think it’s time we paid Kent a visit.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little too soon to tip him off that we’re on to him?” Samantha asked.

      “If Kent is volatile like the bartender claims, then we might be able to get him to lose his temper and confess. I think it’s worth a chance.”

      “Tomorrow morning? We can hit him while he’s sleepy, just after he gets off shift.”

      “Good idea,” Eddy agreed.
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      Samantha held two cups of coffee as she waited for Eddy to arrive. They might only have a small window between the time Kent got off shift and the time he went to sleep. If they missed it, he probably wouldn’t open the door. When Eddy finally pulled up, her palms were hot, and her irritation level was high.

      “What took you so long?” She frowned.

      “Sorry, got caught up on the phone with Chris, then straight after I hung up with him Walt called.”

      “Updates?” Samantha settled in and buckled her seatbelt.

      “Chris let me know the reason that Kent’s story wasn’t investigated further is because the detective on the case was certain there would be video footage to prove his claim. There is only a video of the front entry and exit. By the time they realized that there was no footage, it was too late to have a medical exam done on Kent.”

      “But Kent still didn’t insist on one, which is odd.”

      “Yes, it is,” Eddy said. “I think you should let me speak first. I can be much more intimidating.”

      “But do we want him scared or talkative?” Samantha asked.

      “Maybe a little of both. We’ll start with one then shift to the other. But I’d like to take the lead.” He pulled the car to a stop in a parking space in front of Kent’s townhouse.

      “All right, it’s all yours.” Samantha stepped out of the car. Eddy walked past her to the front door. He knocked hard on the door. A minute later Kent opened the door.

      “What is it?” He rubbed his eye and squinted at them standing outside his door.

      “Just need a minute of your time,” Eddy said.

      “I don’t have a minute. I’m exhausted. You know, some people work nights.”

      “I’m aware of your schedule, I don’t mean to intrude, but this is a rather pressing matter.”

      “What is it?” Kent frowned. “If it’s about religion, you’re out of luck.”

      “No, it’s not about religion. Unless you count worshiping at a bar as your religion. Maybe that will get you out of the hot seat for leaving your post in the middle of your shift?”

      “What are you talking about?” Kent straightened up. “I have no idea.”

      “No?” Samantha stepped forward. “I know that you are often clocked in at work, but are somehow simultaneously at the restaurant. How does that happen, Kent?”

      “That’s crazy. You can’t prove that.”

      “There are many witnesses,” Samantha said.

      “So, you have a few options here,” Eddy said. “Either we can take this information to your new boss, or we can take this to the police, who will find out that on the night of Magnus’ murder you weren’t knocked out and you weren’t where you claimed to be. Or, you can answer a few questions for us.”

      He rolled his eyes and sighed. “Like you’ve never played hooky on a job.”‘

      “No son, my generation didn’t do that.” Eddy scowled at him. “So were you at the restaurant on the night of the murder, or weren’t you?”

      “I was at work for most of the time.”

      “But not at the time of the murder?” Samantha met his eyes.

      “No. All right, no I wasn’t there.”

      “But you found the body?” Samantha asked.

      “When I came back, I saw him on the ground. I tried to help him, but he was already dead. I didn’t know what to do. I called the police and then I panicked and I couldn’t exactly say that I wasn’t there, so when the police arrived I told them that I had been knocked out. I mean, nobody asked me to prove it.”

      “Unbelievable.” Eddy shook his head. “Do you have any idea how much harm you did to the investigation?”

      “I need my job. If I lose it, I’m going to be evicted. I made a mistake. I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Can you prove that?” Samantha took a step closer to him. “If you lied about being knocked out how do we know you didn’t kill Magnus?”

      “Why would I do that? He signs my paychecks.”

      “Your paychecks for the night shift, right?” Eddy squinted. “Isn’t that a shift you’ve been trying to get taken off for a long time?”

      “Look, I didn’t kill anybody.”

      “How did you get in and out of the building without the cameras catching you?” Eddy asked.

      “I went through the fire exit, the alarm on the door has been disabled.”

      “How do we know you didn’t kill him when you came back?” Samantha asked.

      “Look, I don’t care what you do. Let the cops come, I didn’t kill anyone. But first I need some sleep. So get out.” He pushed his door closed. Samantha heard the click of the lock. Eddy raised his hand to knock again.

      “No don’t. We’re done here.” Samantha caught his hand at the wrist. “He’s told us everything he’s going to tell us. Now you need to let Chris know what we found.”

      “You think so?”

      “Absolutely. If Chris finds out that you knew about this and didn’t share the information with him then he’s going to be very upset with you.” She glanced at her phone as it began to ring. “It’s Walt. Give Chris a call.”

      “Okay.” Eddy walked back towards the car as he dialed Chris’ number.

      Samantha answered her phone.

      “Walt?”

      “I need to talk with you and Eddy. Can you stop by my villa?”

      “Sure, no problem, we’re on our way now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Walt stared at the piece of paper in his hand. Just as Madeline had said, all of Clive Hiller’s accounts were paid on time until he opened Hiller Maximum and Magnus refused to work with his new company. It seemed clear that he had withheld payment. Maybe out of revenge for both business and personal matters. Walt looked up when he heard a knock on the door. He opened it to find Jo on the other side.

      “I came as soon as I got your text.” He looked past her to see Eddy and Samantha headed towards the door.

      “I need you to back me up on this one, Jo. Can you do that?”

      “Sure.” She frowned. “Why? Do you think Eddy won’t?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Hey Walt. What news do you have?” Eddy stepped inside, with Samantha right behind him.

      “It looks like Clive Hiller is our man,” Walt said with confidence.

      “Really?” Samantha raised an eyebrow. “He’s such a powerful man to be concerned with such a thing.”

      “Powerful men like to get what they want, even if it means murder,” Walt said.

      “That is true.” Jo nodded. “They tend to be sociopaths. That’s how they get so successful.”

      “Not all of them I’m sure.” Samantha shook her head.

      “Take a look at what I found.” Walt pointed out the debt owed to Magnus’ company.

      “What does this mean?” Eddy blinked as the numbers swirled in front of him.

      “Clive Hiller was in the red, knowing that his account was in such good standing it wouldn’t be noticed right away. Then maybe Magnus found out or Clive was worried he would find out so he tried to make it look as if he had made the repayments so that no one would know the difference.”

      “Wouldn’t it throw up some red flags of some kind a long time ago if he wasn’t repaying the money?” Eddy asked.

      “Not in that particular system. The alerts were turned off for his account because he was such a good long term customer. Issues were supposed to be dealt with on a personal level so that there was no paper trail to embarrass him,” Walt explained.

      “I understand how you know about the transactions, but how do you know all of the other information?” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “I have a source. I trust it. I think we should look into it.”

      “A source that you can’t tell us about?” Eddy grimaced.

      “Eddy, stop.” Samantha shook her head. “If Walt says it’s good information, then it’s good information.”

      “Fine.” Eddy nodded. “Then let’s set up a meeting with Clive Hiller. Do you think you can help with that, Samantha?”

      “I’m sure I can get that set up,” Samantha said.

      “I should be there.” Walt frowned. “If this is about money, then I am the one most likely to be able to figure out and prove how Clive Hiller is connected to Magnus’ murder.”

      “That I have to disagree with.” Eddy shook his head. “You’re going to be putting yourself in full view of the detective on this case if you begin having meetings with potential suspects.”

      Walt gritted his teeth. “I understand that, but it’s still frustrating.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Walt,” Jo said. “You and I can look into Hiller’s connection in other ways while Eddy and Samantha have their meeting. Sound good?”

      “Sure.” Walt sighed. “I guess I could go over the financial records for his companies and see if I can find anything else.”

      “I might be able to help with that, too. Not the numbers of course, but I do know some ways he might be funneling the money.” Jo smiled.

      “Okay, I’ll try to set up the meeting for tomorrow.” Samantha pulled out her phone. “But if we’re meeting with Clive Hiller, Eddy, you’re going to have to look the part.”

      “I can handle that.” He winked.
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      Early the next morning Samantha arrived at Eddy’s villa. She walked up to the door anticipating one of his usual old, light brown suits. When Eddy opened the door what she saw was a tailored suit and a man she almost didn’t recognize.

      “See?” He smirked. “I told you I could handle it.”

      In an attempt to hide her shock she reached up and straightened his tie. “You should wear a suit like this more often, Eddy. You clean up so nice.”

      “Flattery will get you nowhere, haven’t you learned that yet, Samantha?”

      “We’ll see.” She smiled and led him to the car. “Did you hear from Walt?”

      “He just called to see what time we are going to visit Hiller. He’s convinced the guy has something to do with the murder. He still wanted to go question him with us. I think I convinced him to leave it to us.”

      “You don’t think he’s on to something? I mean Hilly could be Clive Hiller and why would he be asking about Kent?”

      “It could be but with Walt it’s always about numbers. He sees something off about Hiller’s finances, and he’s going to fixate on that. But I fail to see why anyone as powerful and well off as Clive Hiller would need to off someone like Magnus. Even if he did, I doubt that he would do it at his place of work.  And again, I’m not seeing a motive.”

      “Maybe Walt sees something that you don’t. He does have an eye for detail after all,” Samantha said.

      “Maybe. Or maybe he’s just got tunnel vision. That happens sometimes too you know.”

      “I know, but we have to look into it for his sake.”

      “I agree, that’s why we are going.”

      On the rest of the drive to Hiller’s office Samantha gripped the steering wheel tight. She stared hard out through the windshield.

      “All right, out with it, Samantha. I know you have something on your mind.”

      “How do you know me so well?”

      “Just tell me what’s bothering you,” Eddy said. She parked the car in front of the large building and stepped out of the car. Eddy shut his door hard and looked across the top of the car at her. “What is it?”

      “I just want you to be a little easier on Walt.”

      “Samantha, Walt and I are friends, he knows that I’m just looking out for him.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Look, just because we don’t wash each others’ hair and have pillow fights…”

      “Really Eddy?”

      He sighed and adjusted his hat. “What I mean is, women have a certain kind of relationship, and men have a different kind. Walt knows that I have his back, and that’s all that matters.”

      “If you say so. We’d better get in there, or we’re going to be late.”

      After a long walk through the lobby and a short ride in the elevator up to the second floor, they stepped out onto a carpeted hallway. As they approached a large, wooden door Samantha noticed a nameplate on the wall beside it. ‘Clive Hiller’. It was a name she had done quite a bit of research on over the last couple of days. He wasn’t just a wealthy man, he was a man of influence in the community. Hiller Brothers built strip malls, offices, houses and apartment buildings. Was she really going to walk in that office and accuse him of murder? She decided that she would have to be diplomatic. She knocked once on the door then opened it and stepped inside.

      Clive Hiller stood up from behind his desk and smiled at Samantha as she walked up to him. His smile faded just a little as Eddy stepped in behind her.

      “Welcome, please sit.” He pointed out two chairs in front of his desk. “When my assistant told me that you needed this meeting today I made some adjustments to my schedule. But I’m afraid, I don’t have very much time to talk. She said that you’re interested in building a new apartment complex?”

      Eddy looked over at Samantha with a cocked eyebrow. Samantha stared directly at Hiller.

      “Actually, that’s not why we’re here.”

      “No? Maybe I have the wrong appointment?”

      “No, you don’t. Please don’t fault your assistant, I can be very convincing.” Samantha smiled. “We only need a few minutes of your time, then we’ll be out of your hair and you can continue with your regular schedule.”

      “What is this about?” Clive rested his hands on the top of his desk. He narrowed his eyes.

      “As you may know a business associate of yours was murdered.”

      “Yes, I know that Magnus was killed. I’ve already spoken to a detective about it. So why do I need to speak to you about it?”

      “We’re consultants on the case. Hired by the family. We’d just like to gather as much information as possible,” Samantha explained.

      “I think you need to leave. You conned yourselves into my office, and I don’t appreciate that.”

      “Please, Sir.” Samantha offered a warm smile. “We just want to ask a few questions, then we’ll be gone.”

      He sighed and shook his head. “Fine, what is it?”

      “Did you know Magnus well?”

      “Not at all. I didn’t even like the man.” He rolled his eyes. “Nor did I hate him, so please don’t bark up that tree.”

      “What about his company? Did you ever have any financial issues with his company?”

      “Not that I knew about. Somehow there was some kind of glitch in the software and my payments weren’t being processed. But I only found out about that when the detective told me. I’m working on taking care of that situation now.”

      “With Jimmy?” Samantha asked.

      “Yes, with Jimmy.” He narrowed his eyes. “Why are you asking about Jimmy?”

      “Are you aware that he is a suspect in Magnus’ murder?” Eddy stepped forward.

      “Jimmy?” Clive laughed. “Not a chance. Jimmy would never do that.”

      “So, you know Jimmy pretty well?” Samantha met his eyes. “Would you say that you’re friends?”

      “I would say that we’ve known each other for a long time. That’s all.”

      “I suppose when Magnus refused to provide financial backing to Hiller Maximum, you were pretty angry.” Samantha placed her hands on her hips. “Maybe you went to Jimmy about just how angry you were.”

      “Magnus was always trying to cause some kind of trouble. I was used to it. But Chad handled all of that. I didn’t even know there was an issue for a while. By the time I found out, Chad was handling it.”

      “Seems to me that you don’t know about a lot of things.” Eddy rapped his knuckles on the desk. “Who exactly is Chad?” Eddy remembered that Walt had asked specifically about two members of the baseball team. He was sure one of them was Chad.

      “Chad is one of my employees. He is the companies’ financial director and I recently appointed him as manager of Hiller Maximum so that I could continue to focus on Hiller Brothers. I don’t expect to know about everything he does, but he and Jimmy were on the same baseball team and he did use Jimmy’s financial advice on a few occasions for Hiller Maximum and paid him accordingly.”

      “So, the payments from Hiller Maximum to Jimmy were legitimate transactions?” Samantha asked.

      “Yes, and I’m sure that you would know that if you were actually detectives, which you are not. So please, get out of my office.”

      “Sir, if I could…” Samantha began.

      “No you certainly couldn’t. Get out.” He pointed to the door. “Or I will be placing a call to security.”

      “Mr. Hiller…”

      “Samantha, that’s it. The man wants us to leave, so we’re leaving.” Eddy started to turn towards the door. Samantha eyed him impatiently, but didn’t argue. If there was one thing she’d learned about Eddy, it was that there was no point to arguing with him. Just as they reached the door Eddy paused and looked back at Clive. “I do hope you have a good lawyer, Mr. Hiller, because if everything you’ve told me is true, you’re going to look mighty suspicious to that detective you spoke to. I came here to rule you out as a suspect, but I can guarantee you that the detective came here to rule you in.”

      “Well, you can both give up, because I have an alibi for that night. I wasn’t even in the state. I was traveling to a conference.”

      “I assume you were with someone?” Samantha said.

      “No, I wasn’t,” Clive replied.

      “So, your alibi is that you were somewhere on the road all by yourself? You think that’s going to stand up?” Samantha asked.

      “Out!” Clive pointed at the door. “I don’t have to answer to either of you.”

      “That’s true.” Samantha nodded. “We’re not the ones with a warrant or handcuffs, but I’m sure it won’t be long before they show up.”

      “I have nothing to hide.”

      “Then you should be willing to answer one last question.” Samantha held his stare.

      “What is that?” He sighed.

      “Who else would want Magnus dead?”

      “You say who else, as if I’m someone that wanted him dead. But I’m not. I might not have liked the man very much, but that doesn’t mean that I wanted him dead. Business is business, I don’t have to like the people I work with. As for who might want him dead, I’d say you don’t have a piece of paper long enough to contain the list. Magnus made more enemies than any other man I’ve known. He made most of his fortune from the failure of others. How well liked do you think he could be?”

      “Thank you for your time.” Samantha nodded. As they stepped out of the office Eddy looked over at her.

      “Well, that was a bust,” Eddy said.

      “Not necessarily.”

      “What do you mean? We didn’t get any new information.”

      “We know that it wasn’t Clive.”

      “How? Because he claims he was traveling?” Eddy asked.

      “No, because when I gave him the opportunity to point a finger at someone else, he didn’t. A guilty man will always have someone in mind to pin the guilt on.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Eddy said.

      “Really? With all of your experience?”

      “Okay yes, usually a guilty man will try to deflect his guilt, but maybe Clive is cleverer than that. He is the head of a million dollar company after all.”

      “A million dollar company that was still bullied and controlled by Magnus. Maybe Magnus was far more powerful than we realized,” Samantha said. “There’s no question that Hiller had the means and the motive to hire someone to take care of his problem for him. Maybe he didn’t deliver the blow himself, but I think he may still be involved.”

      “You just said you thought he was innocent. Now, I’m confused.” Eddy furrowed his brows.

      “I said he might not be the killer. I don’t think he did it himself. But that doesn’t mean that he didn’t hire someone to do it and maybe he believed that it could never be traced back to him. The important question is, did he hate Magnus enough to arrange his murder?” Samantha asked.

      “Well, there was the matter of the overdrawn debt,” Eddy said.

      “And the interest that Magnus charged on it.”

      “It must have amounted to a lot of money.”

      “Maybe Hiller thought he could get a clean slate if he took out Magnus,” Samantha suggested.

      “Maybe, but it’s a bit extreme, when Hiller has plenty of funds to cover the debt and make the monthly repayments,” Eddy said.

      “I think we need to find out if Jo and Walt found out anything about Hiller’s finances.”

      “Hopefully they dug up something.”
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      “What’s this?” Jo stretched her arm over Walt’s shoulder and pointed at the list of Hiller Brothers’ account transactions.

      “Hm?” Walt looked at the numbers. “What about it? It’s a payment from a client.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I already vetted each of Hiller Brothers’ clients to make sure that there weren’t any fake ones. Everything in Clive Hiller’s accounts seems to be flawless.”

      “Except that we know he was behind on his payments to Magnus.”

      “That’s what I can’t figure out. Why are there no transactions to cover that debt coming into Magnus’ company? Wait a minute.” He looked at the printout of financial records that Madeline had sent him. “Let’s see, the amount is five thousand a month.” He looked back at Hiller Brothers’ transactions. “There is a transaction once a month for that amount coming out of Hiller Brothers with a transaction notation of ‘mag6886’. It must be for Magnus, but it isn’t reaching the account. So where does that money go?”

      He skimmed through the remainder of the transactions. As he searched, Samantha and Eddy arrived at the villa.

      “Don’t speak to him, he’s working.” Jo smiled. “He has me trained. How did the meeting go?”

      “Not great. We’re hoping that you found something.” Samantha frowned and peered over Walt’s shoulder.

      Walt shook his head. “This is strange. The money goes out of Hiller Brothers’ account but it disappears. It looks like the money has been taken right out of Hiller Brothers’ account made out to Magnus’ company, but I cannot see the payments going into Magnus’ company. So who knows what happens to it after that.”

      “That is strange,” Eddy said.

      “I bet I know who is taking it and what happens to it.” Walt rubbed his eyes then looked back at the papers. “I bet Clive Hiller is keeping it. That way he can claim there’s a problem in the software, and that he’s clearly made the payments.”

      “Maybe,” Eddy said. “But that’s a lot of trouble for a wealthy man to go to for a few thousand dollars.”

      Samantha stepped up to them.

      “All right let’s regroup. Here, we have Jimmy.” She raised one finger in the air. “He has the most to gain from Magnus’ death. He will most likely get the CEO position, which he has been after for quite some time.”

      “And here.” Eddy held up a finger. “We have Kent, who claimed he was knocked out, but showed no injuries that would have been caused if he had been knocked out. He also had a problem with Magnus for keeping him on night shift. But as far as we know he wasn’t even at the office at the time of the murder, unless he killed him before or after he went to dinner.  Maybe he was caught by Magnus and they got in a fight.”

      “Let’s not forget Madeline.” Jo held up a finger as well. “Never underestimate the power of a woman’s heartbreak. Maybe she was tired of waiting for Magnus to choose her.”

      “But the police believe the attacker was a man,” Walt explained.

      “That’s true.” Jo raised an eyebrow. “Maybe she hired a hitman. She could have been the one that let him into the building.”

      “Interesting.” Samantha nodded.

      “Let’s not forget Clive Hiller. Somehow he’s involved in all of this,” Walt said.

      “I know that you think that Walt, but I don’t necessarily agree with you,” Eddy said.

      “Something is off about the money between these companies. How would Jimmy or Madeline stand to profit from that?” Walt asked.

      “I don’t know. But we need to focus on them and rule them out first,” Eddy said. “I still can’t believe that Hiller’s motive would be a few thousand dollars a month.”

      “All right, I can’t figure out Hiller’s motive, yet. But it’s often about the money. I really believe that we should take a look inside Hiller’s home. Maybe we’ll find something there,” Walt said.

      “No, I have to say no.” Eddy shook his head.

      “What? Why?” Walt stared at him. “What gives you the final say?”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. “Experience!”

      “Boys, calm down.” Jo lifted her hand to cut the tension between the two of them. “I am the one who gets the final say when it comes to breaking into someone’s home. I don’t think we should break into Hiller’s. At least not yet. Not unless we don’t have any other choice.”

      “Why not?” Walt frowned. “Because it’s my idea?”

      “No, don’t be ridiculous. I just would prefer not to break into Hiller’s house because it is so high risk. He must have very high security and I wouldn’t want to get caught. So, unless you plan on breaking in yourself, I think it’s time that we change the subject.”

      Walt sat back against the chair. He wasn’t happy that no one listened to his idea. But that was how it was from the start of the case. No one wanted to hear what he had to say. They believed that Walt needed to be protected and not openly involved in the investigation. He felt as if he was being treated like a child, when he should have been the one with the most insight into the case. Now that he’d been pushed aside yet again, he was sure that he had to find a way to prove his point. If Jo wouldn’t break into the Hiller residence, then he would just have to find his own way in. As everyone began to leave, Eddy walked over to Walt.

      “You know how much I value honesty, Walt, right?”

      “Yes.” Walt looked down at his hands.

      “So, when I ask you this, I want you to be honest.”

      “Of course, Eddy.” Walt looked up at him.

      “Did you get this information from Madeline?”

      Walt blinked slowly. His chest tightened. He couldn’t bring himself to lie to Eddy. “Yes I did, at least some of it. We had dinner last night.”

      “That shouldn’t have happened.” Eddy grimaced. “Now we can’t trust any of that information.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “So is making goo goo eyes at a possible murder suspect.” Eddy turned and walked away from Walt before he could say anything more colorful. Walt stared after him and bit his own tongue. He wasn’t a fan of losing his temper, but it certainly was boiling.
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      After everyone had left, Walt stared at the paper in front of him. He knew that he was right. He couldn’t wait for Eddy to catch up and agree with him. Maybe he was an intelligent man when it came to detective work, but he didn’t understand numbers the way that Walt did. He decided that he had to take matters into his own hands.

      Although he had studied Jo’s behavior, and her habits, he didn’t think it would be enough to get him in the door. He could only hope that somehow he would get in.  He knew he couldn’t wait much longer for more information. He had to do something. He chose the darkest clothes he could find as Jo always wore black. But his were just a dark shade of brown.  They would just have to do he decided.  He put on his pants, shirt and sweater and his usual polished brown shoes. He tried to steady his breath as he grabbed some gloves from the top drawer and put them into his pocket.  He still didn’t know how he was going to get into the house. He had none of Jo’s tools or experience.  All he knew was that he had to try.

      On his drive to Clive Hiller’s house he tried to steady his hands. A couple of times he thought about turning the car around and heading back home, but he had to keep going. He knew Clive Hiller was involved but he needed the proof.  He parked down a side street close to Hiller’s house. From previous break-ins he knew he shouldn’t park too close to the house, but he needed to be close enough so he could run to the car if he needed a quick getaway.  As he put the car in park Walt took some deep breaths. When he finally had the courage he walked down the street and up the driveway to Hiller’s house. There was no car parked in the driveway, but Walt noticed a garage to his left.

      Walt didn’t know what to do next so he decided to knock.  If Hiller was home then he could talk to him and have a look around.  He wasn’t sure what he would say.  Maybe he would pretend he was lost. Would Hiller know who Walt was and hurt him? Before he could think about it further he raised his hand to knock on the door.  As his hand struck the door the door swung open.  Walt waited for an alarm to sound. When it didn’t he walked inside. Was Hiller home?  Had Hiller left in a rush?

      Walt slowly walked down the corridor expecting someone to jump out at him at any second. The first room he came across was Hiller’s study. He slowly peered around the corner.  He decided to go inside. Maybe he could find some documentation to prove that Hiller had wiped out his debt to Magnus’ company and kept the money himself.

      The moment Walt stepped in the room he heard someone approaching. He looked around for a place to hide. The only available space was a small closet with a slatted door. He ducked inside and pulled the door closed just before someone stepped inside the study. Walt held his breath. It was very difficult for him to do. The in and out pattern of breathing was a subtle routine that he counted on every second of every day. Now he held his breath in an attempt to keep his hiding place a secret.

      Through the crack in the door Walt watched the man walk over to a bottle of gin and pour some into a small glass. He couldn’t see his face properly, but he saw him swirl the liquid then sniff it. Walt had to breathe. He eased a breath past his lips as they trembled. No one knew he was there. No one would know if he disappeared.

      Walt tightened his hands into fists at his sides. More than anything he wanted to burst out of the closet and attack the man. But he wasn’t strong enough for that. He’d never been one for violence. The man turned, with the glass in his hand. To Walt’s surprise he recognized him right away. It wasn’t Hiller, as he had expected. It was Chad Hillwick. He lifted the glass to his lips and swallowed down every drop of the liquid. When Walt heard the clink of the glass being set back down on the silver tray his heart pounded so loud that he was sure that Chad heard it.

      Chad walked towards the closet, his gaze focused on the slats. Walt tried to convince himself that Chad couldn’t see him. He willed himself not to make the slightest sound. However, his throat began to tickle and he sensed a cough brewing. Just when he was sure he would burst out into a loud coughing fit, Chad turned and walked past the closet without even peeking into it. Walt exhaled and the cough began to bubble again. The closet door flew open and Walt dissolved into something between a scream and a coughing fit. Chad glared at him.

      “I thought I heard a rat. I guess I was right.” He grabbed Walt hard by the collar of his shirt and yanked him out of the closet. Walt lost his balance and crashed to his knees. As his hands met the carpet his mind raced with the amount of germs that he touched. But Chad demanded his attention with a swift kick to his ribs.

      “What are you doing here, Walter Right? You should be in jail right now. At least there you would be safe.”

      Walt struggled to breathe over the sharp pain that carried through his side. “I don’t know anything, Chad.”

      “Don’t lie, Walt. You know my name.” He rocked back on his heels as he looked down at Walt. “That’s enough reason.”

      “You have one death on your hands, Chad, you don’t need to do this.”

      “Actually, you’re wrong. Magnus’ death is not on my hands at all. It’s on Jimmy’s hands, or your hands, or even Madeline’s hands, but not on mine, Walt. So, really I have no choice but to handle this situation, or it will be on my hands.” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “You should know that I had no intention of harming you. Well, other than sending you to prison for the rest of your life if that meant I wouldn’t be a suspect. Really, how long do you have left anyway?” He chuckled. “I guess Madeline will have to take the fall for Magnus’ death and yours. You know what they’ll call her in prison?” He leaned down some and tried to meet Walt’s eyes. Every time Walt tried to get up he grimaced in pain. “A black widow. Every man she ever loved, ends up dead.” He laughed. “Or maybe not. It’s not like you two ever had the chance, did you?”

      Walt stared up at him with disbelief. He tried to move his feet beneath him to get up, but Chad pulled back his foot and threatened to kick him again.

      “How did you know about us?”

      “She told me.” Chad smirked. “I went to her, concerned about her because of Magnus’ death, and we had a lovely chat. She told me all about your little investigation, and how she was sure that you would figure it out. The strange thing is, she even told me that she felt so lucky to have found you again. Now because of that luck, you’re going to end up dead, she’s going to end up in prison, and I, well, I will still be rich.”

      “I think that you’re missing something very important, Chad. You should hear me out.”

      “I think you’re just trying to delay the inevitable, Walt. You’re going to die. Do you really want to tell me some story before you do?”

      “It’s not a story.” Walt narrowed his eyes. “It’s a warning.”

      Chad crossed his arms and shook his head. “It’s pathetic. You’re just trying to distract me.”

      “What would that do for me? It’s not as if it will save my life.”

      “Hm.” Chad crouched down some. “What is it, old man?”

      “I have friends.” Walt smiled and looked into Chad’s eyes. “And even when I’m dead, they will fight to find out the truth about what happened to me. They will seek justice.”

      “Oh please.” Chad chuckled. “They know nothing about me. You don’t think I noticed your surprise when you were hiding in that closet? I could see you the whole time. You weren’t expecting me were you?” He shook his head. “Don’t feel bad. That’s the story of my life. Always underestimated. People just don’t realize how smart I am. It’s usually their downfall.”

      “Was it smart to steal from your boss who gave you an amazing opportunity to run your own business?”

      “Oh sure. He threw me his scraps so I could beg at his feet. The moment Hiller Maximum met any trouble, it would have been shut down. Then I would be left with nothing, despite all of the effort that I put into getting that business off the ground.”

      “I guess you sensed your own failure when Magnus refused to work with you. Was that when you started to panic?”

      “I didn’t panic. Magnus wanted me to fail. He had set me up when I worked for him and then he thought I had failed him when I left his company. He wanted to buy Hiller Maximum out from under me and then eventually take over all of Hiller’s companies.”

      “That’s how you thank him for setting you up. By killing him?"

      “Shut your mouth!” He slammed his foot into Walt’s ribs once more. Walt groaned and tried to crawl away from him. Every movement caused pain. It occurred to him that these were the last moments of his life. He wasn’t going to make it out alive. Every chance that he ever passed up for the sake of the safe choice rushed through his mind. Had he ever really lived in his tidy, secluded space? Was there anything that he could have done to alter this final circumstance? Chad grabbed him by the collar again and swept one hand underneath Walt’s shoulder. He hoisted him to his feet as Walt screamed in pain.

      “Quiet I said.” Chad grabbed a towel from the small tray and shoved it in Walt’s mouth. “No last words for you, Walt.” He shoved him towards the hallway that led to the garage. “Can’t have a mess on Hiller’s carpet, now can we?”

      Walt wondered if his threat would come true. Would his friends be able to figure out what happened to him or would Chad end up rich and happy as he had predicted. Perhaps if Walt hadn’t been so stubborn, none of this would have happened. But it was too late to worry about that. The trunk of the car was open. Chad shoved him inside and slammed the lid shut. Walt hoped the journey wouldn’t be long. Dread was an awful feeling.
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      Eddy frowned as he heard Walt’s voicemail pick up yet again. Maybe the little spat they had earlier had more of an impact on Walt than he had thought. Was he too harsh? Walt had hidden his dinner with Madeline from him. It wasn’t as if Eddy made that up. However, maybe it was wrong of him to question Walt’s decision-making. Eddy cringed. He had a habit of questioning first and thinking it through later. He sighed and dialed Walt’s number one more time. When he got Walt’s voicemail again he gripped his phone so tight that he could have crushed it. He dialed Samantha’s number straight away.

      “Eddy?”

      “Have you spoken to Walt?” Eddy asked.

      “No. Have you spoken to him?”

      “No. So you haven’t heard from him at all?”

      “I’m starting to get a little worried. It’s not like Walt to go so quiet.”

      “Something happened between us. I think maybe I caused this silence,” Eddy said.

      “What happened?”

      “I found out that Walt had a dinner date with Madeline. He didn’t tell any of us about it. I confronted him about it. I was worried that he was being manipulated by this woman.”

      “Oh Eddy, so what if Walt had dinner with her? They’re old friends.”

      “So, maybe she was conning him.”

      “Eddy, I understand why you were suspicious of Madeline, but Walt has never given us a reason to doubt him. When you confronted him, you showed that you didn’t trust him. No wonder he’s not answering the phone.”

      “Now wait a minute, he’s not answering your calls either. I didn’t mention anything about you,” Eddy said.

      “I know he’ll answer for Jo. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll call you back.”

      “All right, I’ll be here.”

      Samantha hung up the phone then dialed Jo’s number. “What’s up, Samantha?”

      “Eddy and I are having a hard time reaching Walt. We thought maybe you could try to call him.”

      “Me? What difference would that make?”

      “He’ll answer for you.”

      “Samantha, that’s silly. Walt would answer for you or Eddy, too.”

      “No, I don’t think he would. I think he’s annoyed with us. He respects you, Jo, and he worries about you. If you call, I’m sure he will answer.”

      “All right fine I’ll try, but I’m sure it’s all some misunderstanding.”

      “Call me right back and let me know.” A few minutes later her cell phone rang.

      “Just like I told you. I called him and he didn’t answer.”

      “That’s not okay. I know Walt, he never turns his phone off. There’s no reason for him not to answer any of us.”

      “Maybe he’s with Madeline.”

      “No. Something isn’t right,” Samantha said. “Can you come to my villa?”

      “Yes. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      Samantha hung up and dialed Eddy’s number. Before he could even speak she interrupted. “Eddy, get to my villa. We need to figure out where Walt is and fast. Something is wrong.”

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Once Samantha hung up the phone she sat down at the computer. With a few quick keystrokes she searched for a contact number for Madeline. She quickly dialed the number. Madeline answered after the third ring.

      “This is Madeline.”

      “Madeline, my name is Samantha Smith.”

      “Walt’s friend?”

      “Yes. Have you seen or heard from him?”

      The woman hesitated. Samantha could hear the heavy draw of her breath. She waited for a response.

      “Is he missing?”

      “He’s not answering anyone’s calls, which is very unusual for Walt. Did you speak to him today?”

      “Walt’s a private person,” Madeline said.

      “That may be, but not when it comes to us. I need to know if you hear from him, Madeline. I’m worried that he could be in some kind of trouble.”

      “I haven’t heard from him.” She sighed. “But, I have an idea of where he might be.”

      “Oh?”

      “I think he might have been after Clive Hiller. He thought he was on to something. I don’t know for sure if he went to speak to him and maybe see if he could take a look around his house, but he mentioned that he wanted to.”

      Samantha’s heart sank as she recalled Jo’s refusal to break into Hiller’s place. Would Walt really have gone off on his own to do that?

      “If you hear from him, please let me know. I’m very concerned about him.”

      “I will.”

      Samantha hung up the phone just as she heard a knock on the door. She rushed over and opened it to find both Eddy and Jo on the doorstep.

      “I think we have a big problem.”

      “What is it?” Eddy frowned. “Did you hear from Walt?”

      “No, but I did call Madeline. She thinks he might have tried to speak to Hiller and try to see if he could find any evidence. I think that maybe he even tried to break in, since we refused to.”

      “Walt.” Eddy groaned.

      “What is he thinking?” Jo shook her head.

      “He’s thinking that he wants to solve the case. Let’s just hope that he has his phone turned off for that reason, and not because he’s been harmed in any way,” Samantha said.

      “What are we going to do?” Eddy lifted his hat and ran his hand back across his head. “We don’t even know if he really went after Hiller.”

      “I know one thing we can do. We’ll go to Hiller’s place and I’ll break in if necessary. If Walt was there, I’ll know it,” Jo said.

      “But Jo you said…”

      “I know what I said, and now things are different. Walt’s life might be at stake. I’m willing to risk whatever I have to, to find him.”

      “Let’s go.” Eddy nodded.
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      Jo fiddled with the window. It was harder to get into Hiller’s than she had anticipated. However, with a little patience and a good tool she was able to break through the lock on the window without setting off the alarm. Once she had the window open she slid inside. As soon as her feet touched the floor she raced for the alarm to shut it off. However, when she reached the panel by the door she was surprised to see that it was already off. Had Walt turned it off or was someone home in the Hiller residence?

      Jo flattened herself against the wall and edged along the hallway until she reached another room that had its door open. It looked like a study. Inside she saw a tray with glasses on it. One looked like it had recently been used. She knew that Walt wasn’t one to partake, especially while breaking into a house. Someone was there, recently. Did they find Walt? Or was Walt scared off? She gritted her teeth as she reminded herself that she had no idea if Walt had ever even been there.

      As Jo started to walk through the room she noticed that a corner of the rug was curled up. The closet door hung open. From the indentations on the rug it looked as if the couch had been shoved a little. Her heart sank as she realized that there had been an altercation in the room. When she saw a pack of antibacterial wipes on the floor near the closet her heartbeat quickened. That meant that Walt had been there, and since he hadn’t called any of them, it was likely that someone did something to harm him. Jo rushed to search the rest of the house for clues as to where he might be, but before she could get anywhere her phone buzzed with a text from Samantha.

      

      Hiller is in the driveway.

      

      Jo’s throat tightened. There wasn’t time to hide, she had to make a bold escape. In the middle of the hallway there was only one place to escape through, a door that led out to the garage. She hurried through it and closed the door behind her. As she drew in a heavy breath to calm herself, she noticed that the garage was empty. On the concrete floor was a stain that was still wet. A car had been there recently. She crept closer to the stain.  Jo stared at it. A moment later she slipped through the garage door that led outside. When she joined Samantha at the car she was out of breath.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more warning, Jo, Hiller came out of nowhere.”

      “Don’t worry about that. We need to find Walt. Someone took him.”

      “What? Do you know that for sure?”

      “I can’t be positive, but there was a fight inside of that house, and a car recently left that garage. I also saw antibacterial wipes on the floor in the area where it looks like there was a fight. I don’t know for certain, but I have a very strong feeling that whoever was here took Walt.”

      “Was there any sign of injury?” Samantha held her breath.

      “Not that I saw. But you know Walt would have put up a fight if anyone touched him.”

      “Yes.” Samantha frowned. “We need to get the police involved.”

      “Why?” Eddy walked up to them. “What did you find?”

      “It’s what she didn’t find. Walt is gone, and Jo thinks someone took him.”

      “Who? It couldn’t be Hiller, he just arrived.”

      “Unless he’s left him somewhere.  I don’t know who else it could be.” Jo frowned. “How can we even begin to look for him if we have no idea who took him?”

      Samantha grimaced. Then she glanced at the road in front of Hiller’s house. Across the street was a mansion with several cameras pointed at the front door and street.

      “I think I know how we can find out. Jo, are you up for one more break-in?”

      Jo nodded. “Anything for Walt.”

      “Even a mansion with security cameras and eight foot high walls?” She pointed to the camera.

      “Oh.” Jo smirked. “My specialty.”

      “Enough of that.” Eddy shook his head. “I can’t allow this. That’s too big of a risk.”

      Just as Jo opened her mouth to protest against his declaration, the sound of police sirens filled the air.

      “See?” Eddy narrowed his eyes and ushered them both out of view before the police car squealed to a stop. Clive Hiller walked out of the house and met the officer at the end of the driveway.

      “I don’t know what happened, but when I arrived my alarm was off, it looks like there’s been a scuffle inside, things are out of place.”

      “Someone broke in?”

      “It seems that way, but I don’t see how. There are no broken windows and the doors weren’t forced open.”

      “Did anyone else have a key or access to your security system?” The officer asked.

      Clive shook his head, then frowned.

      “Actually, yes. I gave a key and the code to one of my employees earlier today. I asked him to stop off and get some records from my home office.”

      “What’s this employee’s name?”

      “Hilly, sorry I mean Chad Hillwick. Actually, he manages one of my smaller companies.” Samantha’s eyes widened. Hilly was the person asking about Kent.

      “Do you have any reason to suspect he’s responsible for this?”

      “Maybe he just had a hard time finding the files, and made a mess looking for them. I guess he forgot to turn the alarm back on. I’m sorry, officer. I think I may have wasted your time.”

      “Why don’t you give him a call, just to be sure?”

      “Good idea.” He pulled out his phone. As the officer waited he dialed the number. After a few seconds he shook his head. “He’s not answering.”

      “Well, then we can’t be sure what happened here. I’ll get some crime techs to look the place over if you’d like.”

      “Do you think it’s really necessary?”

      “Yes I do. Do you trust this Chad?”

      “Sure. I guess.” He shrugged. “We’ve known each other for a long time.”

      “Well, it’s still better to be safe.”

      “All right, that’s fine. I’ll keep trying to reach him.” He put his phone back to his ear.

      Samantha tugged on Eddy’s arm.

      “I know that name, Eddy.  He was on Jimmy’s baseball team. He’s an ex-employee. That must be who he’s with.”

      “Yes, Walt asked me to ask Chris about him, but we crossed him off the suspect list because he has an alibi.” Eddy grimaced. “He was at the baseball dinner with Jimmy.”

      “The bartender also said a man named Hilly was asking about Kent, too. I thought that maybe it was Clive Hiller, but maybe it was Chad. He might have been trying to find out when Kent went to the bar or if Kent actually saw anything the night of the murder.”

      “It’s the best lead we have,” Eddy replied.

      “Maybe I can find out some information about him.” Samantha pulled out her phone.

      “No, that’s going to take too long. Let me call Chris.” Eddy dialed the number before Samantha even had a chance to object. “Chris?”

      “Eddy, I’m off tonight. My one night off, in about ten days.”

      “Chris, I need a favor.”

      “Yes, I know that, Eddy. I know that every time you call me.”

      “Chris, I’m serious. This could be life or death.” Eddy scowled.

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to find out what kind of car Chad Hillwick drives and his plates.”

      “Okay. Give me a minute.”

      “I thought you had the night off?”

      “Like I ever take a night off when you’re concerned, Eddy.”

      Eddy smiled. “That’s what I like about you, Chris.”

      “No, you like all of the favors I do for you. Like this one. I’ll text you the details. Why do you need the info?”

      “I think he has Walt.”

      “What do you mean has him?”

      “I think he’s the murderer. I don’t have time to explain now, Chris, but I need you to pull some strings and get a bolo out for this car.”

      “Eddy. I don’t know.”

      “Chris, I know it’s asking a lot. I wouldn’t ask, but it’s Walt.”

      “I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I do, I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t. Can you let me know if anyone spots the car?”

      “Yes, I’ll text you any locations.”

      “Thank you, Chris. I owe you one.”

      “You owe me like three hundred. I’m still waiting on that steak dinner. Now, go find Walt.”

      Chris hung up the phone. Eddy turned to face Samantha and Jo.

      “I have the details.” Eddy flashed the screen of his phone towards them. “I don’t know what else we can do right now. We have no way to find him until someone spots the car.”

      “I might have a way.” Jo pulled out her phone and took Eddy’s phone from him. She stepped away from Eddy and Samantha. After a few rings the line picked up. “I only have a minute. I need your help.”

      “Where were you when I needed you?” Jo immediately recognized the deep male voice.

      “I was in jail.”

      “As if that’s an excuse.”

      “It kind of is. But I don’t have time to argue with you right now. You owe me, and I’m calling in the favor.”

      “I owe you.” His voice darkened, then he sighed. “All right fine. But this is it. What do you want?”

      “I need you to locate this car, and fast.” She rattled off the plate number of Chad’s car.

      “It’s only going to work if the car has GPS.”

      “I’m sure it does. It’s a new model.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Ben, I need this as soon as possible. A friend’s life is at risk.”

      “So, now you have friends?’

      “Are you going to help me out or not?”

      “I didn’t say no did I? Stay by your phone.”

      Jo frowned and tucked the phone back into her pocket. She turned back to find Samantha and Eddy closer than she expected. She handed Eddy back his phone.

      “Who was that?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “Someone who can find the car.”

      “How?” Samantha queried.

      “Does it really matter right now?” Jo looked between the two of them. “I was about to break into a mansion, I don’t think we can rule out using illegal methods, do you?”

      Eddy grimaced. “I can’t believe that I let this happen. If Chad has Walt, he only has one thing in mind. We might already be too late.”

      “Don’t say that.” Samantha glared at him. “Don’t even think it. Walt is the smartest man I know, he will find a way to keep himself alive. He knows we’re coming for him.”

      “Does he?” Eddy shook his head. “I doubt it.”

      “He knows.” Jo crossed her arms. Her phone rang. She grabbed the phone and put it to her ear just in time to hear an address before the line cut off. “Eddy, call one of your police contacts and give him this address, I have a feeling we’re going to need back-up.”
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      The car lurched to a stop. Walt stared at the trunk above him. These were his final moments. He’d spent most of his life believing that if there was a problem there always had to be a solution. However, he couldn’t find a solution to this problem. The trunk popped open and Chad reached inside. He clamped a hand over Walt’s mouth, then wrapped his arm around his body. He jerked Walt out of the trunk and tossed him down on the ground in front of him.

      “Help!” The shout that tore out of Walt was so rough and loud that his chest ached in reaction to it.

      “Scream all you want. No one is going to hear you. Take a look.” He pointed a finger over Walt’s shoulder. Walt looked to see that he was crouched on his knees right in front of a huge landfill.

      “Oh no, no, no.” Walt tried to stand up. Chad kicked the backs of his knees. When he crashed back to the ground Walt tried not to touch the trash littered dirt, but he had no choice. Chad sighed and kicked dirt in Walt’s direction.

      “Stop whining.”

      “Not here, please, anywhere but here.”

      “Trust me, in a few minutes you won’t care where you are, Walt.” Chad pulled on gloves and looked over at Walt. “Just take it easy, all right?”

      “Chad, this doesn’t have to happen. Just think it through.”

      “That’s the problem. I have no choice. There’s no way I’m spending the rest of my life in jail, over a peon like you.”

      “It was you all the time, wasn’t it?” Walt glared at him.

      “What?” Chad raised an eyebrow.

      “There’s no point in pretending now. I know it was you.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “When I first worked for Magnus I pointed out a flaw in his financial system. He never figured out who was responsible for it but it was you, wasn’t it? You left before he found out it was you? That’s why Hiller eventually gave you your own company, because you told him about the weak points in Magnus’ system and you stole for him by altering the computer program so it gave his company discounts.”

      “You’re a smart one, you know that? Too bad Magnus wasn’t as smart as you. Back then, Clive treated me like a son. When I came to him with a way to get back at Magnus over some silly spat they had, he loved the idea. All it took was a little tweak in the computer system and voila, discounts on how much he had to repay for Hiller Brothers as well as a few other companies to avoid suspicion.”

      “Is that why Magnus refused to work with Hiller Maximum?”

      “Magnus was clueless. He refused to work with me because he wanted to steal the company out from under me. But that didn’t work out for him either, because I got Jimmy on my side, and Jimmy worked with me privately. He gave me all the connections to finance the company that I needed. I was always in charge of Hiller’s accounts and so Hiller thought I was making the repayments to Magnus.”

      “But you didn’t. You saw a chance to steal from Hiller.”

      “He stole from me first. The entire time he profited from the tweak on Magnus’ financial program, he never once gave me a dime. So, I took the opportunity to get what was owed to me. I was meant to pay off the account for Hiller Brothers each month but I didn’t. I just pocketed the money and let Hiller Brothers go into the red.”

      “But then things went south right? You knew Magnus would confront Hiller about his debt soon enough.”

      “Not if I eliminated it. Then no one would ever know.”

      “But Magnus caught you.”

      “Apparently, after you pointed out to him all those years ago that someone stole from him he got a little more paranoid. He installed a security system on his computers that alerted him if anything strange occurred. Since I logged in with your old login details, I guess that flagged it as a problem.”

      “So, the whole reason I’m involved in all of this is because of you? Were you trying to frame me?”

      “Oh please. You’re not that important, Walt. I needed employee details to get into the computer. I didn’t want to use Jimmy’s, even though I stole his keycard from him at the baseball dinner to get in the building. I was worried that if I used Jimmy’s details or my old details it could get traced back to me. Lucky for me Magnus never updates anything, so your employee details were still active, and it got me into the system just fine.”

      “That’s why he wrote down my name and Hiller Brothers’ client number. But how could you have been at the dinner and killing Magnus at the same time?”

      “I managed to slip out for a while. No one noticed. The only problem was I was delayed because I had to kill Magnus so I wasn’t able to put the card back in Jimmy’s wallet in time.  If I did he would never have known that his card was missing.”

      “Why didn’t Magnus write down your name?” Walt asked.

      “He didn’t even know it was me.” Chad shrugged.  “I heard him enter the office so I hid.  When he walked up to look at the computer I hit him from behind.”

      Walt shook his head. “All for money.”

      “No, it’s for much more than that. If Magnus found out I was stealing, then Jimmy would find out, and so would Hiller. Any one of them would have ruined me for much less. I had no intention of killing anyone, but Magnus just had to be paranoid, and really when you think about it, this is all your fault.”

      “Mine?” Walt’s eyes widened. “How do you figure that?”

      “If you had left it alone all those years ago, Magnus never would have realized that he had a thief in his midst, and he never would have installed the security program that alerted him and brought him to his death. I guess you could say, that this balances the books, doesn’t it?” He smirked and pulled out a gun. “Now, I’d rather this wasn’t messy. Have some dignity, old man.”

      Walt’s heart raced as he stared at the barrel of the gun. He was sure that it would be the last thing he ever saw.

      “Not so fast. Put the gun down now!”

      Walt could barely make out Jo’s voice over his panic. But there she was, just behind Chad. She had her hand shoved up hard against his back. Did she have a gun?

      “Walk away, I don’t need to kill you, too.”

      “You’re not killing anyone. It’s over, Chad. You’re done for.” She pushed her hand harder into his back, but Walt couldn’t make out what she held in it. “Put down the gun. I’m no cop, and that’s my good friend that you have your gun pointed at. I’d have no problem taking you out.”

      Chad swallowed hard, then lowered the gun. Walt lunged forward and grabbed it out of his hand. His own hand shook as he grasped the gun. Loud sirens filled the otherwise quiet landfill. Eddy ran up to Jo’s side and helped her wrestle Chad to the ground. Samantha took the gun from Walt and helped him to his feet.

      “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      Walt stared into her eyes. “How did you find me?”

      “Walt, we’re your friends, we’re always watching out for you,” Samantha said.

      Walt shook his head in a state of shock. “I thought it was over.”

      “It’s not. You’re okay.” She handed the gun to a police officer, then steered Walt away from the chaos. She could feel the quakes that carried through his body. “Here, I brought you something.” She pressed a small bottle into his hand.

      “Oh, thank you, Samantha!” He opened the hand sanitizer and squeezed a large amount onto his hands. As he cleansed his hands he looked up at her. “I still don’t know how you guys figured out where I was.”

      “It took a little effort.” Eddy frowned as he walked up to them. “And it never should have.”

      “I know.” Walt sighed. “I messed up. I never should have gone in without letting someone else know.”

      “That’s true.” Eddy crossed his arms. “But I messed up, too. I never should have let you think that I didn’t trust your instincts or opinions. Or that I thought you couldn’t handle things with Madeline. I’m sorry for that, Walt. You deserved better from me.”

      Walt stared at him with disbelief. “You’re apologizing to me after you just saved my life?”

      “Technically, Jo saved it.” Samantha winked.

      “Jo! She can’t have a gun, the police…” Walt said.

      “Don’t worry.” Jo joined them. She waved a candy bar in front of him. “No gun, just chocolate, thought you might need a snack.”

      “Do you have any idea how much sugar is in that? Have you looked at the label?” Walt scrunched up his nose.

      “Oh yeah, he’s fine.” Samantha laughed and clapped him on the back.

      “I’m sure the detective will want to talk to you, Walt.” Eddy remained by his side.

      “I’m sure he will.” Walt sighed and wiped his hands with hand sanitizer once more. “I just wish it didn’t have to be here.”

      “Walt. I owe you an apology,” Eddy said.

      “No you don’t, Eddy.”

      “Yes I do. If I had listened to you, and trusted your information you never would have gone off and done this by yourself.”

      “It was my risk to take.”

      “But you never should have felt like you had to take that risk. We’re a team, Walt, and you’re a very important part of it. I’m sorry that I’m used to playing leader, and I don’t always give others a turn.”

      “It’s okay, Eddy. Now that I’ve played leader, I’m pretty sure I’m going to let you have the role as often as you want.”

      Eddy smiled at him. “You did great, Pal. You saved the day, now the only question is, will you get the girl?”

      Walt smiled and looked away as his cheeks grew hot. “I don’t think I want the girl, Eddy. I am quite happy with the friends I already have.”

      

      
        
        The End
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      Samantha’s eyes widened as a bright blue bird landed on a branch right beside the bench she sat on. With the warm breeze, the clear sky, and the music of nature surrounding her, it was shaping up to be a lovely day at the park. She smiled and turned her attention back to her book. As soon as she started to read the bird began to tweet. At first she enjoyed the sound. It was quite melodic. But after a few seconds it grew louder, and louder, until it sounded more like a shriek. The ear-piercing bird continued its harassment. When she turned to look at the bird she saw a pillow in front of her. It took her a few moments to realize that she was in her bed and the pillow next to her was far more real than the bluebird ever was. However, the shrieking sound remained, and was even louder. She sat up in bed, her mind still fuzzy with sleep. The approaching siren cut right through her daze. Her eyes widened as she wondered what might have happened.

      Samantha grabbed her robe from the side of her bed and headed for the window to take a look. As she wrapped her robe around her she spotted Owen. The nurse ran at full speed towards the community center. Her heart lurched as she put together that the sirens and Owen’s urgency meant someone from Sage Gardens was in trouble. Without a second thought she hurried out the door towards the community center. When Samantha pulled the door to the center open she almost ran into another resident, Reynold. She didn’t know him very well, but the sight of him caused her to panic. His skin was pale and he looked dazed.

      “Reynold, are you okay? Where’s Owen?”

      Reynold raised a hand and pointed towards the fireplace. She spotted Owen beside the fireplace hunched down towards the floor. She couldn’t see whatever he leaned over because the couch blocked her view. She stepped closer, almost too scared to ask what was wrong. As she peered past the couch she saw another resident of Sage Gardens, May, sprawled out on the floor. She looked away, but it was too late to avoid the sight of a fire poker in May’s chest. With a gulp, Samantha grabbed the side of the couch to steady herself.

      “Is she alive, Owen?”

      “No, Samantha.” He sighed as he stared down at her. “It’s too late.”

      “We were supposed to meet for coffee,” Reynold rambled as he walked towards them. “I was supposed to meet her outside and then go for a coffee. But I saw the door open. When I walked in, I saw her on the floor. I tried to help her. I did.” He shivered. “I tried to help her. We were supposed to have coffee.” He stared blankly at Samantha.

      “Samantha, can you just keep him calm for a few minutes, I need to try to keep the scene clear?” Owen asked.

      “Reynold, come sit down over here.” Samantha touched his shoulder. When she did she felt how intensely he shuddered beneath his shirt. The collar of his shirt was soaked with sweat. “Let me get you some water.”

      Once Reynold was settled Samantha walked over to the water cooler and drew him a full cup. When she turned back he was still in the exact same position she’d left him in.

      He mumbled under his breath as she pressed the cup of water into his hand.

      “Just try to take a deep breath. I know it’s hard, it’s a big shock, but it’s important that you breathe.”

      “She’s dead, isn’t she? How can she be dead? I was supposed to meet her for coffee.”

      “I know, I know, Reynold. Just breathe with me.” As she tried to focus on him, the door to the community center swung open. Samantha stood up and walked towards the door to block the entrance from any curious onlookers. Many people were familiar to her, but her mind was too in shock to place names to faces.

      “It’s best if we keep the space clear for medics and police please.” After she ushered them out she turned back towards Reynold. However, something in the fireplace caught her eye. The flames were low, as if someone had just started the fire, but they were hot enough to burn a long coil of paper. Her first thought was that whoever killed May tossed that paper in the fire. It might be the only evidence available. She hurried towards the fireplace and without considering what might happen to her hand, reached right into the flames to grab the piece of paper.
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        * * *

      

      As the sirens blared through the retirement village the noise threatened to wake many of its residents, including Walt, eleven minutes before his alarm was set to ring. He despised being off schedule, but once he was awake there was no chance of going back to sleep. However, this meant his entire day would be eleven minutes off. The thought bothered him. He got to his feet and peered outside. When he saw his friend, Eddy, walk past the window, he dressed quickly and tried to catch up with him outside. As he passed a group of residents he heard some chatter.

      “Someone is dead in the community center.”

      “Maybe it was natural causes.”

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      “What’s going on?” Walt caught up to Eddy, who continued to head straight towards the community center.

      “I’m not sure yet, but it’s something bad. That’s a fire engine, an ambulance, and a few police cars headed this way. It’s no false alarm.”

      “It doesn’t look good.”

      “I thought I saw Samantha go inside.” Eddy looked back towards the community center.

      “We’d better check it out.”

      “Have you seen Jo?”

      “No.” Walt frowned. “I haven’t seen her for a few days, actually. Do you think she might be involved?”

      “I hope not. Let’s get in there before the police kick us out.” Eddy opened the door to the community center, just as a few other residents tried to walk through it. He ducked out of the way to allow them past. Walt stepped in first and gasped at the sight of May on the floor.

      “We were supposed to meet for coffee.” The man seated a few feet away stared at Walt. Walt recognized him as Reynold, a resident who had recently moved in.

      “Samantha!” Eddy’s voice carried through the open space of the community room. “Get your hands out of that fire!”

      Walt spun around in time to see Eddy grab Samantha’s elbow and pull her back from the fire.

      “Stop it, Eddy!” She shook free of his grasp and stomped on something on the floor. Walt walked towards them as tiny pieces of ash fluttered in multiple directions.

      “What is that? A newspaper article?” Walt crouched down to look at it. Most of it was burned beyond recognition, but the top of the paper was still readable. Samantha pulled out her phone and snapped a picture of what remained.

      “Everyone clear the room please, everyone clear the room!” Paramedics, followed by several police officers burst into the community center. Eddy walked up to one of them.

      “That newspaper was in the fireplace. It’s almost gone. I think it might pertain to the case.”

      “Thanks Eddy.” The officer nodded respectfully to him. “If you hear anything about the case just let us know. But right now, we need everyone out.”

      “I understand.” Eddy nodded in return and herded Walt and Samantha towards the door.

      Samantha looked over at Reynold who still sat in the same chair. His skin had gone from pale to gray. It looked as if he’d aged twenty years while he was sitting there. Her stomach twisted with anxiety at the thought of what might have happened that morning while she was still sound asleep, enjoying the company of a bluebird.
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      Eddy, Samantha and Walt stepped outside and into a crowd of onlookers who formed a semicircle around the community center. Owen stood a few feet away deep in conversation with a paramedic. When the paramedic walked away Owen’s shoulders slumped.

      “I’m going to go talk to him.” Samantha broke away from Walt and Eddy as they threw theories back and forth about what might have happened and who might have been involved.

      “A robbery?” Walt frowned.

      “Not likely. If they wanted to rob May, why wait until she was in the community center?”

      “Then it must be murder.”

      “It’s hard to dispute that with the weapon of choice and the way it was positioned. There’s no way she could have impaled herself that way,” Eddy said.

      “What about Reynold? He might be the only witness.”

      “Not a very good one. With the shock he’s in I’d be surprised if he remembered his own name. He must have shown up not long after the murderer took off though.”

      Walt’s shoulders raised up close to his ears as he shivered. “And they may very well still be here, watching.”

      “You may be right.” Eddy surveyed the crowd that gathered close. Did the murderer want to observe the chaos that he or she had created?

      Samantha walked up to Owen as he walked away from the paramedic.

      “Owen, are you okay?”

      Owen was a young man, in his twenties, who was studying to be a doctor. He worked as an on-site nurse for the residents who needed a little extra daily assistance.

      “Maybe if I got there a bit sooner, I could have saved her.” His tone reflected exactly who he was. His only desire was to help, and in this case he hadn’t been able to do that.

      “I’m sure you did everything you could, Owen.” She patted his shoulder.

      “Poor May. I just saw her yesterday.”

      “Oh yes, I suggested that she see you,” Samantha said.  “She said that she’d been having some heart palpitations and was concerned. Was she sick?”

      “No, I don’t think so. From what I could tell it was anxiety. I tried to get her to talk to me about what might be bothering her, but she ignored me and said she had to leave. Maybe if I had insisted, or sent her to her doctor, or something, anything, I could have prevented this.” He turned his head away and drew a ragged breath.

      “I don’t think so, Owen,” Eddy walked up to them. “There’s nothing you could have done.”

      “Yes,” Walt agreed. “No one is to blame but the killer, Owen.”

      “You did everything you could, Owen,” Samantha said.

      “Thanks Samantha.” He looked up at the sky and took a deep breath. “I should go. I know the office staff will be arriving soon. You three, be careful, okay? No wandering around alone until we figure out what happened here.”

      “Absolutely.” Samantha nodded. Owen headed for the office.

      “Speaking of alone.” Eddy tilted his head towards the villas just as Jo began to cross the street.

      “Jo!” Samantha waved to her to get her attention.

      “What’s all the commotion?” Jo looked between her three friends as she paused in front of them.

      Samantha reached out and took her hand. “I’m afraid May has been killed.”

      “May? Are you sure?” Jo’s face grew pale.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Samantha said. “I saw her myself.”

      “How terrible.” Jo clutched her elbows and looked towards the community center. “How?”

      “With a fire poker.” Samantha sighed. “Through her chest.”

      “Sam, the police are going to want to question you since you were there before they arrived. I’ll stay with you, all right?” Eddy rubbed her shoulder. “This will all be over soon.”

      “I’m going to head back to my villa. Let me know if you guys find out anything new.” Jo waved to them then started to walk away.

      “I’ll walk with you.” Walt fell into step beside her.

      “Thanks Walt.” She smiled at him. When he locked eyes with her, he didn’t smile back. Jo stared at him for a moment, then glanced away. Samantha noticed, but her attention was drawn to the officer that summoned her over. Eddy remained right beside her as they walked up. After she supplied her name, the officer looked between her and Eddy.

      “You were both here when Owen found the victim?”

      “No.” Samantha shook her head. “Eddy wasn’t with me. I arrived shortly after Owen, and Reynold was here of course.”

      “Can you please give me a thorough description of what you saw when you walked through the door?”

      “Sure.” Samantha relayed the scene she had walked in on. She left out the part about snapping a photograph of the newspaper article, but detailed noticing it and pulling it out. “I thought it was unusual as there isn’t usually a fire in the fireplace unless there is an event going on and it is very cold, which is very rare around here. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen the fire lit before. I can only guess that someone quickly lit it for the purpose of burning that piece of paper. Maybe they even lit the paper and then threw it into the fireplace which started a small fire.”

      “It’s a good thing you pulled that scrap of paper out, we’ve bagged it as evidence. If you hadn’t seen it, it would have been ash by the time we arrived.”

      “I just wanted to help. May was a friend of mine, we were in the same book club. I don’t know how someone could have done something like this to her.” She gazed down at her slippers. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      “You say you can’t think of anyone that would hurt her. Are you sure about that? Had you noticed anyone unusual around her? Maybe a stranger that took an interest or someone that had an argument with her?”

      “No, not at all. Around here it’s easy to spot a stranger. Everyone knows everyone. I hadn’t seen any unfamiliar faces lately. In fact, if anything, things have seemed rather calm.”

      “What about any love interests? Were Reynold and her dating?”

      “May and Reynold? No, I don’t think so. They’d been spending a lot of time together, but I think they were just friends.”

      “Are you sure about that?” He made a note on his notepad.

      “I did notice that they got to be close friends pretty fast. In fact, May didn’t come to book club a few times to meet up with Reynold. But she always told me they were just friends.”

      “Thank you. If you think of anything that might help, please feel free to contact me.” He held out a card to her. Samantha took it and tucked it into her pocket. As the officer walked away Eddy steered her back towards the villas.

      “Are you doing okay?”

      “I just can’t figure out why this would happen to her.” Samantha frowned.

      “Let’s go back to your villa. We’ll try to sort it all out.”

      “Yes, okay. Did you notice how short Walt was with Jo?”

      “Walt? No I didn’t. He’s not usually like that with Jo.”

      “I know. It was strange.”

      “Don’t let it bother you. I’m sure whatever it is they will work it out.”

      Samantha nodded, but her concern about it just joined the swirl of other worrying thoughts that occupied her mind.
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      Jo noticed how each of Walt’s steps were evenly paced, not too wide, not too short. Did he think about it? Did he time it? Or was he naturally so evenly paced?

      “So, what’s going on, Walt? I know you’ve got something on your mind.” She looked towards a group of people that headed in the direction of the community center.

      “I’ve been trying to reach you.”

      “My phone is having some problems.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “How do you know?” She glanced over at him.

      “I know. So why are you not being honest with me?” He frowned. “I thought we were friends.”

      “We are friends.” She paused and turned to look at him. “Don’t ever think that we’re not, Walt.”

      “Where have you been?” Walt stared at her even as she glanced away.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You haven’t been around for the past few days.” Walt stepped in front of her before she could walk past him.

      “Now you’re acting like Eddy.” She laughed and lifted her shoulders in a mild shrug. “I needed some time to myself.”

      “Now you’re lying again.” Walt folded his arms over his chest very carefully so as not to wrinkle his shirt. “Do you really think that I can’t tell when you’re lying to me?”

      “I really think that you can tell when I would prefer it if you would mind your own business.” Jo raised a thin, black eyebrow and stared back at him with just as much authority.

      “I think that you should be able to trust your friends enough to let us know what is going on with you, Jo. You don’t disappear like this unless you have a reason. No calls, no texts, nothing. Do you know how worried I was?”

      “Yes, friends should be able to trust each other, and you should be able to trust me enough, your friend, that if I have a reason to disappear, I don’t need to be questioned about it.”

      “What are you two fighting about?” Samantha walked up to them with wide eyes. “I could hear you all the way down the street.”

      “You could?” Walt’s cheeks reddened. “I didn’t realize I had raised my voice.” He shot a look at Jo. “Now, you’ve gotten me upset. Do you know what an elevated heartrate can do to a man my age? Not to mention what stress does to the internal organs.”

      “Walt, relax.” Jo rolled her eyes. “Samantha, we weren’t fighting. Walt just feels I need to run my every activity by him.”

      “Can you blame me with a killer on the loose?” Walt shook his head.

      “Well, where have you been, Jo?” Samantha looked into her eyes.

      “Are you serious?” Jo asked.

      “It seems like a fair question,” Eddy said.

      “You too?” Jo’s eyes widened. “Why do you care?”

      “Of course we care, Jo. You’re my friend. And I’m curious by nature. You, my friend, are hiding something.” Samantha smiled.

      “So, what if I am? Am I not allowed to have any secrets?”

      “You’re allowed, but you’re not likely to keep them secret with friends like us.” Samantha jostled her shoulder. “Why bother trying?”

      “She’s right.” Eddy looked over at her. “So, why don’t you just get it over with and tell all of us?”

      Jo sighed and looked between each face that stared at her. “All right, fine. But you need to understand that sometimes I need a little extra cash, and I certainly never expected anything like this to happen. Eddy, I would appreciate it if you kept this to yourself. I know you will have the urge to tell the officers investigating the case about it, but if you truly are my friend you will consider my past and not put me on their radar, okay?”

      “I can’t make any promises until you tell me what it is that we’re talking about. I’m sure you can understand that.”

      Samantha rubbed Jo’s shoulder. “We’re your friends, Jo we’re not going to do anything to put you in danger or get you in trouble.”

      “Ha.” Jo lifted an eyebrow. “May spoke to me about a concern she had. I don’t know why she came to me, but she said she felt she could trust me. She said that some of her mail and money had gone missing over the last few months and she suspected that someone was trying to access her financial information behind her back. She thought that I might be able to find out more than she could. So I agreed to look into it for her, in exchange for a small fee.”

      “So, you know something that might be important to the case?” Eddy interrupted in a brash tone. “That’s important to tell the police.”

      “Eddy, if I thought I knew something that could help find the killer I would agree with you, but I don’t. I had barely even started. Every lead I followed up led to a dead end. Some private eye, huh? I was going to talk to her today and ask her for more information about what she wanted me to find.”

      “Jo, you need to tell this to the police,” Eddy said.

      “But I have nothing to say to them. It will only make my life more difficult if I get questioned by the police. Can you understand that, Eddy?”

      “Yes, I can.” Eddy took a deep breath. “There’s no reason to bring you into it if you have nothing to add to the case. I’ll tell the detective that I’ve heard some rumors about some concerns that May had. That way you can be left out of it, but the lead can be followed up on.”

      “Thanks Eddy.” Jo smiled. Being a retired cat burglar she never thought that she would appreciate that Eddy was a retired detective, but at that moment she did.

      “Let’s just do our best to get to the bottom of this. May obviously needed help and suspected there was a problem in her life. And it looks like she might have been right and that problem caught up with her,” Eddy said.

      “But what if we tread into information that puts us at risk, too?” Walt shook his head. “This entire case feels like one big secret that once unraveled is going to lead to terrible things.”

      “It already has, Walt. Don’t you think?” Jo stared back towards the community center. “A woman is dead.”

      “I need to go lay down.” Walt pressed his fingertips against his wrist. “My pulse is racing. I need to rest for a bit.”

      “I’ll walk you.” Jo offered him her arm.

      “Thank you.” Walt grasped the crook of her elbow. As the two walked away Eddy looked over at Samantha.

      “Odd pair, hm?”

      “Sweet.” Samantha smiled to herself and watched as they disappeared down the path that led to Walt’s villa.

      “Let’s get you home.” Eddy began to walk towards Samantha’s villa again. Samantha’s mind churned over the past few days. She hadn’t shared what she knew with everyone just yet, because she needed to figure it out for herself. Once they were in her villa, Eddy grabbed a few muffins from a cabinet and set them on plates.

      “I know you haven’t had breakfast, neither have I.” He poured them both some juice and sat down across from her. Samantha watched how he moved with ease through her villa. She appreciated that she had a friend that was close enough to simply take over when he needed to.

      “Thanks Eddy. I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around this.”

      “Is there anything that you know about May that might have put her in a position that might have led to her being attacked?” Eddy pushed the plate across the table towards her. “You have to eat, Sam.”

      She broke off a portion from the top of the muffin and popped it into her mouth. As she chewed it she thought about the question that Eddy had asked her. “She did approach me about something. Now that I think about it, it might relate to that article that I found in the fire. She wanted to know how to find an old article. I suggested the microfilm at the library. I thought she was just doing some historical research, or maybe some genealogy since they just had that seminar about it.”

      “So, she might have been the one to bring the article into the community room. And to throw it in the fire?”

      “I’m not so sure. Why would she go to all the trouble to print it if she just intended to burn it? It seems to me that she more likely brought it with her as proof of something, or to show someone else.” She pulled her phone out of the pocket of her robe and scrolled to the picture she’d taken of the remains of the article. It was hard to make anything out on it. “I’ve got the date, and the name of the newspaper. There’s enough of the title to compare it to the articles in the newspaper to tell which article it was, too.”

      “Do you think she brought it there to show Reynold?”

      “I suppose. That was who she expected to meet. But someone else showed up before he could get there. Maybe she burned the paper to hide the information.”

      “Or the killer burned it to stop her from revealing whatever she found,” Eddy suggested.

      “I wish she had told me more about what she was up to. Maybe I could have helped her with it.”

      “We all have thoughts about what we could have done to prevent such a tragedy, but that won’t do anything to help. All we can do now, is figure out the why and the how. I’m sure that there’s a reason behind everything.”

      “I’m ready to find out what that reason is,” Samantha said.

      “I think we all are. But first you have to eat.” He pushed the plate towards her again. “I’ll give Walt and Jo a call to see if they want to meet later to discuss it.”

      “Thanks Eddy.” She took another bite of her muffin.
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      When Walt arrived at Samantha’s villa, he noticed the bushes in front needed a good trim. As soon as she opened the door he pursed his lips.

      “Samantha, haven’t you had the gardener out here lately?”

      “That’s not really my main concern today, Walt.” She gestured for him to step inside. Jo perched on the edge of the counter beside the toaster in the kitchen. She eyed Walt the moment he walked in. Walt nodded to her, then turned his attention to Eddy at the kitchen table.

      “So, where do we begin?”

      “The only solid lead we have so far is this.” Samantha held out a tablet that had a magnified version of the picture she had snapped. “I pulled this out of the fire and took this picture so that we could look into it. Recently, May asked me about looking up old articles, so my best guess is that she found what she was looking for and printed it out.”

      Walt scrutinized the image and then cleared his throat. “Not much to go on here, but it should be enough to find the article.”

      “I’m planning to go to the library when we’re done here to see if I can track down the article. But before I do that, it might be a good idea if we all considered the past few times we’ve interacted with May, and whether or not there was anything that might have been overlooked at the time, but now may be a bit suspicious,” Samantha said.

      “I told you about my conversation with her.” Jo pulled one foot up onto the counter.

      “Jo, shoes don’t belong on kitchen counters.” Walt steadied himself on the back of Eddy’s chair. Jo raised an eyebrow and smiled at Walt. She pulled her other foot up onto the counter as well.

      “I wish I could still bend like that.” Samantha sighed.

      “Come to Pilates with me, we’ll get you limber.” Jo winked at her.

      “Or, I could just sit in a chair and skip all of that sweat-inducing stuff.” Samantha plopped down in the chair beside Eddy. “Ah, yes, this works just fine.”

      Jo laughed and gazed at Samantha fondly. She was the closest thing to a sister she’d ever experienced. Suddenly, her eyes widened. “Her brother visited her recently. It was only a few days ago. Remember?”

      “Oh yes. What an oaf he is.” Samantha’s lip curled and she shook her head. “I know I shouldn’t talk that way about him now that he’s lost his sister, but he was so unkind to her.”

      “Unkind how?” Eddy leaned closer.

      “We were having our book club coffee morning a few days ago when he arrived. The entire time he criticized her, told her that she was forgetful, that she was stupid. It was really uncomfortable to be around them. He kept making comments about how she forgets to pay her bills, or left the tap running when she went out to get the mail. Just embarrassing little things that shouldn’t be aired in public.”

      “Well, some siblings are like that.” Eddy shrugged. “That doesn’t mean that there was anything more to it.”

      “I think in this case it might.” Jo eased down from the counter and walked over to the table. “When she came to me she mentioned that she was worried about someone getting into her finances and so forth. She couldn’t give me a good explanation as to why, or wouldn’t. She seemed very confused and anxious. She mentioned that I should look into her brother as part of my inquiries. I think she suspected that her brother was up to no good.”

      “Forgetful, confused, anxious.” Walt pulled the chair out that he leaned against and sat down. “Those could all be signs of old age taking its toll. We should consider that maybe her brother wasn’t just being mean, but noticed a change in his sister’s cognitive health.”

      “I hadn’t noticed any real decline.” Samantha glanced at Jo. “You?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Sometimes it’s hard to notice it when you see the person often. It can be a distant relative or friend that sees the decline more because they are not there for the gradual change. All I’m suggesting is that we consider it,” Walt said.

      “Okay.” Eddy nodded. “Good observation, Walt.”

      “Even if he did notice a change in her, that still is not an excuse for the harsh way he treated her. There was some obvious bad blood between them. Samantha saw it, too, right Samantha?” Jo said.

      “Yes, and I may have an idea of what was part of the problem. Before he left I overheard them arguing about some antique jewelry and land they own together. I think it had something to do with one of them wanting to sell and the other not wanting to. But to be honest I don’t know which. I kept moving because I didn’t want to have to talk to him again,” Samantha said.

      “So, the brother is more than a little troublesome.” Eddy frowned. “Is he local? Could he still be in town?”

      “Yes, he lives about twenty minutes away, but I’m not sure if he’s currently in town or on vacation,” Jo said. “It’s obvious that May suspected her brother of ill intentions while she was still alive. It might be a good place for us to start to suspect him of her murder.”

      “It’s the only place we really can start,” Samantha said. “Otherwise, who else could it be?”

      “I don’t think that someone just wandered into May and decided to kill her, and it wasn’t a robbery. It seems to me that someone might have had a score to settle. Don’t you think, Eddy?” Walt glanced over at him.

      “That would be my best guess. However, there’s also Reynold.”

      “Her friend?” Jo tilted her head to the side. “Why do you think that?”

      “I think it because he was there, at the scene of the crime,” Eddy said. “First rule when investigating a homicide, look at the nearest person. It’s not innocent until proven guilty, but a process of elimination. Until we can eliminate Reynold as a suspect, he should be on the list.”

      “Only because he tried to help May.” Samantha tapped her fingers on the table. “When I saw him he was so shaken I thought perhaps he would pass out. I don’t think he had anything to do with it.”

      “Maybe not, but we can’t know for sure until we investigate,” Eddy said. “Maybe I’m being paranoid, but there’s something about him that just sits wrong with me.”

      “We should be delicate with him, though. He seemed very upset by the murder. We don’t want to make things worse for him,” Samantha said.

      “I can be delicate.” Eddy tightened his lips.

      “I know you can, Eddy.” Samantha smiled sweetly at him. “But I think talking to him about the murder would be better left to me.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Samantha. You already have too much sympathy for him. You witnessed his reaction and have a bias. I think it would be better for someone else to talk to him about it. Maybe Jo?” Eddy said.

      “Sure.” Jo shrugged. “Me and perhaps Walt? What do you say, Walt?” Jo looked over at him.

      “Me? Why?” Walt’s eyes widened.

      “Because, you’re very good at spotting a liar.” She laughed. “Or, so you tell me.”

      “Fine, I’ll do it.” He looked into her eyes for a long moment, then broke into a smile.

      “Okay, it’s settled then,” Eddy said. “I’ll find out what I can from the detectives. Samantha will hunt down a copy of the article and May’s brother’s whereabouts, and you and Jo will question Reynold to see if he knows anything else about the murder.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Samantha stood up from her chair. “I’ll head to the library now. Jo, do you know which is Reynold’s villa?”

      “Yes, I remember. Ready Walt?”

      “Shouldn’t we prepare a list of questions? I could look up the best ways to interrogate…”

      “Let’s go, Walt.” She grabbed his hand and he instantly silenced. “I’m sure we can figure it out.”

      “Right, we can. Whatever you say.” He smiled. As the two left Samantha and Eddy exchanged a look of disbelief.

      “Stranger and stranger.” Samantha shook her head.

      “Remember, we have a murder to investigate, that trumps odd behavior.”

      “Okay, okay. Let me know what you find out at the police station.”

      “I will.” He paused just outside the door. “I hope you didn’t take what I said about you and Reynold personally.”

      “I didn’t. You tend to have a clearer head in these situations, Eddy, and you’re right. When I look at Reynold all I will remember is the fear in his eyes. I’ve already made my judgment about him so it would be hard to question him.”

      “I’m glad you understand that.” Eddy tipped his hat to her. “I’ll call in a little while.”

      Samantha nodded as she walked towards her car. Her mind already spun through the different ways she could hunt down information.
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      The library was fairly empty when Samantha arrived. She noticed the librarian behind the desk, and smiled at her, then continued on to the microfilm reader. She pulled out her tablet and scrolled to the picture of the burnt article. She then searched the microfilm for the newspaper the article was written in. Then she checked the date. When she came to the right newspaper, she began the task of sorting through articles that were available. By the time she got to one that matched the few pieces of text that survived the fire, her eyes were a little sore from the search. However, one word in the full title of the article stood out to her the most. Death.

      Mariner Man’s Drowning Death Ruled Accidental

      Samantha skimmed through the information in the article. It recounted the story of Jacob, a young man who was out fishing and fell out of his boat and never resurfaced. It was reported that his brother, John, who was on the boat with him thought he was joking around and would emerge from the water at any moment. By the time he realized that was not the case it was too late. There was no mention of May in the article. There was no indication of why May would have been interested in the article. The dead man’s name was Jacob Smith, a fairly common name.

      Samantha printed the article, grabbed it from the printer, then settled down at one of the computers. She began to conduct a search on both May, and Jacob’s history. However, it was much more difficult to follow Jacob’s history. He was twenty-six when he died, and because it had been so long since his death and there was very limited information from that time available on the internet she couldn’t find any history to dig up. This made it difficult to find a connection between him and May. The more she searched the more discouraged she became. As much as she was certain that there had to be some connection between the two people she found that it was nearly impossible to get any information and identify that connection.

      When Samantha finally looked up from the computer she recognized that it had been over two hours. Her shoulders ached from being hunched towards the screen for so long and her eyes burned from staring at the monitor.

      With no success in making the connection she refocused her attention on May’s brother. She discovered the address of the property that Daniel and his sister owned. Its previous owners were their parents.

      The fight between Daniel and May appeared to be over an inheritance. Samantha continued to search through Daniel’s past to see if he had any criminal record. There was very limited information available, but she did manage to locate some court records that had been uploaded to the internet. Although he’d never been convicted of anything he did have some tangles with the legal system. The first tangle was in his late teens when he was accused of participating in fraud. From what information she could find she gathered that he was involved in some kind of pyramid scheme that went sideways. From what she could tell others involved in the scheme were arrested, but Daniel was never convicted. She saw no mention of May being involved, but there was still a chance that she was. As she looked over the information in the court records she recognized that the court proceedings took place in Mariner County. The name sounded familiar to her. She glanced down at the article she had printed out. Mariner Man’s Drowning Death Ruled Accidental.

      There it was. A tiny thread. It wasn’t enough to explain why the article mattered to May, but it did throw Daniel into the mix. However, the dates were almost two years apart. The thread was thin and frayed at best. Still, it was there. There had to be more to it than that, but she wasn’t going to find it in the library. She packed up her things and headed back to the parking lot. As she pulled open the door to her car she noticed a familiar face a few parking spaces over. Valerie Brunis. She was not exactly a friend, but she was in the same book club as May and her. May and Valerie had been quite good friends when Samantha joined their book club. Samantha tried to get into the car before Valerie spotted her.

      “Samantha! Samantha!” She waved her hand through the air.

      “Hi Valerie.” Samantha turned to face her. “How are you?”

      “Just shaken over this whole thing to be honest. And you?”

      “A bit upset.” Samantha nodded.

      “I bet you are. I heard you were there this morning. How do you get into the middle of these things?”

      Samantha rested her hand on top of the car. “I’m not sure. I guess I should figure that out.”

      “I have to be going.” Valerie glanced at her phone, then smiled. “I have to meet someone.”

      “Have a good afternoon, Valerie.”

      “I will.” She turned and walked away. Samantha did not overlook the fact that Valerie didn’t wish her a good afternoon in return. Then again, Valerie wasn’t the polite type. In fact, she’d been terribly rude to May the past few times they’d all been together. She didn’t know what the problem was between Valerie and May, but Valerie seemed to be the instigator. She got into the car to drive back to the villa just as her cell phone rang.

      “Hi Eddy, what did you find?”

      “Not too much more than what we started with I’m afraid. Other than that the killer was likely about the same height as May. The medical examiner based it on the way the fire poker went in. So we’re not looking for someone very short or very tall. It could be a man or a woman. Doesn’t rule many people out does it?”

      “What about information about her brother Daniel? I found that he was charged with fraud in his late teens.”

      “Yes, I found that, too. Apparently, he got several people including family members tied up in it, too. Poor kid was in over his head before he even knew it. It’s seems that he’s never been able to resurface from the fines and bad credit. He’s in a vicious cycle.”

      “That might explain why he was so determined to sell the property. It’s definitely in both his and May’s names. I found the record for it,” Samantha said.

      “Yes, and that gives him motive, because with May gone it will be his now and he can sell it as he pleases.”

      “I also found a connection between the article I found and Daniel, but it is very thin. Daniel was charged in the same county that the article was written in. It looks like the article is about an accidental drowning death. I have no idea how it could be related and the two incidents are over two years apart.”

      “I wonder if there might have been more pages? Maybe what we have left isn’t the only article that she wanted?”

      “Maybe.” Samantha looked out through the windshield at the traffic that passed by. It always surprised her how life carried on no matter what. “Why don’t we meet for dinner? Everyone, I mean.”

      “Yes, we can do that. I wonder what Jo and Walt might have found out from Reynold. At the diner?”

      “Yes. I’ll head straight there and get us a table.”

      “See you soon.”

      Samantha started the car and pulled out of the parking lot of the library. She wondered if it was worth mentioning to her friends her run-in with Valerie and how May and her hadn’t been getting along leading up to her murder. As unpleasant as Valerie was that didn’t make her a murderer. Was it right to cast suspicion on someone she might even call a friend in the right circumstances?
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      When Samantha pulled into the parking lot at the diner she noticed that there were quite a few cars. She wondered if she would be able to get a table for them after all. As she pushed through the door of the diner she was greeted by a loud cheer. A birthday party. Samantha waved to the hostess.

      “I need a table for four, please.”

      “It’s a little noisy in here right now. Do you want to sit in the private section?”

      “Sure. That would be great.”

      The waitress nodded and led her into a separate room. “I’ll bring the others in when they arrive.”

      Samantha sat down at one of the three tables that were in the room. As she gazed around the room she wondered why she’d never been in it before. It was a small space, but it was cozy and the walls were decorated with historical photographs of the town. She smiled at the sight of a group of young people lined up by an old fashioned bridge. She guessed they were in their late teens. The photograph reminded her of the age that Daniel was when he had his run-in with the law. Nineteen. That was very young to already be charged with fraud. What was his life like at that time? Who were his friends? Were they the ones that drew him into the pyramid scheme? Or was he the mastermind behind it all?

      “Hey, nice place.” Eddy made his way into the room. “Jo and Walt will be here in about five minutes.”

      “How did their talk with Reynold go?”

      “I don’t know. You know Jo, she only likes to text now, and I can’t figure out what half of those abbreviations mean.”

      “I’ll have to train you better.” Samantha smiled.

      “Give it your best shot.” He chuckled as he sat down beside her. A few minutes later Walt and Jo arrived. Once the four were settled Samantha updated them with the information she had found, as did Eddy.

      “So, how did your conversation with Reynold go?”

      “Apparently, Walt is not the human lie detector he claimed to be.” Jo smiled slightly.

      “It was impossible to tell if he was lying.” Walt sighed and hung his head. “I’ve never seen someone so unreadable before.”

      “What do you mean?” Eddy furrowed his brow.

      “He was just so, vacant. That’s the best way I can put it. I kept trying to discern his mannerisms, to predict when he was truthful and lying. He acted the same way when he said his name as he did when he said that he had nothing to do with May’s death. The man is like a fortress, and I have to admit, I couldn’t figure it out.”

      “What about you, Jo?” Samantha met her friend’s eyes. “You’re pretty good at telling a con.”

      “Yes, I am. To be honest, he left me unsettled. He was forthcoming, and shaken, but it was almost too perfect, as if he was trying to convince me of something.”

      “I’m sure the police have him on the defensive. Being a murder suspect can make you want to convince anyone and everyone you can that you are innocent.” Eddy nodded to the waitress as she walked up. They placed their orders, then returned to the conversation.

      “I still find it hard to believe that Reynold would do anything to hurt May. Not only that, but I didn’t find any link between Reynold and May. Why would he kill her? However, I did find out that her brother Daniel was involved in scams, and desperate for money. He wanted her to sell the property and jewelry, she wouldn’t, he killed her. It seems pretty simple to me.” Samantha shrugged and drummed her fingers on the table.

      “So, I don’t think he would have done it that way. He could have easily planned it out.” Walt pushed a napkin towards the center of the table. “If you know your victim the way that Daniel knows his sister there is absolutely no reason to kill her in a public place. The risk involved would be immeasurable.”

      “That’s if he thought about it first.” Samantha shook her head. “Maybe May invited him to join her and Reynold for coffee. Maybe she thought that would break the tension between them. But Daniel arrived early, and they argued, and he decided to end things.”

      “Even knowing that Reynold was on his way?” Eddy frowned. “That must have been some fight.”

      “A fight, that possibly centered around this man.” Samantha pushed the article into the middle of the table in place of Walt’s napkin. “This is the article that was burning in the fireplace when I arrived at the community center. I have no idea how it relates to the case, other than that two years prior Daniel was accused of fraud in the same county.”

      “Hm, that is a big stretch.” Jo gazed down at the article.

      When the food arrived the conversation dwindled. Samantha’s mind flipped through ideas as she ate. If Daniel was the killer, why did he act so rashly? If he wasn’t, who was? Could the suspicion around Reynold be valid? As disturbed as he was when she saw him, could it have been an act? Or was he disturbed because he had just committed murder?

      “Statistically, family is more likely to perpetrate a violent murder,” Walt said. Samantha blinked and looked across the table at Walt.

      “What?”

      “Oh, I was just saying that if you do the research on murders over the age of forty-five, it is more likely that family is involved. Mainly because at that point you are dealing with long term feuds, as well as inheritance battles.”

      “Then our main suspect has to be Daniel.” Eddy looked around the table. “He has motive, opportunity, and although his actions may not make sense to us, they still need to be investigated.”

      “If we really think the brother had something to do with this, there’s one good way to find out.” Jo pushed her empty plate away. “I’ll invite myself in to look through some things.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” Eddy raised an eyebrow. “You don’t want to put yourself at risk, remember?”

      “Oh, I don’t mind. It keeps me sharp, for when I need to go back to robbing jewelry stores. I wouldn’t want to get out of shape.”

      “Jo.” Eddy shook his head. “I don’t want to hear about that.”

      “That’s why I say it.” She winked at him. “If my career as a private eye doesn’t work out, I’m going to have to come up with something.”

      “Very funny.” Eddy smiled slightly.

      “Maybe we should go tomorrow in the morning. From what I researched about him when I was looking into things for May, I discovered that he has a habit of going to the grocery store at the same time each week,” Jo said.

      “Good idea.” Samantha nodded.

      “Just remember that murdering your sister can really throw off your routine. He might not be following the same habits,” Walt said.

      “Maybe we should try luring him out of the house, so that we can make sure that he’s not there when Jo breaks in?” Samantha snapped her fingers. “I could go to him, as a grieving friend, and ask him to share coffee with me.”

      “That might work.” Jo smiled.

      “You’re going to have coffee alone with a potential murderer?” Eddy shook his head. “I’m not sure I like that idea.”

      “You think he’s going to kill me with creamer?” Samantha grinned.

      Eddy locked eyes with her. “I’m not joking. This man might have killed his own sister, I think that you need to realize that if he’d be willing to do that, he’s capable of anything.”

      “I understand that.” Samantha looked right back into his eyes. “I also understand that I’m capable of keeping myself safe.” She smiled a little. “I also appreciate your concern, and that you want me to be safe. It means a lot to me, Eddy.”

      His expression softened as well. “I know you can take care of yourself, Samantha, but it still makes me nervous.”

      “I could go with her. I rather enjoyed the act when I spoke to Reynold,” Walt said.

      “Perfect.” Samantha nodded. “See? I’ll have back-up. Eddy, you can be Jo’s back-up.”

      “I work alone, remember?” Jo raised her hand.

      “Not anymore you don’t.” Eddy smiled at her. “You’re stuck with me.”

      “Great.” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t wait.”

      “So, it’s a plan then?” Samantha looked between them. “Tomorrow morning Walt and I will invite him out for coffee, and while we’re gone, Jo and Eddy will search the house.”

      “I guess.” Jo sighed and eyed Eddy. “But I’m in charge.”

      “Aren’t you always?” Eddy finished his meal and stood up from the table. “Meanwhile, I’ll check into this drowning, and see if I can find a connection to May or Daniel.”

      “Good plan.” Walt nodded.

      “If anything comes up before tomorrow morning, I’ll let you know. I’ve got dinner.” Eddy nodded to his friends as they dispersed. He handed the hostess some cash to pay for the meal. Eddy never ceased to surprise Samantha, he used to be very tight with his money. Maybe he didn’t want Jo to have to pay for her own dinner, considering she was worried about money.

      “Thanks for giving us this private space,” Eddy said to the waitress.

      “Honestly, we had it reserved for a grieving family, but they canceled at the last minute.”

      “A grieving family?” He looked into her eyes. “May’s family?”

      “Yes, I think that was her name.”

      “Did they say why they canceled?”

      “It was for her brother and a few other people. He called and said that he’d changed his mind. That’s all.”

      “How did he sound?”

      She shifted from one foot to the other. “I’m not sure I should be saying all of this.” Eddy reached into his wallet and set a twenty-dollar bill down on the table.

      “It’s just between us.”

      “He sort of laughed.”

      “Laughed?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “He said, I guess nobody cares that much, and kind of laughed, then hung up the phone.” Her cheeks reddened. “I thought it was awful, but I figured people have different ways of grieving.”

      “Thanks for the information.”

      “Thanks for the twenty.” She snatched it up from the table.

      Eddy left the diner with his mind focused on Daniel. What kind of man laughed at his sister’s death? A man that had killed her?
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      The following morning Samantha parked her car in front of Daniel’s house.

      “How do you drive in this thing?” Walt cringed.

      “Sh! Walt, don’t worry about that now. We’re here.” She glanced in the rearview mirror to be sure that Eddy and Jo were still close by. Once she was sure they were out of sight on the side street she opened her car door. Walt pulled a tissue out and opened his as well.

      “I could have this car cleaned for you.”

      “Walt.” She stared at him.

      “What?” He met her eyes.

      “Let me do the talking, okay?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged and followed after her. She knocked hard three times on the large, wooden door, then waited. A few moments later the door swung open. Daniel stood before them with his eyes narrowed and a faint sneer on his face. She assumed he did not like surprise visitors.

      “Hi, Daniel?” She met his eyes.

      “Yes? What is it?” He looked between the two of them with his brow furrowed.

      “I’m sorry to bother you. My name is Samantha, and this is my friend, Walt. We are residents at Sage Gardens and we were friends of your sister, May. We just wondered if we could take you out for coffee.”

      “Coffee? Why?” He put his hands on his hips.

      “Because we are upset about May, and we wanted to be able to offer you some comfort. May told me that your parents are gone, and you were her only sibling. I thought it might be difficult for you now that you’re alone.”

      “We’re all alone eventually.” He shrugged and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      “Still, it would give me some comfort if you’d share some memories of May with us. If it wouldn’t be too difficult for you.”

      “Who is paying?” He eyed them with a stern expression.

      “We will of course. It’s our treat.” Samantha patted her purse.

      “Okay. I could use some coffee. But we can’t take my car, I don’t have much gas.”

      “That’s okay we can go in mine,” Samantha said.

      “Okay.” Daniel pulled the door closed behind him, then turned to lock the deadbolt. As they walked away from the door Samantha could have kicked herself for not trying to make the break-in easier for Jo and Eddy. Then again, knowing Jo, she already had a plan. Walt escorted the man to Samantha’s car. He pulled out a tissue to open the door for him. Daniel gave him an odd look, but nodded as he got into the car. Walt sat in the backseat while Samantha got behind the wheel. She drove to a coffee shop that was a little further away to give Jo extra time if she needed it.

      “So, you knew May well?” Daniel asked.

      “Quite well, we were in the same book club.” Samantha tightened her grip on the steering wheel. “I have a hard time believing that she’s gone, and in such a horrible way.”

      “Yes. I told the officers I didn’t want to know the details. Poor May.”

      Samantha glanced over at him. His words were sympathetic, but his tone was not. “You two weren’t close?”

      “When we were kids, sure. She was older then me so she used to look out for me. We used to spend a lot of time together and were always getting into things together. But once we became adults our interests went in different directions. I tried to keep a friendly relationship going between us, but it was rather difficult, since we had nothing in common.”

      “What a shame. She was wonderful to talk to.”

      “Maybe to you. But to me she was always so cold. She could hold a grudge that lasted for a very long time.”

      “Did you have a falling out?”

      “Something like that. But it was so long ago, it’s hard to believe she still harbored it.”

      “Too bad you two didn’t get to settle things before she passed.”

      “I tried. That’s why I went to visit her. I wanted everything to be settled. But she was so hardheaded, she wouldn’t listen to a thing I had to say.”

      Samantha parked in a space in front of the coffee shop and looked in the rearview mirror at Walt. Walt nodded and climbed out of the car.

      “I have a sister, too.” Walt opened the door for Samantha. They walked around the front of the car to Daniel and Walt continued speaking. “She’s rather difficult to deal with. Her life is a total mess, and I think she’s just waiting for someone to fix it.”

      “Exactly.” Daniel sighed. “She had fantasies of a man whisking her away and making her happy. Then she moved into Sage Gardens which I thought was absurd.”

      “Really? I enjoy it there.” Samantha opened the door to the coffee shop and they filed in.

      “It seems like a nice place, but not exactly affordable. I tried to tell her that she needed to save her money, but she never wanted to listen to me.”

      “How frustrating.” Walt clucked his tongue. “There’s nothing that bothers me more than fiscal irresponsibility.”

      “Exactly.” Daniel sighed and sat down at the table. “But what can you do? She had her own mind and made her own choices.”

      Samantha ordered her coffee and did her best to bite her tongue. From her recent research she was fully aware that Daniel had not made the best financial decisions in his life, and yet he was trying to paint his sister as the irresponsible one. She reminded herself to keep an open mind and not predict what Daniel would say. To investigate she had to be willing to listen, and not assume.

      “Did you two fight often?” Samantha asked trying to get him to open up.

      “Just a spat here and there. Nothing I said to her would do any good, anyway. She still would have stumbled blindly into crisis after crisis. Not to mention the men she would date.”

      “Was she seeing anyone?” Samantha leaned forward some.

      “Wouldn’t you know better than me?” Daniel’s expression shifted to one of suspicion. “I thought you said that you two were friends.”

      “Oh we were, but she was rather private about some things. I don’t like to pry.” She sipped her coffee to hide her face.

      “I see.” Daniel continued to stare at her. “Well, as far as I know she wasn’t seeing anyone.”

      “Did she ever mention a man named Reynold to you?” Walt raised an eyebrow.

      Daniel coughed as if he might have inhaled some of his coffee. “Reynold?”

      “Yes. Did you know him?”

      “Uh, I don’t think so.”

      “So, she never mentioned him to you?” Samantha twirled her cup between her palms.

      “No. Like I said, we weren’t very close. Was she dating him?”

      “I don’t know about dating. I think they were just friends.” Samantha shrugged. “He found her, you know.”

      “How morbid.” Daniel shuddered. “I’d rather not talk about that.”

      Samantha glanced over at Walt. Walt met her eyes. It didn’t take a genius detective to figure out that Daniel was lying. The question was, why?
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      “We need to move fast, who knows when they will get back.”

      “I’m aware, Eddy.” Jo shot him a look. “I work best in silence.”

      “Okay, sorry.”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a long, thin knife. She began to wedge it between the window sash and the windowsill. Eddy leaned over her shoulder and peered at the windowsill.

      “Don’t do it that way, you’ll leave a mark.”

      “Are you serious?” She looked over at him. “Who has experience here?”

      “I’ve slipped into a few places in my time. That’s low quality paint. Unless you want to leave evidence that you were here, you need to be careful.”

      She stared at him hard, then looked down at the paint. Small flakes of paint were peeled back so she had to be careful not to make it worse. She sighed and went at the lock with a gentler touch. Once she had the lock open she eased the window open.

      “Good job.” Eddy nodded.

      “Stay out here. I’m not going to take the chance of tripping over you.”

      “I’ll be right here if you need me, Jo.” He offered her a wide smile. Jo swung her leg over the windowsill and then climbed the rest of the way in. Once she was on the other side she took a look around the living room. There wasn’t much to see. Sparse furnishings, a carpet that should have been replaced years ago, and the faint scent of cat. She cringed at the thought. Cats could be very dangerous during a break-in. She spotted the ball of fur curled up on one of the couch cushions in the living room. She was fairly certain that it hadn’t moved in hours. Still, she reminded herself to be cautious.

      Against one of the walls in the living room was a large, old fashioned roll up desk. If Daniel had any important documents he likely hid them in there. She walked up to it as quietly as she could so as not to rouse the cat. She was relieved to find that it wasn’t locked when she tried to open it.

      Inside was a messy pile of papers and envelopes. It was going to take some time to get through all of it. It wasn’t as if she expected to find a piece of paper that detailed his plan to murder his sister, but there might be something to hint at that desire. Perhaps a letter to a friend, or a list of ways to kill someone. When she got down to the bottom of the pile she found a large brown envelope. She pulled it out and looked over the front. It was addressed to a lawyer’s office.

      Jo pulled out the papers that were tucked inside the envelope. From the content of the letter she surmised that the lawyer dealt with estate planning. The letter instructed the lawyer to review the enclosed documents for the proof that he had requested. She looked through the remainder of the papers. With each new document she became more certain of what Daniel was up to. Each paper involved another doctor’s opinion of May’s mental status. None of them were favorable. He even included a few testimonies from people that might have been friends of May, that insisted she’d begun to lose her memory quite often. Inside were also some power-of-attorney forms that hadn’t been completed. It was clear to Jo that Daniel’s intention was to get May’s financial power-of-attorney or have her declared mentally incompetent so that he could have control of her finances. Jo snapped a few pictures of the documents then set the envelope back down on the desk.

      Why was Daniel trying so hard to get control of May’s finances? Was he angry with her? Was he just planning for the future? Did he decide to kill her instead?

      Jo began to rummage a little further through the desk. She came across a leather bound book.  She opened it to see names and numbers.  The numbers had dollar signs next to them.  It looked like some sort of transaction record keeping.  Jo began photographing the pages starting from the end.  She had only photographed a few pages when her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. When she checked it she saw a message from Eddy that Samantha was on her way back with Daniel. She made sure everything was back in place, then closed the desk. It bothered her that she didn’t find out more information, but she didn’t want to risk being arrested for breaking and entering. When she launched herself back out through the window she nearly landed on Eddy, who in a futile attempt to assist her, had reached up to steady her. He stumbled back when one of her feet struck him in the stomach.

      “Watch it, Jo!”

      “You’re in my way, Eddy,” she growled and grabbed his arm to catch him. “We don’t need to draw any unneeded attention.”

      “I was just trying to help.”

      “I don’t need your help.”

      “We need to stop arguing and get out of here.”

      “That, I can agree with.” She gave him a light shove towards the car. As they reached the car Jo heard Samantha’s car pull into the driveway.

      “Get down.” She tugged Eddy low.

      “Why? They can’t see us.”

      “We think they can’t, but you never know. What if he walks this way? What if one of his neighbors decides to stroll over for a conversation? Better safe than sorry.”

      Eddy sighed and huddled beside her. “My knees aren’t designed for this.”

      “Stop that.” She rolled her eyes.

      “What?”

      “Acting as if you’re so very old. Eddy, that’s the only way you get old, acting like it.”

      “Okay, then my knees aren’t screaming in pain.”

      “I told you to come to yoga with me, it will help.”

      “I’m not wearing one of those leotards.”

      “What?” Jo laughed out loud then clamped her hand over her mouth. However, her shoulders still shook with the force of her laughter in reaction to the thought of Eddy in a leotard. “Plenty of men do yoga, Eddy.”

      “Maybe they do, but not this one. I earned these bum knees.”

      “Okay, suit yourself. Be old. But I can tell you that Samantha isn’t.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m just saying.” She straightened up. “We should be clear, let’s head out.”

      “Wait, why did you say that about Samantha?”

      “Never mind, old man, can you see well enough to drive?”

      “Oh, you’re asking for it, Jo.”

      “Am I?” She smiled at him. “I’m not scared. With those knees you could never catch me.”

      “Hm. Yoga might be a good idea after all.”

      “I thought you might come round.” She grinned. As they drove back to Samantha’s villa she gave him an update on what she had found. “It isn’t much. We already knew that Daniel had problems with his sister.”

      “I know. But the fact that he was trying so hard to get control of her finances indicates that he was up to something. It only makes him even more likely to be our suspect,” Eddy said.

      “Does it?” Jo rested her head on her fist as she looked out through the window. “Why would he go to all the trouble of plotting against her if he intended to kill her?”

      “Maybe the plot didn’t work, so he took an easier way out.”

      “I don’t know.” Jo frowned. “It doesn’t add up to me. If he wanted her dead, he would have just killed her. It takes a lot of effort to get control over someone’s finances.”

      “So maybe someone turned up the pressure on him, one of his debt collectors,” Eddy said.

      “Maybe. I guess we could look into that angle.” Jo nodded.

      “If you give Walt the pictures of the notebook you found he might be able to make some sense of them.”

      “I will.”

      “I managed to get some of Daniel’s and May’s financial records from my contact in the department and I’ve sent them to Walt. I’m sure that Walt will be able to trace his debtors and Samantha will be able to track them down.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” Jo said.

      “You agree?”

      “I do.” Jo looked over at him. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “I thought maybe you didn’t have much faith in our abilities, since you decided to handle the situation with May on your own when she asked you for help.”

      Jo was silent as she stared out through the windshield. It wasn’t until the car rocked to a stop at a red light that she spoke.

      “It’s not like that at all.”

      “Okay.” He pressed on the gas pedal as the light turned green. “What is it then? You just needed a break from us?”

      “Eddy, you’re all retired. You have a stable income that you can expect to live on for the rest of your lives. I don’t have that. There are no retirement plans for thieves.”

      “I figured you had some money stashed away.”

      “I bet. I do. Some. But it’s not going to last forever. I need to make more, while I can, before I can’t.”

      “I see what you’re saying. Still, we could have helped.”

      “If I’m going to try to make a go of this as a business, then I need to be able to do things for myself. I can’t afford to split the profit, and I can’t expect you to work for free.”

      “Sure you can. We’re retired. What else are we going to do with our time?” Eddy chuckled.

      “Ha, if only that was true.”

      “All I’m saying is we’re your friends. Any one of us would have been glad to help you.”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      He pulled his car into the driveway of Samantha’s villa and turned off the ignition. “Looks like they beat us here.”

      “With the way Samantha drives I’m not surprised.” Jo laughed.

      “Yes, she is a bit speedy, isn’t she?”

      “At times.”

      They walked up to the front door and right into a spat between Samantha and Walt.

      “You can’t base a hunch on something like that,” Walt said.

      “Why can’t I?”

      “Because you need something to back it up.”

      “It’s a hunch, I don’t need to back that up.”

      “Okay, okay.” Jo held up her hands. “What is this about?”

      “At the coffee shop Daniel acted as if he was financially sound, not his sister. We all know that’s a lie. So that means he is probably lying about other things, too,” Samantha said.

      “A lie about finances does not make him a murderer.” Walt shook his head.

      “It might though. Especially if he makes a habit out of lying.” Jo sat down on the arm of Samantha’s couch. “It looks like Daniel was up to no good and attempting to get his sister declared mentally incompetent so that he could control her finances.”

      “With the way he spoke about her that doesn’t surprise me.” Samantha frowned. “Even after she’s dead, he’s still trying to convince people that she was a financial failure.”

      “Okay. Wait a minute. We don’t know that she wasn’t.” Walt crossed his arms. “All we know for sure is that Daniel was accused of fraud. Maybe his sister was involved. Maybe she has made other bad financial decisions. I’m going to look into both of their finances including the documents Eddy got for me and see what I can find out.”

      “Good idea.” Samantha nodded.

      After a long discussion about the information they’d found, Samantha said goodbye to her friends. She was just about to close the door when she remembered that she needed bread. Without it she wouldn’t be able to make the chicken sandwich she’d been looking forward to all day. As tired as she was, she decided to head back out to pick up a loaf of bread. On her way to her car she noticed Valerie walking down the street. The closer she got to Samantha the more Samantha had to fight the urge to ask her questions about May. She didn’t have to fight for long, as Valerie walked right up to her.

      “Samantha, I was hoping to catch you at home.”

      “Oh?” Samantha turned to face her. “Why is that?”

      “I heard that you and Walt had breakfast with Daniel, May’s brother, this morning.”

      “Just coffee. How did you hear that?”

      “How was he? Poor guy. Or is he? I mean I’ve heard some rumors that he might be a suspect. Do you think that’s true?” She pulled out her phone and checked it, then tucked it back in her purse.

      “I don’t know. We just wanted to offer our sympathies for his loss.”

      “Please Samantha, I happen to know, that you and your little clique are always in the know when it comes to what is happening around Sage Gardens.”

      “I’m not sure why you think that. I would like to know how you found out about us having coffee with Daniel, though.”

      She pulled out her phone and checked it again, then looked back at Samantha. “Word spreads, you know that. Anyway, I’d better be going.”

      “Wait, I have a question for you, Valerie.”

      “What is it?”

      “Were you and May still at odds when she died?”

      “I don’t like to speak negatively about the dead.” She glanced at her phone, then up at Samantha.

      “So, you didn’t patch things up?”

      “I don’t know, Samantha.” She glanced at her phone again. “You know how sensitive May was.”

      “I didn’t think she was sensitive at all.”

      “Well, maybe you didn’t know her as well as you thought.”

      Samantha clenched her teeth to hold back the words that burned on the tip of her tongue. Valerie shrugged and checked her cell phone for what seemed like the thousandth time. Samantha guessed that she was waiting for a call.

      “Valerie, I just want to know if you and May were still at odds.”

      “Why? What do you care? If you want me to tell you that I feel guilty that she died while we were still on the outs then fine, I will tell you. I do feel guilty. I wish I never said the things I did to her. But we were in a bit of a friendly rivalry and she was the one who criticized the decorations I put together for the Halloween party, remember?”

      “I thought the decorations were great.”

      “I agree. But May said they were distasteful and creepy. It’s Halloween! Anyway, that started the whole thing. I’m sorry she’s gone, and I’m sorry that we didn’t get along while she was here. But no, I don’t harbor any bad feelings for May. The poor woman certainly didn’t deserve what she got.”

      “No, she didn’t.” Samantha sighed and balled her hands into fists. “Whoever did it is going to be caught.”

      “Maybe. But if the police don’t move quick, it’s not likely to be solved, is it?” She raised an eyebrow. “At least that’s what all of the television shows I watch seem to say.”

      “I’m sure it will be solved.” Samantha locked eyes with her. “May deserves justice.”

      “Yes, of course she does. Bye now.” She turned and walked away. Samantha stared after her. No matter how many times she talked to Valerie she was always left feeling a little confused. One moment she liked the woman, the next she didn’t, then she liked her again. She was a hard person to pin down. As she climbed into the car and drove to the store she thought about what Valerie had said. Was it true? As the days ticked by would it be harder to find out the truth about May’s death?
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      Walt settled behind his computer. He tried not to be distracted with thoughts of Jo. The more he got to know her, the more he wanted to make her life easier. She’d had a rough start, and life seemed to still be treating her harsher than most.

      Walt logged into a financial search engine and began wiggling his way through Daniel’s finances. He compared the information he found with some of the financial records that Eddy had given him. Right away Walt noticed a thread. Daniel had existed on credit and borrowed money for as far back as Walt could access. From what Samantha had found out it was probably since he got involved in the pyramid scheme. His credit rating steadily declined while his debt grew. He noticed that there were a few debt collection companies listed on Daniel’s credit report. He traced that information down to discover the source of the debts. He found that Daniel borrowed from some less than reputable people, and they would have been determined to get their money back. At the time of May’s death Daniel had a negative balance in his account, and almost all of his credit cards were maxed out.

      “No wonder he was so determined to sell the property. He wouldn’t last much longer on such a small retirement fund,” he muttered to himself.

      Then Walt looked at Daniel’s most recent financial statements to see if there were any strange purchases. He didn’t find anything unusual. Then he turned his attention to May. As he dug through her financial history he saw a much more responsible pattern of behavior. However, at one point during her brief marriage she depleted her funds to nearly nothing. As he moved forward in her life he found times when a certain amount of money left her account and showed up in her brother’s account. It appeared she had been lending money to Daniel for some time. At least until the last year, when she moved into Sage Gardens. The rent for her villa stretched her budget more than before and there was no extra money to lend to Daniel.

      “So, his cash cow was cut off, and she stood in the way of him making a good chunk of change from the property.”

      He shook his head and carried both May’s and Daniel’s financial records and a highlighter out onto the porch of his villa. In the late afternoon light he went through every single purchase. Most he could easily identify as routine purchases. He highlighted those that he had questions about, as well as cash withdrawals that were not part of a normal monthly pattern. By the time he was done Daniel’s paper had plenty of yellow marks, while May’s only had one. It was a cash withdrawal for one thousand dollars. It was an unusually large amount for her to take out. Walt tapped the highlighter against the paper and stared at the withdrawal for a long moment. It was only a few days before May’s death. It crossed his mind that Samantha might be able to help him with this particular problem. He picked up his phone and dialed Samantha’s number.

      “Hello?”

      “Samantha, can you get into the cameras at a bank?”

      “I have a contact that might be able to, depending on what system they use.”

      “Could you see if they can crack into an ATM camera?”

      “Do you think you found something?”

      “I’m not sure yet. May made an unusual withdrawal from the ATM, and I’d just like to see if she was perhaps visibly upset. I’m trying to pinpoint what the money could have been for.”

      “Give me the bank and branch. Do you have the time and date?”

      He supplied her the information.

      “I’ll call you back,” Samantha said.

      Walt waited patiently. Samantha had ways of getting information that surprised him, but he also didn’t want to know how she got it.

      After a few minutes she called him back.

      “Walt, I have the information.” She sighed. “But it can’t be right.”

      “What? Is it the wrong branch maybe?”

      “No, it’s the right branch. But, it’s not May.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Hold on, I’m going to send you the still shot. Let’s see if you think it’s the same person I think it is.”

      Walt pulled the phone away from his ear as it beeped. He looked at the picture she sent in a text. Though the quality wasn’t perfect there was no doubt in his mind.

      “Daniel.”

      “Yes, that’s what I thought, too. He must have had her ATM card.”

      “I wonder if May even knew that he took the money out.”

      “No way to know for sure. But remember she did ask Jo to look into some things, including money going missing. Maybe the stolen money triggered her fear?”

      “Maybe she never knew it was Daniel.”

      “She was obviously suspicious, but maybe she died without ever knowing how deeply her brother betrayed her.” Samantha clucked her tongue.

      “Unless he’s the one that took her life. Then she knew.”

      “True.”

      “I’m going to keep following the money to see if there is anything else there.”

      “I’ve been trying to track down some of Daniel’s friends and associates, but I haven’t been able to find many. It seems that he has led quite a lonely life.”

      “Maybe his whole life really was affected from being involved in the pyramid scheme. That’s enough to make him capable of murder I think.”

      “I agree. I’ll let Eddy know what you found. If you discover anything else, just let me know.”

      “Will do. Thanks Samantha.” He hung up the phone and tried to track down exactly where that money went. It didn’t appear that he had deposited it into his account. In fact, he didn’t see any indication of where the money might have gone. Maybe he still had the cash on him. The thought made Walt disgusted, but he doubted that was the case. A man like Daniel didn’t ever have too much money in his hands.

      Walt decided to work his way through some of Daniel’s debtors to see if any of his debts had recently been paid off. He didn’t notice any.  Then he looked at the list of transactions that Jo had photographed. On the day that he withdrew the money he made a notation that a payment was made to Brent Nice and from what he could see it had cut the amount by about a quarter. Maybe it was part of a debt he paid off. Walt wanted to see if Eddy knew anything about Brent Nice. He dialed Eddy’s number.

      “Hello Walt, what did you find?”

      “Nothing good. It looks to me like Daniel recently stole or borrowed one thousand dollars from his sister’s bank account and I think he paid it to a Brent Nice.”

      “Oh, Nice huh? He’s a loan shark so it was probably a debt. That’s not a good person to owe money to.”

      “Do you know a lot about him?”

      “A little. He’s anything but nice. He has a reputation for being rough, to the point of intimidating those that missed payments with threats of going to their job, or their home to settle things. I know he’s roughed up a few of his customers. At one point someone tried to press charges against him, but he backed out before the ink was even dry.”

      “Thanks Eddy.”

      “You might want to ask Jo for more information.”

      “Jo? Why?”

      “She dealt in stolen goods, Brent Nice was known to be a pretty lucrative fence. She might have crossed paths with him, and might know more about him than me.”

      “Okay. I will. Thanks Eddy.”

      “You’re welcome. See what she has to say. And don’t tell her that I suggested you call her. She already thinks I treat her like a criminal.”

      “You could be a bit softer.”

      “No, actually I couldn’t. My rough patches are the only things holding me together.”

      “Oh, I see.” Walt laughed. “Bye Eddy.”

      “Goodbye Walt.”

      As Walt hung up he thought about what he had learned so far about Brent. Maybe he threatened Daniel to the point that he stole from his sister. Could Brent have threatened him enough to make Daniel kill his sister? Walt considered the idea and dialed Jo’s number. She answered right away.

      “Hi Walt. How are you?”

      He smiled a little. She was the only one of his friends that he had called that day that asked how he was, instead of what he had found.

      “I’m doing okay. I’m afraid I’ve run into a bit of a dead end. I wondered if you might be able to help me with it.”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “Brent Nice?”

      “Why are you asking me?”

      “I just thought, that maybe…”

      “Eddy told you to call me, didn’t he?”

      “I don’t think he meant anything by it, he just thought you might know more about Brent than he did.”

      “Of course he did. Unfortunately, he’s right. Brent’s been around a long time and I’ve dealt with him on and off. I guess you could say we were even friends at one point.”

      “Really? You were friends with him?”

      “Not exactly. I created a connection with him as a way to protect myself from his goons. He was not the type of person you ever wanted to cross, so I made sure he had no reason not to like me.”

      “That seems like an intelligent move.”

      “I thought so at the time.”

      “It looks like Daniel owed him some money.”

      “Oh, that’s not good.” Jo sighed. “If he missed a payment, then he might have faced some serious consequences.”

      “Enough reason to kill his sister and inherit the land?”

      “It’s possible. Brent is not someone that anyone wants to cross.”

      “Okay, I’ll make a note of it. Are you doing okay?”

      “Yes, I’m just having a little trouble grasping this. Everything points to the brother, but I feel like we might be focusing too hard on just one suspect,” Jo said.

      “He looks good for it.”

      “Yes he does, but looks can be deceiving. I’d like to learn a bit more about Reynold.”

      “Samantha seemed pretty convinced that he had nothing to do with it,” Walt said.

      “Maybe she’s too close to him? He was there right at the time of the murder. Maybe he knew about the brother’s financial troubles and decided that everyone would blame him?”

      “I hadn’t really thought about that. You could be right.”

      “I guess next time we meet up we can discuss it. As of now, I’m off the clock. I have a Pilates class. Want to come?”

      “No thank you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Sweat, people, germs, no I don’t think so.”

      “Okay.” She laughed. “Don’t say I didn’t offer.”

      After Walt hung up the phone he decided to do some digging into Reynold. Maybe there was more there to find than he realized.
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      The entire time that Samantha ate her sandwich she tried to think of anything other than Valerie and the creepy feeling that their last encounter left her with. It was as if Valerie was devoid of emotion. May, a person she’d seen nearly every day for at least a year was found murdered, and Valerie barely batted an eye. That was so strange to her, and yet, she couldn’t pinpoint why.

      It wasn’t until she finished the last bite of her sandwich, without having even taken the time to enjoy it, that it dawned on her. Valerie was a very dramatic person. Everything she did was surrounded by dramatic effect. The outfits she chose, the way she spoke to others, even the way she walked, all drew attention. But when it came to May’s death she was surprisingly calm, as if it was just a bit of bad weather. It was a total shift in her personality. That was why it left her so unsettled. So what was with the turn around? Maybe she was dialing it back out of guilt. Maybe she regretted fighting with May and wanted to keep the attention off herself for once. But Samantha doubted that.

      Samantha carried her plate to the sink to wash it. With each swipe of the cloth her mind grew clearer about Valerie. She had been acting very odd. As she listed in her mind all of Valerie’s strange behavior she paced back and forth through the living room. On one hand she wanted to believe that Valerie had nothing to do with May’s death. On the other, something didn’t add up. The medical examiner had indicated that the attacker might be small or female. Valerie was petite, so it could have been her.

      Samantha couldn’t picture the woman with a fire poker in her grasp with the intent to murder. But was that because she preferred not to think of it as a possibility? She was tempted to call Eddy and discuss her suspicions with him, but she wasn’t sure that he would share them. He might find the very notion to be ridiculous. In the end she decided to head to bed and think about it again in the morning. However, before she could make it to her bed her cell phone rang. She noticed it was Eddy and answered.

      “What are you up to?” Samantha asked.

      “It looks like we have our killer.”

      “Oh? Who?”

      “Daniel. Just as we suspected. He stole money from his sister, one thousand dollars right before she died, and he was in debt with a violent loan shark. He had motive, opportunity, and I’m sure he did it.”

      “You’re so sure that he did, but have the police reached the same conclusion? Are the police going to arrest him?”

      “Not just yet. The detective on the case is moving very slow. I’m not sure why. I’ve heard rumors that he’s the cautious type, but this crime seems pretty cut and dry to me.”

      “Maybe he knows something we don’t?” Samantha suggested.

      “I suppose it’s possible. We still don’t know where Daniel was at the time of the murder. Maybe he has an alibi.”

      “If he does then we might have to rethink our suspicions.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out. What are you doing?”

      “Going to bed.”

      “What? This early?”

      “I’m tired. I haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Is there a reason why?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve been having some strange dreams I guess, and then all of this with May, I think I’m just a little worn out.”

      “You’re not getting sick are you? Maybe you should pay Owen a visit.”

      “No, I don’t think I need to do that. Once all of this settles I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “Well, then let’s hope that we can get it settled fast. I’ll see what I can do to speed things along.”

      “Good luck, Eddy.”

      “Goodnight, Sam.”

      Samantha stretched out in her bed and looked up at the ceiling. She hoped that Eddy was right and they would find an answer soon. As she fell asleep her mind drifted back to the moments that she had shared with May. She had enjoyed spending time with her and they had had a budding friendship. As always Samantha needed to find out the truth. She fell asleep thinking about how she would discover that truth.
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      Eddy wearily wiped a hand across his face. All evening and late into the night he’d been working the theory that Daniel was to blame for his sister’s death. After confirming with one of his police contacts that Daniel had no alibi for the morning of the murder, he was even more convinced. However, as he staged and acted out the crime scene for himself, he realized there were a few things that just didn’t make sense. How did Daniel know that May would be in the community center? If she told him she planned to meet Reynold, why would he risk being caught by choosing to kill her there? The questions plagued him so intensely that he had to go outside and roam.

      In the silence of the middle of the night, the beauty of Sage Gardens was hard to miss. Towering trees, lush well-tended grass, a sparkling blue lake, and bountiful gardens all reminded him that he lived in an amazing place. Except, for May it hadn’t turned out that way. Without intending to, he ended up outside Samantha’s villa. He recalled that she said she wasn’t sleeping well. He hesitated to wake her up. But he really wanted to get her opinion on the matter. If there was anyone he trusted to talk him through a hunch, it was Samantha. He knocked once on the door. When he received no response, he crept around the side of the villa. Her bedroom curtain was open, though he’d reminded her hundreds of times to close it. She had argued that there was nothing for anyone to see as she closed it while getting changed or got changed in the bathroom. She liked to be woken by the sunlight that poured in through it.

      “Samantha.” He spoke loud enough to be heard through the thick glass. Samantha lay still in her bed. “Samantha.” He tapped on her window again. He saw her shift in her bed. Then she lifted her head. She looked around the room for a moment, then finally towards the window. When she saw him, she let out a yelp and shied back. “Sh!” Eddy rolled his eyes. “Come to the front door.”

      Samantha nodded and climbed out of bed. Eddy shuffled around through the grass to the front door. With a quick glance in both directions for anyone watching he huddled by the front door. She opened it and clutched her robe around her.

      “Eddy, it’s midnight. What are you doing here?”

      “Can I come in?” He met her eyes.

      “Sure.” She stepped back to allow him inside. With one hand she rubbed her eyes and with the other she pushed the door shut. “What are you doing here?”

      “I had a thought.”

      “You had a thought?” She stared at him. “You woke me up in the middle of the night because you had a thought?”

      “I woke you up because I’m afraid that it won’t make sense to me in the morning. I just need someone to talk it through with. When I was a detective this was how I worked on every hunch I had. But I always had a partner to bounce my ideas off.”

      “At midnight?”

      “Sometimes, yes.” He frowned. “I can go if you want me to, I probably should.”

      “No, it’s okay.” She smiled at him. “Stay. Tell me about this hunch while I make us some tea.”

      He sighed and sat down on the couch. “I know we’ve been so hyper-focused on Daniel that we haven’t properly investigated other suspects. But that article that was in the fire had nothing to do with Daniel. Why would she burn that article, or why would Daniel, if that had nothing to do with the murder?”

      “Maybe it has something to do with the murder and we just don’t know what yet. I mean, we don’t know everything that went on between siblings.”

      “You’re right, but I do know one thing. If he wanted to kill her, he could have done so at his house, or in her villa, or anytime that he took her out for dinner. Why would he go to all of the trouble of killing her in the community center? He didn’t even bring his own murder weapon.” He shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like a premeditated murder to me. The more I think about it the more I think that Daniel had a plan to cause May harm, but I don’t think it was to kill her. What I can’t get out of my head is that he didn’t need to. He managed to get doctors and friends to lie for him or at least convinced them that she was mentally unstable, so that he would get control of his parents’ estate. He was a few steps away from seizing all of her assets. Why would he take it a step further and actually kill her when he could have gotten just as much by getting control of her finances?”

      “You’re right.” Samantha pulled the kettle off the stove before it would shriek and wake the neighbors. She poured them each a steaming cup of tea, then turned back to Eddy. “I’ve been thinking about that part of it, too. It just doesn’t add up. Even if he killed her in a fit of rage, why would he do it with a fire poker? He was much bigger and stronger than May, he could have easily overpowered her. It just seems like something that someone who was perhaps a bit weaker would do. Or maybe, someone who panicked. Daniel doesn’t strike me as the type who panics.”

      “But if it wasn’t Daniel, then who?” Eddy shook his head. “I’d almost rather believe that it was Daniel because if it’s not, we’ve spent an awful lot of time on the wrong suspect. We’re practically back to square one.”

      “I don’t think so. We still have other suspects to consider.”

      “Like who?”

      “Well, May didn’t exactly have a friendly relationship with Valerie.  In fact, they were on the outs when May died. Apparently, May made some comment about the way that Valerie decorated the Halloween party, and I guess it brewed from there.”

      “You think someone killed her over Halloween decorations?”

      “There may be more to it than that. I don’t know. Valerie and May just really seemed to have something against each other.”

      “Still, that doesn’t seem like much motive to go on.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “There’s also Reynold.”

      “You still think he might be a suspect?”

      “Yes, I do. I think there’s a very good chance, since he was there and knew she would be there, and has since acted quite strangely.”

      “I think I would act pretty strange if my friend ended up with a fire poker in her chest.” Samantha handed him his cup of tea. “But you may be right about considering him a suspect. We can’t rule him out, that’s for sure. Still, I think the key is that article. We need to find out more about the brothers who were mentioned in it.”

      “I just feel that there is something that I’m missing, something that’s staring me right in the face, and all I have to do is blink to recognize it. I just can’t get myself to blink.”

      “Maybe you need to sleep. Drink your tea. It will help you relax.” Samantha had a sip of her tea and yawned.

      “I can’t sleep. I have too much energy. I’m just not going to be able to sleep until this case is over.” Eddy sipped his tea.

      A few minutes later Samantha pulled a spare blanket over him on the couch. He snored loud enough to make her jump. She rolled her eyes and gathered their cups to put in the sink. By the time she made it back to her bed her entire body ached from exhaustion. Once there, she collapsed. Her dreams were peppered with the loud snores of her guest.
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      Just when Samantha settled into what she hoped was a sound sleep a knock on the door woke her. She blinked and noticed that the sun was up. She must have slept a bit longer than she thought. But who was at the door? She stumbled into the living room amid Eddy’s snoring. It certainly wasn’t him at the door. She trudged across the living room with sleep still heavy on her muscles. She hadn’t slept well in the past few days, but the night before was the worst. She tugged open the door and peered outside into the morning sun.

      “Jo?”

      “Hey Samantha. Are you okay? Are you sick?”

      “Hm? No, I’m not sick. Why?”

      “You’re still in your pajamas.”

      “Oh.” Samantha yawned and shook her head. “I had a late night.”

      “I see. I can come back later if you want.”

      “No, it’s fine. Come inside. Just don’t sit on Eddy.”

      “Huh?” Jo stepped inside the villa and spotted the lump on the couch. “He slept here last night?”

      “Slept, I suppose, all I know for sure is that he certainly snored.” She yawned again. “So, what brings you here?” Jo continued to stare at Eddy on the couch.

      “I didn’t know things were so serious between you two.”

      “What?” Samantha laughed and waved her hand at her. “He showed up at my door at midnight with a hunch. That’s all it was. Please, like we’re in high school or something.”

      Jo shrugged and smiled a little. “I don’t feel much different than I did then to be honest. Anyway, enough of that. I just came from the café down the road and the waitress that works there told me that she saw May and Daniel arguing. She said that it got so heated she almost had to ask them to leave.”

      “What were they arguing about?”

      “He kept insisting that they had to sell the property, she kept insisting that they didn’t. She wanted it to stay in the family, and go to a younger cousin. He didn’t like that idea at all. But the argument got really bad when they started talking about someone named Jacob.”

      “Jacob?” Samantha finally fully woke up. “Why were they arguing about him?”

      “The waitress told me that May said something about Reynold looking just like Jacob, and that they could easily be twins, and something about a scar. She didn’t hear what else she said, but Daniel shouted at May that she was senile, stood up and stalked out of the restaurant.”

      “There it is!” Samantha waved her fist in the air. “There it is! The connection!”

      Eddy snored loudly, then sat straight up. “Where am I?” He stared at the two women. “What is going on here?”

      “Relax Eddy, you fell asleep on my couch.”

      “Oh.” Eddy blinked, then rubbed his forehead. “So, what’s all the noise about?”

      “Jo found the connection between Reynold, our victim and the man in the article, Jacob.”

      “What connection?”

      “Somehow, May knew Jacob, the man mentioned in the article, that drowned, remember? May said that Reynold looked just like him, could have been his twin.”

      “Oh yes. Okay.” He yawned and struggled to focus.

      “From the conversation it seems that Daniel knew Jacob, too. So that means that there’s a good chance that article that burned in the fire, had more to do with May’s death than any argument over some property.”

      “A chance.” Jo nodded. “But the way the waitress described the argument I’d say Daniel had plenty of animosity towards his sister. Apparently he said that a scar means nothing and that she was going senile.”

      “Do you think Reynold and Daniel were friends as well? Maybe Reynold was in on the murder. He could have lured May to the community center so that Daniel could kill her,” Samantha said.

      Eddy shook his head. “No, that doesn’t make sense. Why would he want to kill her there, in a public place, instead of in her villa?”

      “I’m not sure what to think just yet.” Samantha tapped her chin. “But we need to find out more about Jacob’s death as soon as possible. It seems to be relevant and there is some sort of secret that surrounds it, and when we figure it out, we might just crack the case.”

      “If there is a case file I’ll see if I can get my police contact to get it from Mariner County.  It should have the names of everyone involved. It’ll also contain any inconsistencies found in the exam of the body if there are any. A lot of times a detective will tuck in little bits and pieces of information that maybe he didn’t follow up on, or didn’t pan out. So, there might be something there.”

      “Even for an accidental drowning?” Samantha asked.

      “It depends on how much of an investigation they did.” He rubbed his eyes, then stretched his arms above his head. “I’ll call Chris as soon as I get home.” He glanced at Samantha. “Thanks for the couch.”

      “You’re welcome, Eddy.”

      He nodded to both of the women, then walked out of the villa. As soon as the door was closed, Jo settled her gaze on Samantha. Samantha rolled her eyes and did her best to change the subject.

      “So, if May took the time to print out the article about Jacob’s death, then she had to know something about him or his family that made the event personal to her.”

      “Yes. The fact that she knew what Jacob looked like, despite the fact that the article didn’t include a picture, could indicate that she knew Jacob.”

      “It’s been a very long time since his death.”

      “Something that the waitress told me really sticks out in my mind. May said Reynold could be Jacob’s twin. The article said that Jacob was out fishing with his brother. Brothers can look pretty similar sometimes.”

      “Yes, they can. But the article said that Jacob’s brother on the boat was John.”

      “Maybe it’s another brother then?”

      “Maybe,” Samantha nodded. “So, a man May knew dies several years ago. Then his brother shows up at Sage Gardens. May is reminded of Jacob’s death and talks to her brother about it?”

      “But why?”

      “I don’t know. My best guess is that if the conversation inspired that much anger from Daniel perhaps there is something about Jacob’s death that Daniel doesn’t want exposed.”

      “Interesting.” Jo nodded.

      “We may not be just looking at solving one mystery here, we might be looking at solving two.”
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      Eddy still felt sluggish as he hung up the phone with the lab tech he knew at the police department. Chris assured him he would get the files sent over as soon as possible. He hoped that meant within a few hours and not within a few weeks. He sat down in his large recliner and closed his eyes. One by one the suspects paraded through his mind. Daniel with his desire to gain control of his sister’s finances. Reynold at the crime scene, with a mystery hanging over his head. Then there was Valerie. At first he dismissed Samantha’s suggestion that Valerie could be involved, but the more he thought about it the more he wondered if she might be right. Just because she seemed harmless, and didn’t appear to have a direct connection to the crime didn’t mean that she couldn’t be involved.

      Eddy decided that he would take a walk down to the tennis courts and see if she was there. He’d noticed her there a few times in the past, and hoped that he might be lucky. When he spotted her in the middle of a game he suddenly recognized what the connection might be. Her partner across the net was Reynold. Eddy stood back outside the fenced court and watched as the two played. From the way they communicated and played with each other it appeared as if it wasn’t their first game. When the ball sailed past Valerie she huffed and put her hands on her hips.

      “That was out!”

      “It was inside the line, Valerie.”

      “Reynold, if I say it was out, then it was out.”

      “Okay fine, it was out. Just get the ball.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. Were they bickering with each other?

      “Hey, Eddy!” Reynold waved to him as Valerie jogged back onto the court with the ball.

      “Eddy’s here?” Valerie shielded her eyes with her hand and looked through the fence.

      “Just admiring the match. You two are pretty good.”

      “Thanks.” Valerie smiled and twirled her tennis skirt. “It’s a great way to stay fit.”

      “I see that.” Eddy chuckled.

      “Watch it now, Eddy.” Valerie winked at him. “Or Reynold might get jealous.”

      “Oh really?” Eddy held up his hands. “Sorry Reynold, I didn’t know you two were together.”

      “We’re not.”

      “Don’t be shy, Reynold.” Valerie giggled. “We’re just not official yet.”

      “I see. Well, your secret is safe with me. How are you holding up, Reynold?”

      “I’m still a little shaken up. I’ll be better when they figure out who did this.”

      “Oh absolutely.” Valerie wrapped her arm around Reynold’s shoulders. “This poor fellow had quite a shock. All because he tried to be a good friend.”

      “Is that so?” Eddy zeroed in on Valerie.

      “Yes, I mean, if he’d never agreed to meet with her that morning he wouldn’t have walked into such a horrific scene.”

      “Valerie please, I’d rather not rehash it.”

      “Don’t be so modest, Reynold. She called you so upset and you jumped right up to be there for her. Too bad it was too late.”

      “Yes, too bad.” He stared down at the tennis court. “I wish I’d gotten there just a little sooner.”

      “I’m sure. We all wish we’d known, and could have protected May, Reynold. You’re not alone in that,” Eddy said.

      “But it just wasn’t meant to be.” Valerie squeezed his shoulders. “So, now we just have to move forward. Don’t we, Reynold?”

      “Sure.” Reynold shrugged off her grasp. “We should get back to our game. We only reserved the court for an hour.”

      “Oh absolutely. I didn’t mean to be a distraction.” Eddy waved to them and started to walk away. He paused after a few steps and turned back. “So Reynold, you two didn’t plan to meet for a friendly cup of coffee? It was a last minute thing?”

      “Sort of. She called me the night before upset about something and I offered to take her out to coffee.”

      “Oh okay.” Eddy nodded and continued to walk away. Thoughts jumped in all directions within his mind. Valerie and Reynold were dating? May was upset when she agreed to meet Reynold for coffee? None of it made sense at the moment, but he had a feeling that it all would soon enough. When Eddy made it back to his villa, he was still deep in thought. His cell phone rang so loud that he jumped. He sighed and shook his head. It was easy to disrupt him when he was concentrating on something so hard. He kept trying to fit the pieces of the case together. While there was a lot of overlap, he couldn’t get it to work out just right in his mind. He noticed the phone call was from Chris.

      “I’ve managed to get a copy of the file you wanted.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be right in to get it.”

      “It’s already in your mailbox.”

      “How did you do that so quickly?”

      “Magic.”

      “Thanks Chris.”

      After going to his mailbox to pick up the file Eddy sat at his kitchen table to go through it. He flipped the file open and began to read through the details of the death. Even though Jacob’s death was ruled accidental an inquiry was opened before the ruling was made. Jacob was on a fishing trip with his brother, John. They were drinking, but not to excess according to the investigator. Jacob fell overboard in an attempt to retrieve a fishing pole that he had dropped in the water. Since he was a very good swimmer John assumed that he would resurface and didn’t attempt to rescue his brother. John claimed that he thought his brother might be playing a joke on him, and still didn’t attempt to rescue him. It wasn’t until he realized how long it had been, that he jumped into the water. When he couldn’t find him, he rowed to shore to get help.

      The rescue mission was classified as recovery by the time the rescue response began. Eddy read over the details again. Then a third time. There was no mention of anyone else being on the water with Jacob and John. There was no sign of foul play. Jacob’s body was found with his foot tangled in branches under the water. The medical examiner ruled it an accidental drowning.

      Eddy sat back in his chair and closed his eyes for a moment. He tried to picture the two brothers out on the boat. Were they out there to blow off steam? There’s a cooler, beers on ice, mosquitoes in the air, it’s muggy. He took a deep breath. The water is murky, but still. The fishing lines plop right into the water. What went wrong? He attempted to pick up the fishing pole. Did one brother bump into the other? Did the boat list for some reason? Did someone drop their bottle of beer? Or could they have argued? No matter what caused it, one brother ended up at the bottom of the lake. Was it possible that John knew that Jacob wasn’t coming back up? Did he push him out of the boat?

      Eddy flipped to the witness’s section of the file. There was only one name listed. But that one name was enough to make his heart drop. John Reynold Smith. Everything seemed to suddenly fall into place. Reynold must go by his middle name. Reynold was Jacob’s brother? Reynold was the other person in the boat with him? Now that was a connection. He pulled out his phone and called Samantha.

      “Are you free?”

      “I can be, for you.”

      “Great. I want to have a conversation with Reynold.”

      “Oh? Do you want me to meet you?”

      “No, I’ll come pick you up.”

      “Great, I’ll be ready.”

      Samantha hung up the phone and frowned. She’d heard Eddy sound that way before. It usually meant that he was on to something. But why did it involve Reynold? She reminded herself that she had to find a way to be objective. Reynold was a suspect, even if her instincts told her otherwise.
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      Samantha made sure she was ready to go when Eddy pulled up at her villa. She went outside and a few minutes later when he arrived she climbed into his car.

      “What’s going on? I know that you found out something.”

      “Oh yes, I found out two things actually.” He started to drive.

      “Well?” She stared at him.

      “I’ll tell you soon.”

      “Huh? No, I want you to tell me now.”

      “Not right now, I’m driving.”

      Samantha continued to stare at him. “We talk all of the time while you’re driving. What did you find out?”

      “Just be patient, Samantha. I’d rather wait until after we talk to Reynold to tell you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “Would you please just tell me?”

      “Samantha, anyone ever told you that you are infuriating?”

      “Yes, many times, mostly you. That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “You don’t trust me?” Eddy asked. “I told you, I have my reasons.” He parked in Reynold’s driveway, just behind his car.

      “Okay. I guess.” She sighed and stepped out of the car.

      “You knock.” He pointed to the door.

      “Why?”

      “Samantha!”

      “All right, all right.” She hurried up to the door and knocked. After a few minutes Reynold opened the door.

      “Samantha hello. How can I help you?”

      Samantha stared at him blankly. She had no idea why she was there. “I just wanted to check in with you. I know it was such a shock to find May that way. Are you doing okay?”

      “Yes, I’m managing.”

      “With Valerie’s help right?” Eddy stepped up beside Samantha.

      “What? Oh, Eddy, I didn’t see you there.”

      “Wanted to check on you too, Reynold.”

      “But we just saw each other this morning.”

      “Right, when you were with Valerie.”

      “Right.” He lowered his eyes. “What is this about?”

      Samantha could only study Reynold’s face as she had no idea why they were there. She noticed that his cheeks flushed, and his lips tightened as Eddy stepped closer to him.

      “I’m sorry, I had no idea that this is the second tragic death you’ve witnessed,” Eddy said.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He started to step back into the house. “You’ve checked on me, now I need to get some things done.”

      “Wait a minute. I just wanted to say, I’m sorry about what happened to your brother.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that.” He started to close the door. Samantha slipped a foot into the door before he could.

      “It’s okay, John.” Eddy noticed his eyes widen slightly. As he looked at them Eddy noticed a scar above his left eye. Eddy thought that maybe that was the scar May was talking about.  “We’re here to listen. Is there anything that you want to tell us?”

      “Samantha, kindly remove your foot before I close the door on it. I’ve had enough of your good wishes. Please, just leave me in peace.”

      Samantha stepped back and glanced over at Eddy. “He’s right, Eddy. We’ve bothered him enough.”

      Eddy nodded and followed her down the driveway back to his car. Once inside, he backed down the driveway.

      “Okay spill. What was all of that about? Reynold is dating Valerie? What was that business about his brother?”

      “Yes, Reynold is dating Valerie, and Reynold is also Jacob Smith’s brother. The one that was in the boat with him when he drowned. Reynold’s full name is John Reynold Smith. It looks like he goes by his middle name now.”

      “From the article?” Samantha’s mouth hung open. “Wait, wait. That means that when May said that Reynold looked just like Jacob, she was talking about the man that drowned and John. They were brothers. But did she know that?”

      “I’m not sure. However, I suspect that Daniel might be able to answer that. Why don’t we take a spin by his house?”

      “We could do that.” Samantha nodded. “Why didn’t you tell me about all of this before we spoke to Reynold?”

      “I didn’t want you to know because I wanted you to be able to see his expressions clearly.”

      “Well, I did. For one, he didn’t want anyone knowing that he was dating Valerie, and for two, he didn’t want to speak a word about his brother. He is definitely hiding something.”

      “Yes, I agree. But I wanted you to see for yourself. If you knew what I did, it would have been harder for you to gauge what his reaction was like.”

      “I understand.”

      “I also noticed that he had a scar on his left eyebrow.  Do you think that was what May was referring to?”

      “Maybe, but lots of people have scars.”

      “True.”

      “I think it’s time we call a meeting and figure out our next step. Even though Reynold might be involved, this certainly doesn’t eliminate Daniel as a suspect. In fact if he is somehow connected to Jacob’s death, or May is, that makes him even more of a central suspect. The question is who did May print out the article for, Daniel or Reynold?”

      “Or maybe, who had the most reason to want that article eliminated, along with the person who printed it.”

      Samantha sent a text to Jo.

      Update, meet at my house.

      She duplicated the text to Walt’s number.

      Once everyone arrived Eddy filled them in on the information they’d discovered. Samantha set out a bowl of pretzels and a pitcher of ice water along with some cups. As her friends gathered around the table she couldn’t help but think of May. If only she had asked her more questions about why she wanted to find the article.

      In the end there was no way to predict what would happen. Or perhaps May had. Perhaps she sensed danger, and thought the safest place would be with Reynold. It still wrenched her heart to think that Reynold might have been the murderer, even as she comforted him. However, something even darker surfaced in her mind. What if it wasn’t Reynold or Daniel at all?

      “I wouldn’t put it past Valerie to be jealous enough to go after May,” Samantha said.

      “Just because she was meeting with Reynold?” Walt asked.

      “She strikes me as a very possessive person,” Samantha said.

      “But enough to kill?” Jo picked up the pitcher and poured a glass of water. “Are they even serious?”

      “I think she is a bit more serious than he is.” Eddy grabbed a handful of pretzels. “The way she talked wasn’t exactly reflected in the way he behaved. In fact, he seemed a bit annoyed.”

      “And even more annoyed when I found out about it.” Samantha sat down at the table. “I thought she was acting a little off, but now that I know she’s involved with Reynold, and Reynold is somehow involved in all of this, I suspect her even more. However, it’s still hard to believe that she would go so far as to kill May.”

      “The problem is we have three prime suspects, and all of them have motive, all of them have opportunity,” Walt said.

      “Wait a minute, the only person who actually knew that May would be at the community center was Reynold. Daniel didn’t know. Valerie didn’t know,” Jo said.

      “Valerie might have known. Reynold might have told her. And it’s possible that May told Daniel where she would be. Maybe she said that she intended to confront Reynold with the information they knew when they met for coffee that morning,” Walt said.

      “Maybe.” Samantha pursed her lips. There was something on the edge of her mind that she knew was important. “How did they get in?”

      “What do you mean? Wasn’t the door unlocked?”

      “It shouldn’t have been. It was too early for it to be open. Don’t you think?”

      “I never really thought about that.” Jo narrowed her eyes. “It was a bit early for the doors to be open.”

      “But Valerie is on the decorating committee, which means that she has a key,” Samantha said. “I still have one from when I helped with the trivia night last month.”

      “You think she opened the door?” Jo said.

      “Maybe May planned to meet Reynold outside like Reynold said, but found the door open, and went inside. Maybe Valerie was waiting for her.”

      “That makes sense.” Walt nodded. “If the door was cracked open, May might have been inquisitive enough to look inside.”

      “But again, if she planned all of this out, why would she do it in such a public place, and why wouldn’t she be prepared with a more convenient murder weapon,” Jo said.

      “What we need is a single piece of evidence that points us in the right direction.” Eddy shook his head. “The problem is, we’re running out of places to find that evidence. We already checked Daniel’s house and other than the financial issues, he was clean. Nothing to show that he wanted to harm his sister, nothing to show that he knows anything about Jacob’s death that he would want to cover up.”

      “We didn’t check his car!” Samantha snapped her fingers. “Maybe the evidence is in there. Remember? We took my car when we went for coffee. He even said that we couldn’t take his.”

      “Yes, that’s true.” Walt frowned. “But what could we find in his car?”

      “Who knows! If he was trying to hide things, maybe he would keep them out of his house. He had to know the police would question and investigate him when his sister was killed,” Samantha said. “So, maybe he stowed whatever incriminating evidence he has in the car to hide it. When I was actively reporting I always lived out of my car. It’s the one thing that we overlooked.”

      “I did.” Jo nodded. “You’re right. I had the perfect opportunity, too, as he was already gone. I’m sorry that I didn’t think of it.”

      “Jo, please don’t apologize, you did everything you were supposed to and got us lots of information.” Walt cringed. “I hate to think of what might have been living in your car right along with you, Samantha.”

      “Me too.” Samantha laughed. “Looking back on it now, it definitely grosses me out. It’s worth a shot. It might hold that one piece of evidence that we need.”

      “Okay, then it’s settled, we’ll go take a look at his car.” Jo smiled. “It will only take me a few seconds to get in.”

      “No.” Eddy shook his head. “We’re not going to break into it.”

      “Why not?” Jo glanced over at him.

      “Because there are other ways we can get in. We can’t always fall back on the same bad habit to get information.”

      “Bad habit?” Jo crossed her arms. “Do you really want to go down that road?”

      “I don’t mean it that way, Jo, you know I don’t. Try not to be so defensive.”

      “Considering I’m the only one that’s spent time in prison, I think it’s fair for me to be a little defensive.”

      “She’s right.” Walt nodded. “Jo has more at risk than the rest of us.”

      “That’s clear, but my point is, we’re engaging in risky behavior when we don’t need to. I don’t want any of us to end up behind bars, least of all Jo. If we take some time to consider it, I’m sure there’s a ploy that we can use to get into the car without having to break in. What do you think? Can we make more of an effort to make things legal and less risky?” Eddy said.

      “I’m all for it.” Walt nodded.

      “It will take a lot longer.” Jo sighed.

      Samantha looked around at her friends and knew that all of them were waiting to hear her opinion on the situation. She took a deep breath and looked into Eddy’s eyes. “I think Eddy is right. We are treading awfully close to being just as criminal as the criminals we talk about. After all, we don’t know for certain that Daniel is the murderer, and we have already broken into his home. So, if we can come up with a viable plan that will give us a look around his car, I think we owe it to ourselves to give it a shot. Otherwise we may begin to lose ourselves, lose our moral compass.”

      “Moral compass?” Jo laughed.

      “Stop.” Walt narrowed his eyes. “We all have morals, otherwise we wouldn’t be trying to do this for May. Jo, you left that life behind you, and we shouldn’t be encouraging you to relive it, when we can just as easily work together to prevent you from being put in that position.”

      “I’ve heard this routine before.” Jo pursed her lips as she looked at Walt. “I know what you really think of me, Walt, and I appreciate how much you care. But this is a silly argument, over breaking into a car. I will handle it.”

      “No.” Eddy locked eyes with her. “The answer is no. We’re not breaking into it.”

      “Sure Eddy, boss, whatever you say.” Jo stood up and saluted him.

      “Jo, don’t be upset. We’re only trying to do things right,” Eddy said.

      “Well then, I guess you don’t need the ex-con around.” She turned towards the door and without another word walked out of the villa.

      Samantha frowned. “Eddy, look what you did.”

      “Me? You agreed with me.”

      “Because I was trying to be supportive.”

      “I still say I’m right.” He sat back in his chair. “If we’re going to be Jo’s friends we shouldn’t be leaning on her every time the law needs to be broken.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine once we figure out how to get into the car without breaking in. I’m going to head home and think about it,” Walt said.

      “I’m going to look into Valerie a little more. Eddy, could you see if she’s had any run-ins with the law as well? If she really is crazy enough to have killed May out of jealousy, I bet this isn’t the first time that she’s done something irrational.”

      “Good point. Sure, I’ll look into it.” Eddy lingered as Walt left the villa. Once he and Samantha were alone he looked over at her.

      “Did you really just agree with me to support me?”

      “Yes.” She shrugged. “Jo has certain talents, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with her using them.”

      “Then you should have said that. Why would you lie for me?”

      “It wasn’t really a lie. I do support your opinion, I just don’t think it’s up to us to make the choice for Jo. If she didn’t want to do it, she could have said no.”

      “Still, I don’t want you to hide how you feel. Why would you? Did you think I would get mad?”

      “No.” She smiled as she met his eyes. “Nothing about you scares me, Eddy. I just felt it was the right thing to show some loyalty, that’s all.”

      “Loyalty.” He raised an eyebrow.

      “You’re my friend, Eddy. I don’t want to argue with you over everything. I can trust that sometimes with your background you might know a little better about certain things.”

      “Interesting. I’ll have to keep that in mind. I’ll let you know if I find out anything about Valerie.”

      “Okay, thanks.” She nodded to him as she held open the door for him. Once he left she closed the door and sighed. She sent Jo a quick text about the situation, but when she didn’t get a response she settled down at the computer. She began to search through Valerie’s social media accounts for links with John Reynold Smith, Jacob Smith, as well as Daniel Ewan and May Ewan. She found quite a few pictures with both Valerie and May that were posted in the last couple of years. There was also one with May and Daniel. At first Samantha almost skipped right past it, but something made her go back and look again. As she thought, Daniel and Valerie were holding hands in the photograph. Did Valerie have a thing with Daniel as well? She shook her head at the idea, but printed the photograph to refer back to.

      As she dug deeper into Valerie’s past she couldn’t find any further connection. From what she could tell she never lived in the same cities as any of the other three, she didn’t attend the same schools. She couldn’t find a single thing that tied them all together, aside from Sage Gardens. She knew that since May and Valerie had been friends at one point there was a chance that she’d gotten to know Daniel. Unfortunately, the only way to know for sure was to either ask Valerie or Daniel and she doubted that either was going to be very forthcoming with an answer. She decided since she had a little time she would still make an effort. First she attempted to call Valerie. However, her phone went straight to voicemail.

      “Hi Valerie, it’s Samantha. I just had something I wanted to talk with you about. You know, girl talk. Call me back if you get a chance. Thanks!” She hung up the phone and wondered if she had poured on the sugar a little too heavily. Would Valerie be able to tell that she was up to something just from her overly sweet tone of voice? She cleared her throat and decided to exercise a little more caution with Daniel. She dialed his number, fully prepared to hear another voicemail message. Instead he answered the phone.

      “Hi Samantha.” She was so surprised to hear his voice that she didn’t answer at first. “This is Samantha, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is, I’m sorry. I had something caught in my throat.”

      “Oh wow, that’s not good, are you all right?”

      “Yes, I am now.”

      “Good. Glad to hear that. I’m also glad that you called.”

      “You are?”

      “Sure, I’ve been waiting for this call.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I sensed a connection between us when we went out for coffee. I know that you sensed it, too. So, I figured it would just be a matter of time before you decided to call. You held out longer than I expected.”

      “Oh yes, of course. I wasn’t sure if you’d felt that, too.”

      “Yes, I did. It’s quite strong. We have some very serious chemistry between us. So the question is, what are we going to do about that?”

      “I just thought we could get to know each other a little better. I suppose I hesitated to call because I wasn’t sure if you were a free man. You’re not seeing anyone are you?”

      “Not at the moment, but we can change that. Can’t we?”

      “I suppose we could.” She laughed. “I wonder if there is a place we could meet to chat?”

      “Why don’t you come to my place?”

      Samantha’s heart dropped. Even though she was confident in her ability to protect herself she didn’t exactly want to put herself in such a vulnerable position. If she did she might not be able to get back out of it.

      “I was thinking somewhere more central. Say, the library?”

      “The library? That’s an odd date, but if it’s what you want that’s fine with me.”

      “Do you want to pick me up on the way?” Samantha thought it was the perfect opportunity to get a look inside his car.

      “No, I think I’ll meet you there. When do you want me to be there?”

      “In twenty minutes?”

      “Wow, you really don’t want to wait.” He laughed again. “I can’t say that I blame you, I’m ready to get this going, too. I’ll be there.”

      “Great.” Samantha gritted her teeth to hold back her disgust. Sure, Daniel might not have been a killer, but he was still a man who was horrible to his sister. “I’ll see you there.” After she hung up the phone, she wondered if she’d made the right choice. Was it a good idea to be anywhere alone with Daniel? If he was the murderer he might take any opportunity to get rid of a person he deemed a risk. With these thoughts fueling her fear she considered calling Eddy to have him tag along with her. But she suspected the moment that Daniel got wind of this not being a friendly visit he would clam up and not admit to anything. She needed to do this on her own, even if that left her a little on edge.
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      When Samantha arrived at the library she found that it was pretty crowded for mid-day. It didn’t take long for her to discover why. One of the residents from the Sage Garden’s poetry group that May had belonged to was hosting a poetry reading in honor of May. The moment she realized this her heartbeat quickened. How would Daniel react? It didn’t take long to find out, as he was seated at a table not far from the poetry reading. She paused for a moment beside a large pillar to watch his reaction to the words that strangers read about his sister. His attention was focused on the woman at the podium, however his expression was not somber. In fact, as she watched his lips curved upward with a subtle twitch. He reached up and spread his hand across his mouth, perhaps to disguise laughter.

      Samantha told herself that she had to be imagining it. No man, even if he had been the one to commit the crime, could be amused by his sister’s death. Could he? She walked towards the table with a heavy feeling in her chest. Could she even have a casual conversation with him when all she wanted to do was reach across the table and shake him?

      “Samantha.” He stood up and smiled as she approached him. “I’m glad you asked to meet.”

      “Me too.” Samantha bit into her bottom lip as he pulled out a chair for her and she sat down in it.

      “I felt like we didn’t get much of a chance to talk over coffee. There’s so much I’d like to know about you.”

      “Really?” She tilted her head to the side. “Why is that?”

      “Oh, May spoke very highly of you. I didn’t put two and two together when we went for coffee, but then I remembered that May had said that you had an illustrious career as a crime journalist.”

      “I’m not sure I’d describe it quite like that.” She smiled.

      “Well, she did. She was quite impressed that a woman could do so well for herself, I suppose since May didn’t ever do much more than run a cash register.”

      “May was very intelligent. And creative.”

      “Sure.” He shrugged. “Anyway, why did you want to meet at a library?”

      “There are some things I’d like to talk to you about and I thought the library would be nice and quiet so we could do that.”

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      “I noticed that you and Valerie were rather close. I didn’t know if that was still something that was true since I happened to see her with someone else.”

      “Valerie?” He blinked, then shook his head. “I’m not sure I know who you mean.”

      “She’s a resident at Sage Gardens, too. A friend of May’s?”

      “Oh, Val, right. Yes, I met her one of the last times I visited. She’s a very friendly gal. A little too friendly if you know what I mean. We went out to dinner one night and then it was like she expected me to marry her. Anyway, I let her down as easy as I could and we haven’t seen each other since. So no, you don’t have anything to worry about. I’m a free man.” He winked at her.

      “That’s good to know.” She resisted a glare. “I suppose after May’s death you’ll need a little time to heal.”

      “Not really. Actually, I can finally plan for the future. Once May’s estate is handled I can start my life again.”

      “May’s death benefits you?”

      “Absolutely. Look, like I told the cops, I didn’t kill her, but I sure wanted to. She was holding the inheritance our parents left us as ransom, and wouldn’t even help me out with my bills anymore. I was drowning. Now that she’s gone I can settle my debts and move on with my life.”

      “Don’t you hear how horrible that sounds? To talk about your sister’s death that way?” Samantha stared at him, too shocked to even be angry.

      “Maybe you didn’t know my sister very well. Look, when we were growing up she was always the golden child. She could do no wrong. My parents adored her, the community adored her, everyone believed that she’d be this great success. I was constantly having to prove myself to even get a little attention. When we became adults it was the same thing. She got her college paid for, just because I didn’t want to go to college, I didn’t get anything. I got tangled up in something that I was too young and too stupid to understand was a scam. Instead of her being there for me and helping me out, since she had such an advantage over me, she did nothing to help me, she made me take a deal. No loyalty, at all.”

      “You were involved in a scam, maybe she thought she was protecting you?”

      “No, all she cared about was her reputation. She didn’t want anyone to find out that her brother was a criminal. So, she forced me to take a deal and turn on my partners, so I wouldn’t get convicted. Ever since then I’ve had to look over my shoulder.”

      “That must have been rough for you.”

      “It still is. I can’t wait to just disappear. As soon as I get my hands on that money, I can get away, far away, and I won’t have to worry anymore. I never had the chance to live my life, you know? All because of one mistake that I made well over thirty years ago.”

      “Yes, that’s rough.” She swallowed back harsh words. As long as he thought she had sympathy for him he would keep talking. “I’m sure she lorded her success over you, too.”

      “She tried, but I didn’t buy it. It’s not success to work in a retail store, no matter what position you’re in. She wasted her education, and my parents knew it before they died, but they still treated her like their little princess.”

      “Always in her shadow, I can see how that would drive you crazy.”

      “It did, I’ll admit it. But I just focused on taking care of myself.”

      “Still, you came to visit her.”

      “Well, family is family.” He shrugged. “She was all I had left, so I tried to connect with her. But she didn’t make it easy. So, sorry if I’m not falling to pieces over her being gone, but it is what it is, right?”

      “Right. It’s better to be honest than to pretend that you’re brokenhearted.”

      “That’s what I think, too, but you’d be surprised by how many people don’t agree with that. Every other question is about the funeral and my plans for her headstone, and so on. As if I’m really supposed to be concerned about that.”

      “You’re not planning a funeral?”

      “Graveside service, it was the cheapest I could get.”

      Samantha’s stomach churned. “She deserves more than that.”

      “She’s dead. She’s not going to care how she’s laid to rest.”

      “Don’t you think that she deserves better? That she might know somehow?”

      “You mean like she’s peering over pearly white clouds down at the rest of us poor souls?” He chuckled. “No Samantha, I’m sorry. I don’t buy into any of that. Even if I did, if Heaven was real, trust me the last thing she’s going to do is look back down on this miserable life.”

      “Daniel, that sounds like your opinion, not hers.”

      “My life hasn’t been that miserable. I’ve lived it, for the good, for the bad. But she didn’t take a single risk. She never took a chance, never took a risk. What kind of life is that?”

      “I don’t know, she seemed pretty happy to me.”

      “Simple minded.” He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, that’s not what we’re here to talk about, is it?”

      “Actually, I don’t remember why I came here at all.”

      “Because you feel what I feel, we have chemistry.” He reached out and took her hand in his. “No need to fight it.”

      She pulled her hand back and glared at him. “Oh trust me, it’s not a fight. Anyone who could feel that way about his sister is not someone that I want to get to know better.” She stood up from the table.

      “Then why did you ask me here?” He glared up at her. “Was this some kind of joke for you? Some kind of trick?”

      “Look Daniel, I truly hope that one day you realize that your sister deserves to be treated better.” Samantha’s cheeks blazed as she realized that everyone in the library, including those there for the poetry reading, stared at her.

      Daniel stood up from his chair and pointed a finger at her. “You conned me didn’t you? You just wanted to get more information out of me for your little detective game, huh? Well, get all the information you want, I didn’t kill my sister and nothing that you can do will change that.”

      He stormed past her and out of the library. Samantha stared back at those that stared at her. As she slowly turned away it dawned on her that she’d just put herself in a terrible position. Now, not only did Daniel know that she suspected him, but so did the library that was mainly filled with Sage Gardens residents. Which meant that in no time at all Reynold and Valerie would know about her little blow up as well. The investigation they worked so hard on was about to collapse, all because she lost her temper. As she hurried out of the library she tried not to think of what Daniel might be planning. He could claim to be innocent all he wanted, but she didn’t believe him, not for a second.
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      By the time Samantha reached her villa her nerves were on edge.  She decided to walk around the lake trying to calm herself. She prided herself on being able to keep her cool, but in that moment it wasn’t possible. All she could think about was the way Daniel spoke about May. No one deserved to be treated like that, no matter the history. She was still wound up, but decided to go to her villa and try to distract herself by doing more research.

      As Samantha opened the door to her villa her cell phone began to ring. She ignored it. She knew it was either Eddy, or any number of Sage Gardens residents that had heard about the library incident. She closed the door behind her and wondered how she was going to explain herself. She was just about to sit down at the computer when there was a knock on the door. She turned around just as the door opened. Eddy stuck his head inside.

      “Your phone is ringing.”

      “I know it is.”

      “So?” He held up his phone and ended the call. “Is there a reason you’re not answering?”

      “You know the reason, Eddy.” She sighed.

      “Yes, I heard about it.”

      “And?”

      “And?”

      “I don’t know why I lost it.”

      “I do, Daniel is a horrible person and you couldn’t stand being around him.”

      “But I might have just ruined everything.”

      “No, you didn’t.” He crossed the living room to her. “You’ve got things stirred up for sure, but you didn’t ruin anything. Did you find out any information?”

      “I found a photograph with Daniel and Valerie holding hands. When I saw it I decided to ask him myself if he dated Valerie. According to him it wasn’t much more than a fling, but Valerie expected a lot more.”

      “You think that gave her motive to kill May?”

      “I don’t see why it would, to be honest. However, the way Daniel talked about May makes me even more certain that he’d have no problem with killing her. I really think he’s our guy.”

      “All right, just take a breath. It’s easy to jump to conclusions when you’re angry.”

      “Eddy, he practically told me that he was glad that she was dead. How can that be anything but the words of a murderer?”

      “Samantha, it’s quite suspicious, but do you really think that if he was the killer he would talk like that? It would make him the prime suspect.”

      “And it has. Maybe he’s just that arrogant. Or maybe he thinks that it will throw the police off his scent, just like it has thrown you off his scent.” She crossed her arms.

      “Now wait a minute, Samantha, it hasn’t thrown me off anything. All I’m saying is that it’s too soon to pick one horse and sometimes when emotions run high it’s easy to make assumptions.”

      “My emotions are not running high.”

      “Sam.” He looked into her eyes “You know I know you.”

      “Ugh, fine, okay.” She turned away. “I might be a little wound up. But you would be too if you had to hear those slimy words come out of his mouth.”

      “You shouldn’t have met up with him.”

      “I wanted him to talk, and he did.” She frowned. “Now we know that Valerie dated both of our main suspects. What does that tell us?”

      “That I might be the only person Valerie hasn’t dated?” Eddy chuckled.

      “I’m serious, Eddy. The question is, was it a coincidence, or did she know that there was some kind of connection between Daniel and Reynold?”

      “That is a good question. It leads us back to the same thing. We need to see if we can get any real evidence on Daniel. Once we do we might be able to pinpoint one suspect.”

      “We could already have that evidence if we hadn’t argued with Jo,” Samantha said.

      “Don’t start about that, please.”

      “Why shouldn’t I?” Samantha raised an eyebrow. Before Eddy could reply there was a knock on the door. Samantha used the moment to break the tension between them. She pulled open the door to find Walt on the other side with a smile that spread from ear to ear.

      “I came up with a plan.” Walt strode proudly inside. “Look.” He held up a coupon. “I made this myself on the computer. It’s a coupon for one free car detailing, today only. I’m going to make sure that Daniel gets it, so that we can take a look around the inside of his car.”

      “Oh great job, Walt. This looks really real.” Samantha studied it. “Do you think he will go for it?”

      “I think we can certainly try.” Walt nodded. “I know I like free things. I don’t think I would be able to turn this down.”

      “As if your car has a speck of dirt in it.”

      “It never hurts to give it a little extra shine.” He grinned.

      “What do you think, Eddy?” Samantha showed him the coupon.

      “I think we should have let Jo do what she needed to do. I don’t know why I was so stubborn with her.” He sighed.

      “You worry about her.” Samantha patted his shoulder. “One day she’ll appreciate that. Besides, Walt has come up with a great idea, and we might not need her to break in after all. Maybe you were right all along.”

      “Maybe.”

      “So, no to the coupon?” Walt look disappointed.

      “We can give it a shot. But you guys will have to stay out of sight when we get his car because he knows your faces,” Eddy said.

      “I hadn’t thought of that. Good thinking, Eddy,” Walt said.

      “Why don’t we go stick it under his door? That’s a good way to make sure that he gets it,” Eddy said.

      “Good idea.” Samantha grabbed her keys from the counter. “I’ll drive.”

      “Oh, well, uh.” Walt cleared his throat.

      “Walt, you rode in my car once and survived.”

      “I know, and I don’t think I packed enough wet wipes to do it again.”

      “Walt!” Samantha exclaimed.

      “Let’s just take Walt’s car.” Eddy smiled. “I’ve been in your car too, Sam.”

      “Eddy.” Samantha rolled her eyes and stuck an elbow in his side. “Those are your taco wrappers on the floor you know.”

      “I know.” Eddy laughed.

      As they piled into Walt’s car Samantha tried not to touch anything. She knew that Walt would give the car a thorough cleaning once they were out, anyway. It was just Walt’s way. She tried not to let it offend her. As they drove towards Daniel’s house, Eddy tilted his head back towards where Samantha sat in the backseat.

      “So, Daniel and May lived in the same town as Reynold and Jacob at one point. However, not at the time of Jacob’s death. It doesn’t exactly explain how they knew each other. Were they friends? Neighbors?”

      “Still, they have to be connected to May’s murder somehow.” Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “I’m not sure how. I can’t find any motive for it. The only bad blood I came across was between siblings,” Eddy said.

      “Maybe there’s more to it than that. We’ll have to dig a little deeper. Who knows, Valerie might be the key to us figuring all of this out. Maybe she knows what their connection is.”

      “It might be worth a conversation with her,” Eddy said.

      “Considering the way that I blew things up with Daniel today, I’m sure that if the two are working together somehow, he’s already contacted her.” Samantha leaned her head against the side window.

      “Maybe, but you said that he claimed he didn’t have anything going with her. He might not have called her,” Eddy said.

      “If he was telling the truth.”

      “That’s a big if.” Walt turned his car down the street that led to Daniel’s house.
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      Jo walked up to Daniel’s car. She had no interest in being told what to do. She’d grown to respect Eddy, Walt and Samantha, but when it came to breaking and entering she saw no reason to hum and haw. If there was evidence in the car a simple pop open of the car door would tell her everything that she needed to know. In and out in no longer than a minute, and she would redeem herself. It bugged her that she hadn’t thought about the car in the first place.

      Once Jo was beside the car she glanced around to see if any neighbors were out watering the grass or if there were kids on skateboards. When she didn’t see anything she looked towards the house. The curtains were pulled tight and the door was closed. There was no music or noise drifting out from any potentially open windows. Sure, Daniel was home, but he was likely totally oblivious to the fact that a stranger stood in his driveway.

      Jo pulled a thin, flat tool out of her pocket and began to slide it into the lock, however the moment she touched the handle she realized it had plenty of give. It seemed to her that the car wasn’t even locked. She smiled to herself. It wasn’t exactly breaking and entering if the door was unlocked. She lifted the handle to open the door in the same moment that someone shouted her name.

      “Jo! No!” Walt lunged towards her from the bottom of the driveway. Jo stared at him for a brief moment before she heard the click. Her eyes widened and she ran straight for the bottom of the driveway. Walt tackled her onto the front lawn just as the explosion filled the air. He held her down in the dirt with his body splayed over hers. Samantha shouted for them as she ran towards them. Eddy had his phone out to call for help. Jo spit out a few pieces of grass and wondered if she was still alive. Walt’s weight on top of her informed her that she likely was.

      “Are you okay?” His voice struggled to reach her. She could barely hear. What happened? Her ears rung with the force of the explosion. Walt slid off her and she pushed herself up to her knees. The car that she had almost sat down in was nothing but rubble. Even the corner of the roof had been impacted by the force of the explosion. Her eyes watered with the realization that she could have been ash if it wasn’t for Walt distracting her. She would have sat down in that much faster than the time it took for the bomb to go off. Was it a bomb?

      “Walt?” She stared at him. His face was covered in a mixture of soot and dirt. He looked so different when he wasn’t sparkling clean.

      “It’s okay. We’re okay. Everyone’s okay.” Walt offered her his hand to help her to her feet.

      “Are you sure?” Eddy grabbed Jo’s elbow and looked her over. “You aren’t hurt?” His eyes surveyed her from head to toe.

      “Eddy, it’s okay. I’m okay.” She looked into his eyes. “I’m okay.”

      Eddy took a deep breath and looked back towards the car. As he did the front door of the house flew open and Daniel ran out in nothing but his boxers. His hair was wet as if he might have just taken a shower.

      “What is going on here?” He glared across the lawn at Samantha and Walt. “You two again? Did you do this?”

      “No, we didn’t.” Walt held up his hand, but shuddered when he saw the amount of dirt on it. “Oh no, oh dear.” He rummaged in his pocket for some tissues.

      “Eddy, what should we do?” Samantha frowned. “He’s going to have a lot of questions.”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes. “Jo, you need to get out of here before the police arrive. There’s no need for you to be here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. Get in your car and go.” He tilted his head in the direction of the street. Jo didn’t have to be told again, she took off towards her car.

      “What about us?” Samantha glanced over at Daniel who stared at his car with disbelief. “Do we stay, or go?”

      “Stay.” Eddy stared at the scene. “The police are going to need an explanation and we can give them an eye witness account. But, in our version, I’m the one that opened the car door. We came to check on Daniel. Walt noticed the blinking under the car. I lifted the handle to see if it was rigged, and boom.”

      “Do you think they will buy that?” Samantha asked.

      “They will have to if it’s all that we tell them. Jo not being here won’t change anything about the case, we’re just going to have to stretch the truth a little.”

      “That’s quite flexible of you, Eddy,” Samantha said.

      “I’ve learned a few things from you.” He shot her a brief smile.

      As a police car skidded to a stop in front of the residence followed by a firetruck, Samantha was glad that Eddy was there. He remained by her side throughout the police officer’s questioning. Walt stammered through most of it. Samantha’s ears rang so loud that she guessed Walt also had a hard time hearing the officer’s questions clearly. By the time they were able to leave the scene, Samantha was exhausted. She didn’t overlook the fact that Daniel shot her dirty looks every chance he got.

      “I think Daniel really believes we had something to do with his car blowing up.”

      Eddy put a finger to his lips. “Sh, wait until we’re clear of the crime scene.”

      Samantha nodded and followed him back to Walt’s car. Walt wandered along beside them, almost as if he couldn’t get his balance. Samantha noticed that his hands twitched at his sides, still streaked with dirt. She’d never seen Walt move so fast. When he spotted the blinking light and saw Jo approach the car, he was like a blur as he took off after her.

      “Walt, are you okay?” She touched his back. He jumped in reaction to the touch and pulled away.

      “I will be, Samantha. I’m just a little unnerved.”

      “I think we all are,” Samantha said.

      Eddy frowned and glanced back at the crime scene.

      Once they were all inside the car Eddy looked into the backseat at Samantha. “What if he did it?”

      “What do you mean?” Samantha asked.

      “What if he’s the one that rigged the car?”

      “Daniel? Why would he do that?” She stared at him with wide eyes.

      “I don’t know, maybe you were right. Maybe there was evidence in the car that he couldn’t get rid of, so he rigged the car to blow up when someone opened the door.”

      “Like the police?” Samantha shook her head. “Daniel may be crazy, but to attempt to kill a police officer? That’s just asking for life in prison. He had no way of predicting who would try to lift the handle.”

      “Or maybe he did.” Walt clutched the wheel tight as he drove. “Maybe he thought it would be you, Samantha, after your conversation at the library. Maybe he knew that you were suspicious so he wanted you to be eliminated.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha shivered at the thought. After all, it could have just as easily been her, or any one of them, that opened the car door. “But it would be a huge stretch. He had no way of knowing for sure. Plus, there wasn’t a lot of time between our conversation and when Jo opened that door. He would have had to make a decision to kill me, then decide how to do it, then make and plant the bomb.”

      “Not to mention that Jo’s search didn’t turn up any chemicals or unusual equipment in the house,” Eddy said. “I’m sure she would have noticed if there were the makings of a bomb hanging around.”

      “True.” Samantha nodded.

      “Okay, so if we’re sure that Daniel didn’t do it, who did?” Walt squinted through the windshield. “Someone must have. The killer?”

      “I have no idea.” Samantha sighed. “Just when I start to think I have something figured out, a car blows up.”

      “It was almost Jo.” Eddy lowered his eyes and grimaced.

      “I know.” Walt pulled the car into the driveway of Samantha’s villa.

      “If Walt wasn’t there…” Samantha breathed out her words.

      “I don’t even want to think about it.” Walt looked between his two friends. “I still can’t believe that I managed to get to her in time. It wasn’t likely, and yet I still tried.”

      “Shows how much you care.” Eddy smiled. Samantha climbed out of the backseat. She reached up and rubbed one of her ears in an attempt to hear clearly.

      “How long before all of this noise in my ears goes away?” Samantha asked.

      “Could be a day, could be a few. If it keeps up after that you’ll need to go to the doctor to get it checked out,” Eddy said.

      “Yes, I noticed a bit of a ringing in my ears, but it already went away for me.” Walt turned towards his villa. “I’m going to head home and shower.” He shuddered as he caught sight of a smudge of dirt on the back of his hand. Samantha waved to Walt as he drove away.  Eddy followed her up to the door of her villa.

      “If you’re worried about your ears why don’t you have Owen take a look?”

      “I’m not sure that Owen would be able to tell anything. I’d probably have to go to the hospital. Besides, it may clear up soon. How are yours?” Samantha asked.

      “A little fuzzy, but not too bad. It helps that my hearing is already going south.”

      “Is it really?” She unlocked her door and glanced over at him. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Nothing too serious yet, but let’s just say that my old age has been confirmed.”

      “Eddy, you’re not old.” Samantha smiled and kissed his cheek. “Just weathered.”

      “Hm? Is that supposed to be some kind of compliment?”

      “Yes.” She pushed open her door. “You know, experienced, wise.”

      “It has nothing to do with my wrinkles?”

      “What wrinkles?”

      “Now, I think you should get your eyes checked out along with your ears.”

      Samantha laughed and tossed her purse down on the couch. “Believe what you want, Eddy, but you’re the talk of Sage Gardens.”

      “Stop it.” He rolled his eyes. “Even if that were true, I don’t want to know about it. Besides, it’s not what we should be thinking about now.”

      “You’re right, I guess I was just trying to distract myself.” Samantha sat down on the couch and rubbed her fingertips along her forehead. “Do you think we’re ever going to figure this out?”

      “I’m just glad that Jo is okay.”

      “We think she’s okay.”

      “You should probably go check on her,” Eddy said.

      “I think you should come with me to talk to her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do, Eddy. She went off and did things on her own and obviously she thought we didn’t trust her. All of this needs to be smoothed over. She’s probably terrified, and having you there might help calm her down.”

      Eddy shook his head. “I don’t think that Jo has ever been terrified by anything. She might be a little shaken up though.”

      “She’s not superhuman. She’s a person, and she almost got blown to smithereens. You don’t think that’s a good reason to reach out to her?”

      Eddy looked into her eyes. “You’re not going to let this go are you?”

      “No, I’m not. There’s no reason to. We need to go see her.”

      “Fine. All right, I’ll go.” He growled.

      “How can you be this stubborn? I know you’re more caring than this. Why is it so hard for you to go see her?”

      “You really can’t figure that out?” He snapped at her and then frowned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to speak so harshly. But can’t you see why I don’t want to go?”

      “No, I can’t. She’s your friend. Our friend.”

      “A friend who wouldn’t have been putting herself at risk if I hadn’t been so pigheaded in the first place. It’s my fault that she was there, alone. It’s my fault that she thought she couldn’t get back-up.”

      “Oh Eddy, you can’t blame yourself for that. Jo does what she does, no matter what anyone says. I’m sure she doesn’t blame you. After all, we were there, even if by accident.”

      “I don’t know, Samantha. I’m pretty mad at myself, so I would expect she would be mad at me, too.”

      “I don’t think she will be. But we can’t know whether she will be or not if we don’t go. So what are you going to do, let her think you don’t care, or show up even if she might be upset?”

      “You’re right.” He nodded. “I’ll go.”

      “Good.” She looked at him. “Listen Eddy. Jo knows that you mean well. She knows that.”

      “I hope so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As Samantha and Eddy walked towards Jo’s villa, Eddy noticed that several people clustered around a make-shift memorial to May. His heart sank. In the middle of all of this chaos, they were still no closer to finding out who actually killed her. If it wasn’t for Jo, their prime suspect would have gone up in smoke. Samantha was right. Why would he set a bomb to go off in his own car? Clearly, he wasn’t the killer. Or at the very least, someone else was involved. It suddenly occurred to Eddy that when the blast filled the air it could have been any one of them with their hand on the door. Samantha knocked on the door then pushed it open, just in time to hear Jo protesting.

      “I told you already, Walt, I’m fine. I wish you would just go home.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until we find out exactly what happened at Daniel’s house.”

      “Well, that’s not likely to happen anytime soon. Hi Samantha, hi Eddy, sure come right inside, no need to be invited.”

      “Just here to check on you.” Samantha smiled at her. “Walt, I thought you were going home?”

      “I was, but I just couldn’t. I needed to see Jo and make sure that she was safe, and that she didn’t have any intentions to go after the perpetrator herself.”

      “It was a little explosion, not the end of the world. It happened, it’s over, and I’m fine,” Jo said.

      Eddy kept his gaze averted.

      “You might as well join the crowd.” Jo rolled her eyes and gestured for them to come in. “I’m telling you all, I’m fine.”

      “I think after what we all went through today it’s pretty normal to be concerned.” Samantha tilted her head to the side. “None of us expected that to happen.”

      “Maybe, but I think we need less focus on me, and more focus on who planted that bomb.”

      “Well, like we said before, we don’t think it was Daniel.” Walt frowned.

      “Unless he was trying to throw suspicion off himself.” Samantha’s eyes widened. “I guess it’s possible.”

      “If that were the case he would have used a timer, not a trigger set for the door handle. Who else did he expect to try to open the car door?” Walt shook his head.

      “That’s a good point.” Samantha tapped her chin. “So someone wanted Daniel dead. Who?”

      “The actual murderer?” Jo sat down on the edge of the couch. “Maybe someone was after both May and Daniel, they are siblings after all. We’ve been focused on only May being the target, but maybe they both were.”

      “Still, someone who goes from using a fire poker to using a bomb, that’s a big jump.” Eddy pursed his lips in thought. “And, it requires skill. You can’t just slap together a bomb. Whoever did this knew what they were doing.”

      “It sounds to me like we need to be thinking about the people he owes money to. Maybe when they realized they were never going to collect, they decided to take him out.” Jo shrugged. “Bombs are more likely to be made by a loan shark than a retiree.”

      “So, you think it’s possible that whoever planted the bomb actually had nothing to do with May’s murder?”

      “I think for a murderer to follow up their crime with a bomb, that’s very unusual.” Eddy frowned. “Nothing about this is fitting together the way it needs to. Maybe we just need to take a breath and give ourselves some time to review the information that we already have. If we do that something new might come to the surface.”

      “I think you’re right.” Walt nodded. “With the blast, we’ve probably all forgotten some important detail. A shock can erase even the most important memories.”

      “Then we’ll meet in the morning to review?” Eddy looked between his friends. “After breakfast, say about ten?”

      “Yes, I’ll be there.” Jo nodded.

      “Me too.” Samantha yawned. “I could use a break.”

      “Where are we going to meet?” Walt pulled out his phone to make a note of it.

      “How about in the community center? The scene of the original crime,” Samantha suggested.

      “Okay. Good plan,” Walt said.

      As the others left, Samantha lingered.

      “What is it, Samantha?” Jo turned to face her with a steady stare. “I know there’s something on your mind.”

      “Hm?”

      “Don’t act innocent, you’re still here for a reason.”

      “I just need one thing from you, Jo, and then I’ll go.”

      “What?” Jo raised an eyebrow. Samantha held her arms wide open. Jo’s eyes widened and then she embraced her, Samantha folded her arms around her. “All right, it was a little scary.” Jo sighed.

      “Which part? The part with the bomb or the part where Walt tackled you?”

      Jo started laughing and she pulled away as she looked at Samantha. “I didn’t think he had it in him.”

      “For you, he does.” Samantha winked at her. Jo rolled her eyes.

      “You’re seeing things that aren’t there.”

      “If you say so. Are you sure you’re going to be okay by yourself?”

      “Yes, to be honest, I need some time alone. I’ve had a little too much togetherness lately.”

      “Okay, but remember, safety comes in numbers. I know why you did what you did, and I know that it is important to you to work alone, but you need to be aware that we all have your back. You’re not alone in any of this.”

      “I can admit that today taught me not to take my friends for granted. I know I make light of it, but the truth is that if Walt hadn’t shown up the moment he did, I wouldn’t have made it out of there alive. I can’t even begin to think of a way to thank him, to thank the three of you for being there.”

      “You don’t have to. It makes a big difference when we work as a team.”

      “And I went off and did something stupid on my own.”

      “It wasn’t stupid. You were trying to solve the case. It was brave. None of us had any idea there was a bomb under that car.”

      “I wasn’t exactly as cautious as I should have been.”

      “It’s a wake-up call for all of us. We’re not investigating a petty theft, we’re investigating a murder, and we need to be very aware of our surroundings.”

      “You’re right, Samantha.” She stifled a yawn. “Right now all I want to be aware of is my bed. I’ll see you in the morning at the community center.”

      “I’ll be there.” Samantha gave her another quick hug.

      As she walked back to her own villa she thought about the crime. There was a piece missing, something that linked all of the pieces in the chain, if she could just figure it out, everything would fall into place. However, when she reached her villa she decided to review some information about Valerie. Even though she was a possible suspect, Samantha hadn’t done much research on her past. She had been blinded by the fact that she thought she knew her, and then distracted by the photograph she found of Valerie holding hands with Daniel.

      Samantha settled at the computer and began to investigate the woman she thought she knew. As she dug deep into her past she discovered many broken hearts along the way. Valerie was not only engaged several times, she announced the engagement each time. Despite the many attempts, as far as Samantha could tell Valerie never actually married. Which meant she dealt with failed relationship, after failed relationship. Samantha felt a twinge of sympathy for the woman who clearly wanted that once in a lifetime love and struggled to find it.

      Samantha dug further into Valerie’s past, and was surprised to come across the fact that Valerie was in the military. It wasn’t that unusual for a woman to be in the military, but Valerie never struck her as someone who could be that disciplined. She was an impeccable dresser, and always had her hair styled as if she’d just walked out of the salon. Appearance was important to her, and to picture her in a uniform or sweating through boot camp was almost impossible. It seemed the military wasn’t the right fit as her career ended after ten years with a dishonorable discharge. Samantha tried to figure out why, but she couldn’t find any clear reason. However, she did discover that Valerie was involved in explosives. Her heart dropped when it struck her that Valerie might have been the one to plant the bomb. Would she really do that? Anyone could have opened that door. So Valerie had the knowledge to plant the bomb, but what motive could she have? Did Daniel have something on her?

      Samantha thought about paying Daniel another visit, but after the way he reacted to their presence at the time of the explosion, she didn’t think that would be very effective. She picked up her phone to call Eddy and update him on what she had found out about Valerie, but before she could her cell phone began to ring. Walt’s name flashed across the screen.

      “Hi Walt, what did you find?”

      “How did you know I found something?”

      “You rarely call for no reason.”

      “True, that would be rather inconsiderate.”

      “What did you find, Walt?”

      “I decided to do some digging into the loan sharks that Daniel owed money to. I wanted to see if any had a history of using explosives to get their point across. I came across something rather strange.”

      “What’s that?”

      “As you know I’ve looked into Reynold’s financials, and also into Daniel’s financials. Reynold’s financials are spotless. However, I hadn’t really looked into Jacob’s financials.”

      “Jacob’s? The one who drowned?”

      “Yes. I didn’t think there was much reason to look into him because I didn’t think there would be anything about his financial records from so long ago and also Jacob was not a suspect, or a victim.”

      “As far as we know.”

      “Yes, I’m getting to that. Now, as I was looking into Daniel’s history I discovered like you did that he got into debt many years ago. We assumed from what we found that he got into debt originally, shortly before Jacob’s death around the time he was accused of fraud. So, I decided to look more into the court documents associated with the fraud. I’ve found our connection between Daniel, Reynold, and Jacob.”

      “What is it?” Samantha’s eyes widened. She wished she could reach through the phone and shake the information out of Walt.

      “You see, Samantha, in order for a pyramid scheme to work it’s most important to have…”

      “Walt! I know about pyramid schemes, please just tell me the connection.”

      “Oh dear, calm down, Samantha, you don’t want to get your stress level up, that’s a leading cause of many diseases and…”

      “Walt!”

      “Fine, fine. From what I can gather from the transcripts, Daniel pulled Jacob into the pyramid scheme with him, which led to them both taking loans to cover the debt that they created by over-investing in the scheme. So, not only did Daniel ruin himself financially, it seems he also played a big part in ruining Jacob financially.”

      “How interesting.” Samantha narrowed her eyes. “So, perhaps May knew Reynold while her brother and Jacob were both involved in the pyramid scheme.”

      “Yes, and perhaps Reynold had a problem with Daniel because of what he did to his brother.”

      “Maybe, but Jacob died. So did his debts. Would that really be motivation to go after May?”

      “I can’t honestly say what would motivate a person to kill another person. But I do think it adds another dimension to this investigation. Suppose Jacob didn’t die an accidental death. Suppose he jumped into the water on purpose.”

      “Suicide?”

      “Maybe with all of the debt he faced he thought it was his only way out. If that was the case then Reynold might blame Daniel, and in turn May, for his brother’s death.”

      “Wow, that is a sad thing to consider. I guess it could be possible. But I think if we’re going to consider that Jacob’s death might not have been accidental then maybe we should think about whether it might have been murder.”

      “Murder? How did you get from suicide to murder?” Walt sounded mystified.

      “It’s just something to think about. If we suspect that Reynold might have killed May, then we might want to consider that he might have also killed his brother on that fishing trip. Maybe he was embarrassed by his brother’s debt, or maybe they argued about it.”

      “You’re right, that is something to consider. Maybe Daniel or May found out about it and suspected Reynold, which would give him plenty of motive.”

      “Would you like to hear the dimension I can add?”

      “Yes, please do.”

      “First, did you find any loan sharks with a history of using explosives?” Samantha asked.

      “No, I didn’t. I must say, I got a little distracted. I have put a list together for Eddy so he can look into them further.”

      “I did find someone who is an expert in explosives. Valerie.”

      “What?” Walt asked.

      “Yes, she did ten years in the military and specialized in explosives. I think it’s safe to say that she could be responsible for the bomb planted on Daniel’s car. However hard that is for me to imagine, she has the experience.”

      “But why would she do it? Do you think she had something against Daniel?”

      “I think there are a few possibilities. One is she killed May and suspects that Daniel might know something about it. The second is that she is just trying to protect Reynold. And, since we know that she dated Daniel at one point and clearly has a history of chronic romance, maybe she wanted revenge for him dismissing her so easily.”

      “Hm interesting. I hadn’t really thought about her as a murderer much, but if she can plant a bomb for the purpose of murder, I guess she could have also killed May. Hard to believe we could be living in the same place for so long with a killer in our midst,” Walt said.

      “I’ll see if I can find out anything else about Jacob. Maybe there’s some connection that we’re overlooking. But at least now we know how Reynold, Daniel, May, and Jacob are all connected.”

      “At least we think we do. I suppose it’s still possible that it’s a coincidence and had nothing to do with the murder,” Walt said.

      “Maybe, but I don’t think so. I hope we find something at the community center tomorrow, otherwise we might just be spinning our wheels.”

      “Don’t give up hope now, Samantha, we’re getting close, I can feel it.”

      “You can feel it?” Samantha laughed. “It’s not like you to trust your intuition, Walt.”

      “I’m trying out new things.”

      “Good to know.” Samantha hung up the phone and began to consider what to do next. Now that she knew that Jacob was involved in the same scheme as Daniel, she wondered if Daniel might have somehow had something to do with Jacob’s death. Maybe Daniel was in the water waiting for Jacob? Maybe Daniel and Reynold planned it together? None of it quite made sense to her. Perhaps that was because she was so tired. It was difficult for her to think when her mind swirled with exhaustion.

      In surrender, she crawled into bed despite the early hour. She soon fell asleep, despite her mind whirring with suspects and facts.
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      When Samantha woke up, it was around eleven at night. The explosion from earlier in the day still rang in her ears. Her hearing was still muffled from the impact of the blast, but in her head she heard it loud and clear, as if it was stuck on repeat. The more she tried to go back to sleep, the more frustrated she became. What if someone was rigging up a bomb to one of their cars as they slept? It was a bit of a stretch to believe they would be targeted, but she just couldn’t get it out of her head. What if May was the first, but others would follow? Daniel survived. Would the killer go after him again? The worst part was, she still suspected Daniel. As absurd as it was to still believe that he was a killer, she did.

      After another toss and turn she sat up in bed. There was no point in trying to sleep. She considered calling Eddy to see if he was awake, but changed her mind. Maybe, just maybe, there would be something left in the fireplace, or something had rolled under the couch in the community room. There had to be some clue somewhere that would point them in the right direction. She dressed and walked down the sidewalk towards the community center.

      Samantha was sure it would be locked, but she had the key from when she had helped with the trivia night. She decided to try the knob on the door before using her key. She was surprised when she found that it was unlocked. Her mind started to churn. Why would it be unlocked? Maybe the police had left it unlocked? Maybe someone was so distracted by what happened there that they forgot to lock it? She frowned and pulled the door open. Once inside she noticed that there was a light on in the kitchen. Her heart stopped beating for a moment. Was someone else in the building? She ducked down behind the couch and waited to find out.

      Moments later a surprising sight greeted her. A woman, dressed all in white, with a strange glow around her, stepped out of one of the dark hallways and into the recreational area. Samantha couldn’t see her face from her position. She held her breath as she remained hidden behind the couch. She’d never been one to believe in ghosts, but with the sight she’d just seen, she wondered if it might be May returning to ensure justice. She willed herself to peek around the side of the couch. As before she noticed the woman in a long robe with an eerie glow around her. A shiver raced up her spine. However, her rational mind took over and reminded her that this was a real person, who had no reason to be in the community room in the middle of the night. The question was, should she confront her, or just hope that she left on her own?

      Samantha shifted her feet as her ankles ached from the crouched position she was in. When she did she heard a crunch. A leftover pretzel or cracker was trapped under one of her shoes. She froze and waited to see whether the woman would notice her. Footsteps shuffled in her direction. Ghosts, didn’t walk, they floated, she was fairly certain. She braced herself as she expected to be discovered. Then the footsteps stopped. The sound of the front door to the community center opening forced her to open her eyes. She could see an outline of what she guessed was a male figure. He walked in the direction of the woman.

      “I told you no lights.” He growled his words with enough authority that Samantha tensed in reaction to it.

      “It’s not a light, it’s just a little glow stick. I didn’t want to trip and break a hip or anything.”

      “Put it away. Even the slightest light could draw the wrong attention.”

      “Fine.”

      The eerie glow disappeared. Samantha didn’t know whether to be relieved that she was right about ghosts, or terrified that two very real people were meeting in secret a few feet away from her.

      “This whole thing is getting out of control,” the man said.

      “I know it is.”

      “You should have stayed out of this.  If only May hadn’t told you anything.”

      “But she did. I’m glad she did. I told you I would help.”

      “You haven’t helped, you’ve only made things worse.”

      “That’s what you see right now, but give it some time and it’ll help in the long run.”

      “I wish May had never said a word to you about me.”

      “Please, don’t be like that.” She sighed. “I know that you have feelings for me.”

      “Stop that nonsense. Can’t you see how foolish it is to even be thinking about that right now?”

      “Is it really so foolish? I know this is bad timing, but it doesn’t change what we share. How much longer do we have to hide it?”

      “With everything going on, this is what you want to talk about? It’s not just bad timing, it’s impossible timing. The first chance I get, I have to disappear.”

      “Then I’ll disappear with you. I don’t have any reason to stay,” the woman said.

      He sighed and began to pace. Samantha peered around the side of the couch. No matter how hard she tried she couldn’t clearly see either of their faces. Because of the explosion earlier she had a difficult time hearing any specific qualities in their voices. She could make out most of their words, but didn’t recognize who they were. If she could just get a closer look she was sure she would be able to find out who May’s killer was.

      “No, that’s not going to happen. It’s much easier to disappear alone than it is with another person. Look, I don’t mean to hurt you but…”

      “Don’t!” The woman said.

      “Keep your voice down!”

      “You dare speak another word and I promise you that you will regret it. I’m not going to be treated like this.”

      “I think you have the wrong idea about what life on the run will be like. It’s not going to be easy.”

      “If you break things off with me I can assure you that I will go to the police with everything that I know. How do you think life on the run is going to be then?”

      “You shouldn’t threaten me.” His voice grew deeper. Samantha’s heart raced. Was she about to witness an attack? Would the man do something to silence his female companion? If he did, would she be able to stop him?

      “It’s not a threat, it’s a promise. You pulled me into all of this, and I did whatever I could for you. Now, you owe me. I’m not going to suffer through a broken heart while you get to go off and do whatever you please. This is real to me, isn’t it real to you?”

      “It is. You know it is. But that’s not what this is about right now. We have to keep our heads clear, and make the right choices. One mistake is going to change everything.”

      “Just be patient. No one is going to care much longer. All of this will go away,” the woman said.

      “I’m not sure that I can do that. I feel like a sitting duck.”

      “That’s what they want. The police will pressure you until you crack. Just keep focused on the fact that no one really cared about May. No one is going to fight for her murder to be solved. She’s gone, and soon people will forget that she ever even existed.”

      Silence from both of them followed her words. Samantha bit into her bottom lip to prevent herself from saying anything. She wanted to shout at them both that it wasn’t true. May mattered to her, and her friends, and they were going to find out the truth. But with the tension de-escalating, she knew it was best to remain silent.

      “We can’t meet like this again. It’s too risky,” the man said.

      “You haven’t even called or texted me. I have no idea what is going on with you.”

      “You don’t need to know. I will tell you when you need to know something,” the man said.

      “I mean it, if you disappear, I’m going to make sure you pay.”

      “Stop threatening me!” He barked his words so suddenly that a small gasp escaped Samantha. She covered her mouth with her palm and closed her eyes. Had they heard her? Would they know that they were being watched? When she opened her eyes again, the figures were gone. She heard the door lock. Her heart raced. Had they left that fast? She cringed as she realized that she’d missed her opportunity to find out who they were.

      Cautiously, Samantha stood up and crept to the door. With each step she expected one of them to leap out at her. Instead, she made it to the door and turned the lock and opened it just in time to see a pair of tail lights disappear. Whoever was there, at least one of them had driven. How could she have been so stupid? She never should have closed her eyes. She stepped outside and closed the door behind her.

      “Samantha!”

      She jumped so high that she thought she might have set a new record.

      “Eddy! Don’t do that!” She glared at him.

      “I’m sorry, I thought you saw me, what’s wrong?”

      Samantha shook her head and closed her eyes. He reached out and curled his hands over her shoulders. The warmth of his touch offered her some comfort, but she didn’t want to tell him what happened. She didn’t want him to know how close she’d been to solving the case, and that she’d let the killer slip away.

      “Why are you here, Eddy?”

      “I had another hunch. You weren’t at your villa, so I figured I’d take a look around the outside of the community center to see if anything might have been overlooked. I didn’t expect to find you here. Were you in there alone?”

      “Yes. Well, no.” She frowned.

      “What’s wrong, Samantha? Did someone hurt you?” His eyes glowed despite the dark that surrounded them. She could see the hardness in his expression, as if he intended to protect her from anything and everything.

      “No, no one hurt me. I’m just very, very, foolish.”

      “I know that’s not true. What happened?”

      Samantha heard a snap of a twig. She jumped again. Eddy wrapped his arm around her as he looked around in the direction of the twig.

      “Not here. We need to find some place to talk.” She shivered at the thought that either person could be watching her. If the killer and his accomplice knew that she heard their conversation, she might be next on the list.

      “Okay, let’s go back to your villa.” He kept his arm around her as he steered her across the street to the sidewalk that wound its way down through the villas. The more she thought about it, the more she realized that she needed to tell Eddy everything. When they got inside her villa she gestured to the couch.

      “Take a seat.”

      He sat down on the couch and looked up at her. “What is it?”

      “Before I tell you this, I want you to promise that you will remain calm.”

      “Calm? I’m already stressed. Just tell me what it is.”

      “I might have overheard something while I was in the community center.”

      “Overheard who?”

      “I’m not sure. I couldn’t tell who it was, because my ears are still ringing from the explosion. But I did hear a lot of what they said.”

      “They?”

      “A man, and a woman.”

      “A couple?”

      “That’s what it sounded like, yes. I can’t be sure, but I think they were discussing May’s murder.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me right away?”

      “Because I let them get away. I didn’t even get a good look at them. When I should have been waiting for the chance, I closed my eyes. What is wrong with me?”

      “What is wrong with you? Nothing is wrong with you. We witnessed an explosion, a woman you considered a friend is dead, of course you’re a little shaken-up.”

      “Still, if I had only paid attention, this murder could be solved right now.”

      “Do you think it’s possible that it was Reynold and Valerie?”

      “I can’t say that it wasn’t, but I can’t confidently say that it was. For all I know it could have been Daniel and Valerie, or Daniel and someone else. Or anyone, really.” She shook her head.

      “If you think about it, you might be able to figure it out. Just try to rest tonight and in the morning we’ll meet up in the community center. Everything might become clearer then.”

      “All right.” She yawned and shook her head. “I guess I could try to go back to sleep.” She shivered a little.

      “Do you want me to stay, Samantha?” His eyes locked with hers. Samantha’s heart skipped a beat as she realized that she did. Never before had she felt the need to have someone else with her, but after the explosion and the conversation she overheard she felt like company.

      “Well, you’re already here. You could stay if you want.”

      He smiled a little. “That’s not exactly what I asked. I’ll stay.”

      She stood up from the couch and grabbed him a blanket and pillow. When she returned he was already stretched out. As strange as it was to see him settled in, it was also quite comforting. When she laid down, she fell asleep easily.
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      The next morning Samantha woke up to the smell of coffee. She dressed quickly and walked into the kitchen to find Eddy. He waved to her as he squinted at her computer screen.

      “I hope you don’t mind. I couldn’t sleep last night, so I decided to do some hunting of my own.”

      “On the computer?”

      “I can do a thing or two with one of these. Chris has taught me a lot.”

      “I don’t mind.” She poured herself a cup of coffee. “Did you find anything?”

      “I think I might have. I managed to find two old articles from a fishing magazine that had been uploaded to the internet. Can I use the printer?”

      “Of course.”

      He picked up his own cup of coffee as the printer started up. “So, what did you find?” She sat down beside him.

      “I’m not sure yet. I have a hunch, and it’s a crazy one, but I just have to check it out.” He stood up and retrieved the articles he had printed, and stared down at them. “It’s right there in front of my face, but I still don’t believe it.” He stumbled back as the paper trembled in his hand.

      “Eddy? You okay?” Samantha stood up and put a hand on the small of his back to steady him. “What is it?”

      “Look familiar?” He held up the article and pointed to the photograph so that she could see. Her eyes widened the moment that she looked at the faces of the two young men in the picture. The article was about a Mariner fishing competition. They were smiling and one of the men had a fish on the end of his line.

      “Is that Reynold?”

      “It is. And his brother, Jacob.”

      “Jacob, who was killed?”

      “Yes.” Eddy shook his head. “I don’t know how I could have missed this. It was right under our nose.”

      “What do you mean? We know that Reynold was Jacob’s brother and that they looked very similar.”

      “No, this.” He pointed to a scar above the eyebrow of one of the nearly identical men in the photograph. “See the scar.”

      “Yes.”

      “And this is a photograph of Reynold taken at the trivia night last month.” He held up another photograph.

      “So? Reynold has a scar.”

      “He does!” He held up another photograph that only had one of the brothers on it.  He pointed to the picture. “I never noticed it, but look at his eyebrow.”

      Samantha stared at the photograph. “There is a scar.”

      “Exactly. A scar. But look at the caption, this is Jacob not Reynold.”

      “So, maybe they both had a scar?”

      “In exactly the same spot? See how the hair of his eyebrow is thick everywhere, but over the scar?”

      “Yes, you’re right.” She frowned. “So what does this mean?”

      “It means that this.” He pointed to the man without the scar in the first picture of the brothers. “Is not Jacob.”

      “But it can’t be Reynold. Reynold has the scar.” Her mouth grew dry. “Wait a minute.” Her mind spun as she tried to fit the pieces together.

      “Yes. The Reynold that we know, the Reynold that lives in Sage Gardens, has a scar.”

      “Does this mean what I think it means?”

      “It means that it isn’t Jacob that drowned in the lake at all, it was Reynold. Jacob is still very much alive, and living in our neighborhood.”

      Samantha’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding? How is that possible?”

      “Remember how Walt turned up all of that information on Jacob’s financial issues. He was involved in the scam, broke, nearly bankrupt, and didn’t have much hope of a strong financial future?”

      “Yes.” Samantha nodded. “So you think that when Reynold drowned, Jacob decided to take his name so he could have a new life?”

      “Why not? No one needed to know that it was Reynold, not Jacob that died. As far as the police were concerned it was an accident, and there was no reason to investigate further. Maybe if they had, they would have noticed the scar. Then again, maybe not.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha began to pace back and forth. “How is this even possible? Can a man lie that well? Can he just take over his brother’s life, and no one notices?”

      “He likely moved away as soon as he could. With their parents already being dead and neither of them having any other family, there was no one to contest it. Jacob saw his chance and seized it.”

      “In a million years I never would have put that together. So Jacob and his brother Reynold go out on a boat together. Maybe they argue over Jacob’s finances. Maybe Reynold didn’t fall out of the boat, maybe Jacob pushed him out of anger, then saw his opportunity.”

      “That might be what happened. I don’t know if we’ll ever know for sure what happened on the boat, but I am certain that the man we know as Reynold is not Reynold at all, it’s Jacob. Maybe Jacob went out there with the plan to murder his brother and steal his identity. If he did, he’s certainly malicious enough to murder May. Maybe she suspected him and that’s why she printed the article.”

      “But there were no photographs in the article.”

      “None that we saw. We don’t know if she burned more paper in the fire. Or maybe she printed the article for another reason. I suppose she could have known about it the whole time, and even helped him to cover it up.”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Samantha stared down at the photograph of the man without the scar, the man she now knew was actually Reynold. “May wasn’t the type to hide a secret like that. I think she found him out, and she wanted to give him the chance to explain himself. Remember, she mentioned something about the scar to Daniel. Maybe she would have even forgiven him, that was the type of person that May was.” She sighed. “She cared.”

      “So now, it’s very possible that we’re not just dealing with one murder, but two.”

      “Yes, it is. But how can we prove any of it? All we have are guesses and hunches. Nothing solid. I doubt any officer will make an arrest based on a small scar.”

      “Maybe, but I might be able to convince the police to do a DNA test.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to work, Eddy. This was a very long time ago, there’s not going to be DNA on file for Reynold. They would have to exhume his body, and they’re not going to do that based on a hunch.”

      “Ah, you’re right, I didn’t really think that through. So, how else can we get some proof? Should we search through Reynold’s house?”

      “He’s too smart for that. Plus, there’s still the bomb to consider. I think we should tail him, and see where he goes. Maybe we’ll figure out whether he and Valerie are in on this together.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Although, if he is smart he won’t go anywhere near her,” Samantha said.

      “Maybe not, but if Valerie is as determined as her past implies, then she’s going to demand his attention. We can find out by tailing her, or Reynold.”

      “I think we’re better off tailing Reynold. Valerie is a social butterfly, and we might end up running around in circles for hours.”

      “Okay, fair enough. We’ll tail Reynold, and see what he’s up to. That might give us a better clue as to what he plans to do next, too.”

      “On a stake out together, this should be fun.” She laughed. “I guess I’d better make room for more taco wrappers.”

      Eddy patted his stomach. “Owen said no more tacos. We’ll have to go by the burger place.”

      “Oh good, they have those curly fries I like.”

      “Woman after my own heart.” He winked at her.

      “Wait, we’re supposed to meet Jo and Walt remember?”

      “Yes, but not for a while. We’ll be back by then, we can fill them in then. They both looked like they needed the rest after yesterday.”

      “Good point. Let’s catch Reynold before he leaves the house then.”

      Once in the car Samantha drove towards Reynold’s villa. As she approached, she noticed that Valerie’s car was in the driveway of her villa. It was tempting to follow her instead, but Reynold was the one she was truly curious about. Could he really actually be Jacob? Before she could roll up to Reynold’s villa, his car backed out of the driveway. She applied the brakes and gave him a few minutes head start before she began following him.

      “We’re in luck. If we hadn’t moved fast, we would have missed him.” Eddy scooted forward in his seat. “Let’s hope he leads us to something good.”

      Thirty minutes later Samantha rolled her eyes. “I think he’s leading us on a wild goose chase.”

      “Where is he going?” Eddy stared through the windshield.

      “I don’t know, but we’re getting further and further out of town. Something tells me he doesn’t want to be found.”

      “Hang back a bit. You don’t want him to catch on that he’s being tailed.”

      “I have done this before, you know.”

      “I know, I know. I just wish I had some idea of where he was going.”

      “Wait, look we’re going into a campsite. Maybe he has a cabin in here.”

      “A cabin in the woods. It’s a perfect place to hide out until the investigation goes cold.”

      “Or until the wrong suspect is convicted.”

      “Yes, that too.” Eddy pointed to some brush along a group of cabins. “Pull in here so that he can’t see the car.”

      Samantha did as he instructed. Although the car was well hidden, they still had a clear view of the cabin where Reynold parked. He opened the car door, glanced around, then closed it and headed into the cabin. Samantha sighed as she realized that they might have hit a dead end.

      “What do you think, Eddy?”

      “It’s a bit odd. It sure doesn’t look like he’s waiting for anyone.”

      “Maybe he’s preparing to disappear.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “Well, I guess this might be a bust. Are we going to sit out here forever?”

      “I didn’t think that you would mind the company.” He shifted in his seat and looked over at her.

      Samantha blushed and looked down at her hands. “I don’t.”

      “No?” He reached out and turned the radio on at a quiet level. “We haven’t had much of a chance to talk about life lately.”

      “We’ve been too busy living it, that’s a good sign.”

      “Sure it is, but I enjoy hearing your opinion on things.”

      “That’s going to have to wait. Because here comes Valerie.” She pointed through the side window and ducked down nearly on to Eddy’s chest as the woman slid out of the backseat of Reynold’s car. “I don’t think he knew she was there.”

      “Mmhm, and where does she think she’s going?” Eddy leaned forward as Samantha straightened up. While they watched Valerie walked right up the dirt driveway to the cabin.

      “She’s a fool if she thinks that Reynold is going to care for her the way that she wants.” Eddy frowned.

      “Maybe she’s not as involved as we thought. Maybe she’s just lovesick.”

      Valerie paused in front of the door. She looked around for a moment, then raised her hand and knocked. A second later the door swung open and Valerie disappeared.

      “We’re going to have to get closer if we want to hear what she’s saying.”

      “Samantha, we need to be careful. You stay here, I’ll go.”

      “I don’t think so.” She pushed her door open and stepped out. She was already halfway through the side yard when she realized Eddy was right behind her. They both paused beside some bushes near the living room window. Although it was closed, it was not snapped tight, so the voices drifted through the small space.

      “Why would you come here? How many times do I have to tell you this?”

      “Relax. No one has anything on you. I think you’re right we should disappear. Let’s leave tonight. I don’t want to wait around any longer. Let’s just go.”

      “I told you, you’re not invited.”

      “Don’t do this to me, Reynold. I’m the only one who understands you. I know why you did what you did. I forgive you for it. We can start a new life together.”

      “You forgive me for it?” He laughed. “For which part?”

      “You had no choice. May found out about your past, she figured it out, and you were going to end up in prison. It’s not like you wanted her to die, but you had no choice.”

      “You’re right about that. The last thing I wanted to do was kill her. But that nosy fool couldn’t just leave things alone. But, that doesn’t change anything, Valerie, life on the run is no place for a woman like you.”

      “Let me decide that. Look what I did for you. I know, it didn’t exactly work out. But I did try. If only it was Daniel that opened that door instead of Samantha and her little crew. He would have been gone, too.”

      “I never asked you to do that. It’s made things worse for me now. Before Daniel was the main suspect in May’s death. Now everyone is focused on me. Don’t you see how that caused me more problems?”

      “Yes. But he was a threat to you. I couldn’t resist. I needed to protect you. That’s how much I love you.”

      “Oh Valerie. I wish this was a different time, a different life, you’re such a good woman.”

      “It can be different. Don’t you see? All you have to do is let it. Please, Reynold, let me be part of your life. I have nothing if I don’t have you.”

      “Valerie, you’re asking for too much. I don’t have time for this now. Maybe if things blow over I can come back for you. Then we can figure some things out together. But for now, I have to handle this myself.”

      “I can’t believe that you would betray me like this.”

      “I am trying to protect you.”

      “You’re a liar. You just used me, didn’t you? You were never going to marry me or take me away from here. You just wanted a way to get close to May and you figured it would be through me. How awful.”

      “That’s not true. I love you, too, Valerie. But my life doesn’t allow for that. I’ve practically been on the run since I was in my twenties, and honestly I don’t know how not to be.”

      “I can teach you. If you let me.”

      Eddy looked over at Samantha and rolled his eyes. In that moment neither of them noticed the front door swing open. It wasn’t until Samantha felt something pressed against the back of her neck that she realized their mistake.
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      “Eddy.” Samantha didn’t dare to take another breath. When he looked over at her his eyes widened.

      “Don’t move, Samantha.”

      “Actually, do move, Samantha.” Samantha’s heart raced as she heard Reynold’s voice. “You too, Eddy. Both of you on your feet. If you make one false move you’re both dead.”

      Cautiously, Samantha slowly stood up. Eddy followed suit, with his eyes locked to hers.

      “Just be calm, Samantha. Do whatever he says.”

      “That’s right, Samantha. March.” Reynold pointed with the gun towards his car. Samantha crept forward keeping her steps as small as possible. She wanted to delay getting into the car as long as possible.

      “We’ll do anything you ask, Reynold. Just don’t hurt us,” Samantha said.

      “It’s a little late for that. Valerie, open the trunk.”

      “Reynold, think about this,” Valerie said.

      “I am.”

      “Why not just kill them here? No one will find them.”

      Samantha stared at Valerie with disbelief. Even though she already knew Valerie was a potential killer, it was hard for her to believe that she would encourage him to kill them both.

      “Not here. Get in.” He pointed to the trunk.

      The gaping mouth of the trunk stared up at Samantha. She felt Eddy’s hand slip into hers.

      “I’ll get in first.”

      “Fine, I don’t care,” Reynold said.

      Samantha watched as Eddy climbed into the trunk. She knew it hurt him to do so, but he didn’t make a sound. Her heart sunk as she realized that it might be the last place they were both alive. She thought about screaming, but with the distance they were into the woods she knew that no one would hear. She climbed into the trunk after Eddy. It was a tight squeeze. The moment the trunk closed, he wrapped his arm around her.

      “It’s going to be okay, Samantha.”

      “I don’t think it is, Eddy.”

      “It is.” He gave her a gentle squeeze. “Just try to stay calm. We’ve found our way out of tight spots before.”

      Samantha closed her eyes as the engine started. Wherever Reynold intended to take them, she was sure it was their final destination. Eddy held on to her for the entire drive. She heard him mumbling, but couldn’t make out what he was saying. Though Eddy didn’t strike her as a religious person, she guessed that he might be praying. When the car lurched to a stop, Eddy pressed his lips close to her ear.

      “I counted the distance. It’s about the same distance that we drove from Sage Gardens.”

      “You counted every second?”

      “It’s the best way to figure out where we are. We could be back in town.”

      “Or we could be even further away,” Samantha said.

      “You’re right.”

      The trunk popped open and sunlight blinded Samantha. Reynold leaned over the trunk.

      “Get out and stay low. If anyone sees you, they’re dead, too.”

      Samantha climbed out of the trunk and recognized the back of the community center. A scream welled up in her throat, but she knew that Reynold would make good on his threat if she cried out. Did she want to risk being responsible for anyone else dying?

      Samantha discreetly fumbled in her pocket for her cell phone. She couldn’t see it to place a call, so she just pressed one of the buttons she knew by feel. She often used the recorder on her phone when researching stories she wanted to look into, or instructions that she was worried she wouldn’t remember. Even if they were killed, she could leave evidence behind for the detectives. Eddy climbed out of the trunk behind her. He kept his head down as well. Reynold herded them to the back door of the community center.

      “Unlock it.”

      “It should be open.” Samantha gulped out.

      “No, it isn’t. I requested that it remain closed because of the memorial service for May later this afternoon. We’ll have the place to ourselves. I did good, right Reynold?” Valerie kissed his cheek. Samantha tried not to grimace. Valerie unlocked the door and Reynold shoved them both inside.

      “Against the table.” Reynold directed Eddy towards the long snack table near the back of the room.  Eddy and Samantha began to move towards the table.

      “No, not you, Samantha. You get over here. Right here.” Reynold pointed to the spot beside him, with the gun pointed at Samantha. Samantha’s feet froze to the ground.

      “Don’t move, Samantha.” Eddy looked over at her. “Just stay calm.”

      “Hey, if she doesn’t move, then Val goes, and then the two of you go next. I’ll let you pick who goes first. So what’s it going to be, Samantha?”

      Samantha’s stomach churned as she recalled the way she tried to comfort Reynold after May’s death. The whole time he was the killer. She was very disappointed in her instincts.

      “I’m not going to move.”

      “You are.” He released the safety. “Three, two…”

      “Samantha don’t…”

      “I’m here.” Samantha stopped right beside Reynold. “I’m here, don’t hurt anyone. Reynold, don’t you think that you’ve done enough damage here? Are you really going to kill three more people?”

      “Does it matter now?” He shook his head. “It seems to be the only thing I’m good at. I started off with my brother.”

      “You killed your own brother?” Eddy stared at him. “Why would you do a thing like that?”

      “Because he had everything. I got wrapped up in Daniel’s little scam. It was supposed to make me a millionaire. Instead it left me penniless. But John, the know it all, who warned me not to get involved with any of it, was still flush with cash. He had everyone’s respect. He had the good life. I was bankrupt, being investigated for fraud, and on my way to a terrible life. One night, we went out on the fishing boat together. We argued about the decisions I’d made, and even though I didn’t plan on it, I just got so mad, I shoved him over the side of the boat. It just happened.”

      “Okay, yes, it happened, but what matters is what you’re going to do now.” Eddy tried to meet his eyes. Samantha stared at Eddy as she remained by Reynold’s side. Eddy shook his head a little, but didn’t dare to step forward. She got the message. He didn’t want her to do anything risky.

      “What about May?” Eddy asked. “Why did you kill her?”

      “May spoke to Valerie about her suspicions. May figured it out. I never expected her to, but she did. She remembered the scar on Jacob’s eyebrow, my eyebrow. I got it when I was with her, I fell off my bike. A scar that Reynold of course didn’t have. That’s when she began to suspect that I wasn’t Reynold at all. It’s been so many years since anyone called me Jacob, but when she did, I knew that I had to shut her up before she told the whole world what I did.”

      “What is your end game here? Do you really think you’re going to get away with all of this?” Eddy asked.

      “I don’t care. That’s what you don’t seem to understand. No matter what happens, you three are a liability. Just like May was.”

      “What about Daniel?” Samantha looked over at him. “Isn’t Daniel an issue that you need to deal with, too?”

      “Daniel?” He shook his head. “Not at all. He will never do anything because if he does he has to dredge all the decisions of his past up and put himself at risk again because he turned on the other investors in the scheme. He despised May. Even if she told him something because she suspected me of murder, or being an impostor, he wouldn’t have done anything. May might have told Daniel but that doesn’t matter. Unfortunately, she told her suspicions to Valerie. This one, thought it would be a good idea to off him, not me.” He shot a look in Valerie’s direction. “She got caught up in emotion, I don’t do that. That’s what changed everything. Then I became the prime suspect.”

      “Daniel was onto you. He was going to reveal your identity,” Valerie said.

      “Daniel? Daniel couldn’t identify his own nose. He’s an idiot. You did it because you wanted to, not for me.”

      “That’s not true Jacob…”

      “Stop calling me that, just please, stop calling me that.”

      “All right, Reynold.” Eddy stepped forward. “How about this, I know that John didn’t just drown. He was a strong swimmer, and he wasn’t a drinker, was he? When you shoved him out of that boat, he didn’t just disappear, did he?”

      “That’s all in the past.” He hung his head for a moment. “That day, that day changed my life. I never thought I’d make anything of myself, but then I did. I just did. John kept on and on about how stupid I was to fall for Daniel’s scheme, and then he stood up. He kept blathering on about how I ruined my life and how I would never be anything but a fool. And all I could think was, I’m not the fool that’s standing up in a boat, am I? Then it happened, I shoved him, right into the water. I thought, that was going to be it. He’d get back in the boat, and have even more reason to dislike me. Then I saw his hands grab the side of the boat. I thought, grab your brother’s hand, he needs your help. But when I touched his hand, I thought about what it would be like to never hear his voice again. I shoved his hands off the boat. He called for help, but every time he grabbed for the boat, I just shoved his hands away. I never really thought about it, I just kept shoving. At some point, he stopped grabbing. It didn’t dawn on me until several minutes passed, that I’d done it. I’d gone from being a failure to being a success. That was how it began.”

      “Your brother never gave you a chance to prove yourself. Now you have that, now you can decide to be a better man and put down that gun. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe you just made a mistake and needed a chance to recover from it. Now, you can start telling the truth.”

      “Oh no, Eddy, you don’t understand.  That was only how it began, my chance to become the man I should have been. And now this is how it ends.” He raised the gun again and pointed it in Eddy’s direction.

      “No, don’t!” Samantha pleaded as she stepped towards Reynold.

      “Samantha, stop!” Eddy’s heart dropped the moment he saw her move. He started to move towards her to shield her, but Reynold swung the gun towards her before he could take a step.

      “Not a step, Eddy, or she’ll be first.” He kept the gun pointed at her. “I don’t have anything to lose, remember? One by one, I’ll eliminate any threat to my freedom.”

      “Please, this isn’t really you. Think about it. We can let them go. Samantha hasn’t done anything to you. This isn’t what you want. We’re in love!” Valerie grasped at the hand that held the gun. Samantha was surprised at Valerie’s sudden change of heart, she seemed ready for Reynold to get rid of them a few minutes ago.

      “Back off!” He swung his hand back and knocked her to the ground. “I’m not in love, you dimwit. Jacob drowned in that lake. Maybe it was my brother, John, who actually died, but so did the man that I once was. The one that had no future, the one that fell for some lying fool’s con. All I wanted was another chance at life, an opportunity to be the person I was meant to be before May’s brother came along and ruined everything. I could have had an amazing life. I could have done everything right. I wasn’t stupid, I was just young, and Daniel was a charmer. He preyed on me because he knew I was jealous of John’s success, just like he was jealous of his sister.” He glared as he lifted the gun back towards Eddy. “All I wanted was a chance to start over. So John had to die, and I got that chance. Then I started using his middle name, Reynold, and I had the clean slate that I wanted, that I needed. But someone eventually had to find out, and unfortunately that was May, and she had to die, and now it’s you, Eddy, along with Samantha, and Valerie of course. But you first.” He pointed the gun at Eddy.

      “Eddy!” Samantha started to lunge forward, but she knew she was too far away to get to Reynold in time. Her heart raced as she waited for the sound of the gunshot.
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      Before Reynold could pull the trigger, there was a loud bang at the front door. It made everyone in the room jump. As all of their attention turned to the door, a figure surged towards Reynold from behind him. He sprang up into the air and tackled the man, with one arm around the hand that held the gun. The weapon discharged and a bullet whizzed through the air. Samantha turned back to see Walt on the floor. He wrestled with Reynold for the gun. Samantha grabbed the only thing that was nearby, a brand new fire poker. She swung it down hard against the back of Reynold’s head. He jolted, then collapsed. Walt wrenched the gun from his grasp and looked up at Samantha.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I think so. Are you?”

      “Yes.” Walt nodded. He looked down at the man on the floor.

      “I didn’t kill him did I?” Samantha’s eyes widened in horror. Walt crouched down beside him and felt for a pulse on the side of his neck.

      “No, you didn’t kill him. He’s just knocked out. He’ll have quite a headache though.”

      Samantha felt some relief as she turned towards Eddy. “Are you okay?”

      Eddy looked past her, at the door. “She’s getting away!”

      Valerie ran for the door. When she pushed it open, Jo greeted her with her arm outstretched. Valerie ran right into it and fell backwards onto the floor.

      “Stay down, or you won’t have such a pretty face anymore.” Jo glared down at her.

      “Why? What did I do?” She gulped as she stared up at Jo. “I’m a victim here. He conned me, just like he conned everybody else!”

      “I don’t think so.” Eddy walked over to her to keep an eye on her. “You’re the one that built the bomb and put it on Daniel’s car. That’s attempted murder. You’re on the hook, just like your boyfriend over there. So, at least you’ll spend the rest of your years in the same place, just on opposite sides of the building.”

      “No, no, you can’t do this to me. Eddy! Samantha! You know me! I’m just like you!”

      “Quiet. You’re nothing like me.” Samantha folded her arms across her chest. “Not after what the two of you did to May, not after what you almost did to Daniel, and to Jo. You’re going to pay for it.”

      “You’ll never be able to prove anything.”

      “I don’t need to prove it, I recorded it.” Samantha pulled out her cell phone and pressed play on the recording. The entire conversation began to play back. “Do you think you’re going to flirt your way out of that, Valerie?”

      “Samantha, please.”

      “No, any chance of sympathy from me ended the moment you almost blew up my friend. You are just as responsible for May’s death. You told Reynold about her suspicions.  You knew how dangerous the situation was and instead of warning her, you stood by and let it happen. If it were up to me, you’d also be knocked out on the floor.” She glared into Valerie’s eyes. “In fact, I can still arrange that if you want to try to run again.”

      “No, no, I won’t.” She covered her head just as sirens blared from outside.

      “Oh no.” Jo glanced over her shoulder through the door. “The police are here. I should take off.”

      “No.” Eddy remained by Reynold, who was still knocked out cold on the floor. “Don’t leave.”

      “What? Why not?” She frowned.

      “You haven’t done anything wrong, Jo. You don’t have anything to hide. You shouldn’t have to run.”

      Jo looked between Walt, Eddy, and Samantha. “What if they think I had something to do with it?”

      “They won’t.” Walt stepped closer to her.

      “I don’t want to end up in handcuffs.” Jo crossed her arms.

      “They’ll have to go through me first.” Samantha put her hands on her hips.

      “And me.” Walt stepped up beside Samantha.

      “And me.” Eddy tipped his hat. “Trust me, they don’t want to try to put handcuffs on me.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s too late now.” Walt tilted his head towards the door just before it was yanked open. Samantha dropped the fire poker to the floor and raised her hands in the air. Her friends followed suit. Within a few minutes Valerie and Reynold were handcuffed. Reynold was barely awake as he was hauled into a police car.

      “What happened?”

      “You got caught, that’s what.” Eddy stared into his eyes. “Now, finally there is justice, not just for May, but for John as well. You will never be him again, you never were, this whole time you’ve been, Jacob, the same person that you always were.”

      He growled and tried to lunge towards Eddy, but the police officer forced him into the back of the police car.

      “Try not to get him too riled up, Eddy,” the officer said.

      “Sorry.” Eddy cleared his throat. He turned back towards the community center to see Walt, Samantha, and Jo all knotted together. Despite the tension of the circumstances he couldn’t help but smile. There were three people he could count on, no matter what happened. It might have been the first time he’d ever had that many people in his life that he could trust. As he walked back over to them Jo smiled at him.

      “Thanks Eddy.”

      “For what?”

      “For showing me that I’m not a criminal.”

      “You’re not. You’re a private eye now, remember?” He winked at her.

      “I’m not so sure about that. Maybe I’m not cut out for going solo.”

      “You’ll never have to worry about that.” Samantha wrapped her arm around her shoulders. “Whether you like it or not.” Samantha chuckled.

      “She’s right.” Walt nodded.

      “How did you two know where we were?” Eddy looked between them.

      “To be honest, we didn’t.” Jo shook her head. “When you two didn’t show up when we agreed to meet we decided to check things out for ourselves, and that’s when we stumbled across the situation. You really should have told us what you were up to.”

      “Yes.” Walt fixed them both with a stern stare. “You should have clued us in.”

      “We got caught up in the moment, literally. We were listening in one moment, then at gunpoint the next. We had no idea where they were taking us.”

      “I still have no idea why they brought us back here.” Eddy pulled off his hat and scratched the top of his head.

      “I think I know why.” Walt smiled. “He was going to use Valerie to take the fall. He would have shot you all, but made it look like it was Valerie who did it and then killed herself. Classic frame job. He would have been long gone before the detectives figured out that Valerie wasn’t the shooter. After all, it wouldn’t take them long to put together that she had a key to the community center and she was the one who planted the bomb, then they would have no reason to suspect him. Pretty smart if you ask me.”

      “Walt.” Jo knocked his ankle with the tip of her boot.

      “What?” Walt frowned. “It was quite clever.”

      “That’s our friends you’re talking about him murdering, you know?”

      “But they’re fine, right?” He smiled at Samantha and Eddy.

      “Thanks to the two of you.” Eddy pulled his hat back on his head. “Jo’s right, no more flying solo for any of us.”

      “Agreed.” Samantha nodded.

      “I’m going to head to the police station. I want to fill Chris in on what happened.”

      “I of course, need to shower.” Walt brushed off the sleeves of his dress shirt. “I have to say tackling is a bit more fun than I expected, but the filth that comes with it is intolerable.” He shuddered.

      “Don’t worry, Walt, it washes off.” Jo brushed a bit of dust from the collar of his shirt.

      “I hope so. I will probably have to burn this shirt though.” He muttered as he walked away. Samantha laughed as she watched him go.

      “Just when I think he’s loosened up a little bit.”

      “Maybe Walt is just fine the way he is.” Jo tilted her head to the side. “I used to think his quirks were more than a little irritating, but the more I get to know him the more I understand his rituals. Maybe they don’t make sense to us, but they sure do to him.”

      “Hey, that’s all that matters, right?” Samantha patted her back. “Thanks for being there, Jo. I thought we were done for.”

      “Don’t worry, Samantha, like you told me before, I’ve always got your back.” She waved to her as she headed off towards her villa. Samantha started to walk towards hers, when she caught sight of a familiar face near May’s memorial. Without a second thought she walked over to Owen and placed her hand on his shoulder.

      “It’s over now, Owen.”

      “Is it?” He looked over at her. “I just keep thinking, if I had arrived just a little earlier, maybe I could have stopped all of this.”

      “Owen, there was no chance. May’s death would have happened anyway. If you had interrupted it, it just would have happened at another time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean Reynold knew he was going to kill her from the moment he knew she was a threat to his new life. When she found that article, he already knew he was going to kill her. She wanted to give him the chance to explain, and when he knew what she’d figured out he had no choice but to kill her.”

      “At least you didn’t let her murderer get away with it,” Owen said.

      Samantha stared at the collection of flowers and knew in that moment that there was one more thing she wasn’t going to let someone get away with. As she walked back to her villa she dialed Daniel’s number.

      “What do you want?”

      “Have you heard from the police?”

      “Yes, I have. So now you know, I didn’t murder my sister.”

      “Maybe you didn’t do the crime, Daniel, but I think it’s time you treat her with some kindness.”

      “Why should I do that?”

      “Because you’re her brother and it’s time for you to be her family. You’re the only one who can be.”

      The silence on the other end of the phone made Samantha doubt that Daniel even listened to what she had to say. However, after a few seconds passed he cleared his throat.

      “All right, I’ll give her a proper funeral. I suppose, I can do that.”

      “Thank you, Daniel. If you need any help, I am at your disposal.”

      “You never really felt a connection with me, Samantha, did you?”

      “I’m sorry, Daniel, no I didn’t.”

      “That’s all right, I didn’t either, it was just another con. One of these days I’m going to have to find a way to be honest. Maybe that will be part of my new life.”

      “Maybe it will.” Samantha hung up the phone and opened the door to her villa. As much as she grieved for May’s loss, and in some ways grieved for a man, John Reynold Smith, that she’d never even met, she was relieved that the crime was solved, and May would have the send-off that she deserved.

      

      
        
        The End
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      Jo walked out of the yoga studio and breathed in the fresh air. She felt rejuvenated just like she did after every yoga session. She started walking briskly towards her car.

      “Joanne,” the deep male voice startled her slightly. She turned to see a familiar face and immediately her mind flashed back as if it hadn’t been several years since he held his hand out to her to help her, when he could have left her to die, or be caught by the police. He’d lost his chance at a high value painting just to make sure that she was safe.

      “Bruce.” He was thinner than she remembered and his shoulders hunched some. He had once been quite an intimidating man. Now he looked old. Did she look that old, too? Her cheeks flushed at the thought. Sometimes she forgot that she was in her sixties.

      “What a surprise.” He smiled. A few years before Bruce sent her a letter while she was in jail detailing the way he’d changed his life. He’d turned over a new leaf and wanted to thank her for being an inspiration to him. He was referring to the fact that she now led a completely different life. She used to be a cat burglar and after turning herself in she had spent time in jail. She had replied that she was happy for him, but never pursued more contact than that. She hoped that he would remain a part of her past. But there he was standing before her. “You look just like I remember.”

      “Oh sure.” She brushed her long, black hair back over her shoulders. She smiled at him and noticed that he was standing by the door to a gallery. Was he about to rob the place?  He noticed her puzzled expression.

      “Oh, this is my business.”

      “You own a gallery?”

      “I do. Why don’t you come inside and have a look?”

      Jo wanted to think of an excuse not to enter the building, but she was curious. “Okay.”

      Bruce unlocked the door and she followed him inside. She was immediately bathed in a myriad of colors and shapes. The walls, and the floors were painted with asymmetrical circles, triangles, and squares. Paintings not only hung on the walls, but from the ceiling on long silver chains. She felt a familiar itch along the back of her neck that spread down her arms to her fingertips. There were so many valuable paintings, just there for her taking. Even though that life was behind her, the desire still bubbled up now and then. Bruce looked all around the gallery then nodded.

      “Let me just get a bottle of water.” He stepped through a door and disappeared. Jo took the time to admire the paintings on the wall. She’d never lost her appreciation for such beautiful pieces. It didn’t matter to her if they were dark, bright, or totally abstract. The beauty she found was in the act. Someone, somewhere, decided to open up their soul and pour it onto the canvas. “Here you go.”

      Jo jumped as Bruce handed her a bottle of water. “Oh, thank you.”

      “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s okay. I was just a little lost inside the paintings.”

      “I go there sometimes, too.” He swept his gaze over the paintings. “It’s funny, once all I saw was dollar signs, but now, I get it. I know why people pay such large amounts for something that is one of a kind.”

      “I thought that you were out of the burglary and fencing business.” Her defenses went up at the first mention of how much the paintings might go for.

      “I am, this gallery is totally legit. Trust me, it’s been a struggle to keep the doors open.” She nodded as she walked behind a hanging portrait.

      “So business isn’t good?” She asked.

      “It has been better.” He cleared his throat. “Actually, there is something you might be able to help me with.” Jo stood there hesitantly in anticipation of what he might say. She’d put a big part of her life behind her, and it seemed to her that helping someone that was part of it, was a big risk. But he’d helped her out a few times when they were both highly sought-after thieves. One time in particular he literally saved her life. She owed him at least the respect of listening to his problem.

      As her mind spun through some of the possibilities it occurred to her that he could be suckering her into a job. She was determined to remain vigilant of his intentions.

      “What is it?” she asked. There was no harm in listening.

      “A few of the paintings here have gone missing.”

      “A break-in?” She glanced around for vulnerable entry points.

      “No, not exactly. That’s the strange thing. It took me a while to notice that one was gone, then another. It didn’t happen all at once. It’s as if one or two walk out the door each week. I only do inventory once a month, or when we sell a painting, so usually it’s once a month.”

      “Business is that bad?”

      “The economy is that bad. Nobody has the extra money to buy artwork, and those that do go to galleries with a long and well-established reputation.”

      “How did you get involved in selling paintings?”

      “Are you asking me if I stole them first?” He grinned.

      “Not exactly. But it does seem like a big step to take.”

      “It really wasn’t. I had a lot of contacts who still wanted paintings, I just took my business legit. Unfortunately, it’s a lot harder to sell paintings in the traditional way.”

      “I imagine so.” She smiled and glanced around the ceiling at the security cameras. “What about the cameras? Didn’t they pick up anything?”

      “I thought they would, but the thefts are happening afterhours. The cameras haven’t caught anything.”

      “You don’t leave them on overnight?”

      “I do, but there are big gaps in the security footage from late at night. I don’t know if perhaps the thief knows how to turn them off. But they are always on when I open up in the morning.”

      “What about an alarm? It hasn’t been triggered?”

      “No, not once. I would have been notified.”

      “And the police, have you gone to them?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Why not?” She raised an eyebrow. “If your paintings are being stolen I would assume that the police would be the first call you would make.”

      “Right, and give them a reason to look into my past? You and I both know that paintings can easily be stolen without being caught on camera and without triggering any kind of alarm. All the police are going to do is take pictures and alert the person who I think is responsible for this.”

      “Oh.” She paused and turned back to face him. “You already know who the thief is?”

      “I don’t know for sure. But I do suspect someone. If the police get involved, he’ll know that I noticed the missing paintings. Maybe you could help me look into it a bit? I’ll pay you.”

      “I don’t know,” Jo said hesitantly. She wanted to help him and she could use the extra cash. “I don’t want to get involved in anything illegal.”

      “It’s nothing illegal.”

      “I just want to know where the money is coming from.” She cleared her throat.

      “Ah, I see. You’re worried about helping me out. I can understand that.” His jaw rippled. “Somewhat. You don’t trust me. Even after what I did for you?”

      Jo lowered her eyes. “I know what you did for me and that’s why I would want to help you. But I don’t want to get involved in anything illegal, or shady. Bruce, my life is totally different now, and I like it this way. The last thing I want is to end up in prison again.”

      He winced at the word. “I know that. It’s a terrible thing to consider. But you don’t have to worry about that with me. We must have run into each other after all these years for a reason. You know how this business works, how thieves work. It would be win-win.”

      “Okay,” Jo said hesitantly. She could look into things a bit for him. After all he wasn’t asking for her help on a job, he was asking for her help in his new life.

      “Thank you. I would never have told you any of this if I didn’t trust you. I know that you’re on the straight and narrow, which is where I want to stay.”

      “Tell me more about who you suspect.” She opened her bottle and took a sip.

      “As I said, it’s been a struggle to keep the doors open lately. I think perhaps my business partner, David Right, is getting fed up with it and decided to steal some of the paintings, claim them on our insurance, and sell them on the black market.”

      “That’s quite a scam.” Her eyes narrowed “David Right?” Jo knew of a thief named David Right. In fact, she had met him once just after he entered the scene and just before she had left it.

      “Yes, that David Right.”

      “Do you know David well?”

      “I know him very well. At least I thought I did. I wouldn’t have gone into business with him otherwise. But it’s the only explanation that I can come up with. He has access. He knows which paintings are valuable enough to sell, but not so valuable to be noticed as missing right away. He knows how to turn the cameras on and off, how to bypass the alarm. His personal financial situation is iffy at best. I just think he’s slid back into the old lifestyle. We did a few jobs together in the old days, once you were off the scene.  But I thought, like me, he was on the straight and narrow now.”

      “Have you thought about confronting him?”

      “I can’t.” He grimaced. “Not unless I know for sure. If I confront him and it turns out not to be true I’ll have ruined a friendship, and a partnership. I’m not willing to risk that, not without some kind of proof.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out for you. But I don’t want to have any surprises, Bruce. I want to know that you’re telling me the truth and not hiding anything from me.”

      “I’m not that person anymore, Jo. You can trust me on that.” He looked into her eyes. “I need your help.”

      “Send me through what information you have and I’ll see what I can find out. In the meantime, just try to keep your suspicions to yourself. The moment he senses that you’re looking at him for this, he will shut down to the point that we won’t be able to find anything.”

      “I can do that.” He nodded and extended his hand. “I really appreciate you helping me out here, Jo.”

      “No problem, Bruce. It’s hard to get out of the life, and into something on the up and up. It’s even harder if you can’t trust your partner. We’ll figure this out.” She gave his hand a firm shake, then turned to leave. With every step she took she wondered if she was making the right choice. If Bruce was telling the truth then it was no big deal, but if he wasn’t, then he could be trying to pull her back into a way of life that she wanted nothing to do with.
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      Later that day Jo walked from her villa towards the lake. She wanted to clear her mind and be sure that she’d made the right decision. As she walked along the water her mind drifted from the present to the past and back again. She didn’t know if she wanted to bring her past into the present. She had left that life behind. There were so many differences now. The biggest difference was that she didn’t have to look over her shoulder all the time. She didn’t have to wonder if there was a rival, or an officer of the law sneaking up behind her. That was a luxury that she didn’t ever want to lose.

      “Hey Jo!” Eddy panted a little as he caught up to her. “Didn’t you hear me calling you? I’ve been chasing you for almost ten minutes.”

      She turned to face him and smiled. “Sorry Eddy, I didn’t. What’s up?”

      “Nothing much, I just want to catch up and see how everything is. I haven’t seen you for a couple of days.”

      “Oh, I’ve been busy and I just ran into an old friend. I’m helping him out with something.” She shrugged.

      “Anything I can help you with?” Eddy gave her a light pat on the shoulder.

      “Not at the moment, but it’s nice of you to offer. I’m just doing him a favor, Eddy, thank you.”

      “I won’t keep you. Just let me know if you need anything.”

      “Will do, Eddy.” She smiled at him then walked away. What would he think if he knew she was doing a favor for someone from her old life? He likely wouldn’t approve. As she continued on her walk she found herself naturally taking the path that led to Samantha’s villa. She visited her so often that it seemed strange to walk by it. She decided to drop in. When she knocked on the back door of her villa Samantha opened it.

      “Jo!”

      “Hi Sam.”

      “Do you want to come in?”

      “Sure. Actually, there’s something you might be able to help me with.”

      “Anything.” Samantha held the door open for her.

      “I need you to look into someone for a friend of mine. But I need to make sure that he can’t figure out we’ve been checking up on him.”

      “Did you have Eddy get someone to run a background check on him?”

      “No. I don’t want Eddy to know much about this.”

      “Ah, I see.” Samantha nodded and sat down at the computer. “Eddy wouldn’t cause you any problems though.”

      “I just prefer to keep some things to myself. Is that okay? I’m not putting you in an awkward position am I?”

      “No, it’s fine. Trust me, I keep plenty of things from Eddy, too. He still sees things a little too black and white, though he’s calmed down quite a bit I think. He’s adjusting to civilian life.”

      “Hmm, sometimes he still thinks he has his badge and his gun.”

      “Well, he does have Chris.” Samantha laughed as she thought about the lab tech that Eddy was friendly with at the police department. “I suppose that’s like having his own badge and gun.”

      “It sure can be.” Jo gave Samantha David’s details then sprawled out on her couch. Samantha made a call to someone in police records. Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she waited for the information from her contact. A few minutes later, she hung up and spun around in her chair.

      “Okay, he has a criminal history, but I’m sure you already knew that.”

      “I do.”

      “He was arrested for a minor job years ago, but there’s been no arrests or anything to indicate that he has been involved in the business for about twenty years.”

      “Maybe he just hasn’t been caught.”

      “Maybe.”

      “He’s a little hard to track. His social media is full of information about a gallery, but not much personal stuff.”

      “Anything interesting about the gallery.”

      “No, nothing that I can see.” Samantha shook her head.  “It doesn’t look like I am going to find anything else for now, but I’ll keep looking and let you know if I come across anything.” Jo knew that with Samantha’s background as an investigative journalist she would be the most likely to be able to dig up any dirt on David.

      “Thanks, Sam.”

      “Anytime.” Samantha smiled. “Will you meet us for lunch tomorrow? We’re having a picnic.”

      “Sure, I think I can manage that. Thanks for your help.”

      “No problem. Just stay on your toes, Jo.”

      “I will.” Jo nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” As she left Samantha’s villa she felt more prepared for working out what was going on. David had his secrets, she was sure of it. Bruce mentioned that David was having financial trouble. She knew one person who could dig into his records and see if that was true. She walked straight towards Walt’s villa. Since his car was in the driveway she assumed that he was home. She carefully wiped her feet on the mat outside his front door, then knocked twice. Walt opened the door and smiled.

      “Jo, what a wonderful surprise.”

      “Hi Walt. I hope that you don’t mind the drop-in.”

      “No, it’s fine. You’re always welcome.” He held her eyes for a moment. “But this isn’t a friendly visit is it?”

      “Not exactly. I was hoping to get your help on something.”

      “Sure, Jo.” He gestured for her to step inside. Jo wiped her feet once more then followed him in. “What can I help you with?”

      “I’m trying to help an acquaintance who’s had something stolen and I need to see if you can get some financial information on someone for me.”

      “Ah, just give me the name.”

      She handed him a slip of paper and he walked over to his computer. “Is there a reason you want to know about David’s finances?”

      “He might be involved in some theft or insurance fraud, or both. I can’t say much more than that.”

      “I understand. At least it’s not some poor sap getting nabbed for buying candy and jewelry for another woman.”

      “Poor sap? If he’s buying things for his mistress, I’d say the wife is the victim.” She sat down in a recliner not far from his computer. “Don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know. I used to think so, but as life gets longer, sometimes I wonder. What if you married the wrong one? What if you fall in love with someone else? Is that really such a terrible thing?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” She shrugged and laughed.

      “Nor would I.” He winked at her. “But I can tell you that if I was married at my age I would want my freedom to choose what I did with my life. I wouldn’t want to feel obligated to a decision that I made many years before.”

      “That is true. Life changes over the years, and it changes the person you are. But the courteous thing to do is end a relationship before starting another,” Jo said.

      “Maybe. I just don’t know if it’s that simple anymore.” Walt continued to type. “People always think you can get married, and when it doesn’t work out, you can just get divorced. But they never think about the finances. Marriage, sure, it’s just a piece of paper, but what’s beyond that is far more binding than any piece of paper could be. You own a house together, bank accounts together, debt together. It is endless and unraveling it all, especially late in life, is not an easy task.”

      “I’ve never really thought about that, but I guess you’re right.”

      “Maybe that’s why people stay together when they shouldn’t.”

      “Maybe,” Jo said.

      “Well, from what I can tell he has a very bad credit rating. He’s dodging bill collectors. His money must be very tight. He is up to his ears in debt.” Walt continued to type information into the computer.

      “That just confirms what my friend told me about him. Thanks Walt.”

      “Anytime. If I come across anything else, I’ll let you know.” He walked her to the front door. “Or if you want to share something else.”

      “That’s it for now.” She grinned.

      “I’m always happy to help you.”

      “I know that, Walt. Thank you.” She smiled.

      “Yes, Jo thank you, I mean you’re welcome.”

      Jo grinned as she closed the door behind her. On her way back to her villa she considered what information she had about David.

      When she reached her villa she placed a few calls to some local fencing contacts. She wanted to be sure that Bruce wasn’t still in the business. When she got hold of one particular contact her skin crawled with memories of her interactions with him.

      “Well, well, nice to hear from you, Jo. Do you have something for me?”

      “I’m not involved in that life anymore, Boggs.”

      “But you called. Is there something else you want from me?”

      “Yes. Some information on a couple of people.”

      “Information? What, are you a cop now?”

      “No, I just need some information.”

      “What for?”

      “Are you going to help me?”

      “Are you going to pay me?”

      “If that’s what it takes, then I will. But only if you actually have some information for me.”

      “Give me the names.” She gave him David and Bruce’s full names.

      “All right, meet me at six. You know where to find me.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there.”

      “Bring cash.”

      “Yes, Boggs.” She rolled her eyes and hung up the phone. Although she wanted the information she wasn’t sure if Boggs was telling her the truth and would give her the information if he had any, or if he was just baiting her so that he could see her in person. She glanced at her watch and saw that it was already late. She had missed lunch so she threw together an early dinner. As she ate she jotted down what she already knew about both Bruce and David. She also added her own thoughts about her experiences with Bruce. She wanted to believe that he was trustworthy, but her past made it impossible.
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      A few minutes before six Jo parked around the block from Boggs’ office. He rented a small space, not a shop or a building, but just a tiny office without a sign. He hopped between three or four of the offices, but she always met him at the same one. As she suspected his beat-up motorcycle was parked in front of the office building. As she walked up to the door she prepared herself for what she might face. Boggs had a reputation for violent outbursts, especially if he wasn’t shown the respect he believed he was owed. She pushed the door open and stepped inside to find Boggs crammed behind his desk. He was at least fifty pounds heavier than the last time she saw him.

      “Jo, I wasn’t sure if you’d show up.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you actually had information for me.” She sat down as far from his desk as she could manage.

      “I do.” He scrutinized her from across the desk. “But I’m not sure that I want to give it to you.”

      “I brought the money.”

      “Good. But that’s not what I’m concerned about. I’m concerned about whether or not you’re working with the cops.”

      “Boggs, please, you know me.”

      “Do I? It’s been a long time since I’ve heard your voice or seen your pretty face. I thought we were friends?”

      Jo gritted her teeth and lowered her eyes.

      “Are you going to give me the information or not?”

      “Watch your tone, girl.”

      “I’m hardly a girl.” She laughed. “Aren’t we both a bit old for this, Boggs?” She sat forward and met his eyes. “I’m here to do business not play cat and mouse.”

      “Maybe you should play, if you want the information. Tell me about your life.”

      “No, I’m not here for small talk. I’m here for information, which I’m starting to see you don’t have.” She stood up from her chair.

      “Sit down.” He pointed to a chair closer to the desk. Jo froze where she stood and considered whether to turn and leave. If she did Boggs would be angry, but by the time he extricated himself from the desk she would be long gone. However, she would lose him as a contact, and that wasn’t something that she wanted to risk. She sat down in the chair that he directed her to.

      “Fine, I’m sitting.”

      “Good. You’ve lost some of your manners over the years.”

      “Or maybe I’m just not as easily intimidated.”

      “Maybe, but you should be. Perhaps you forget how long my reach is?” He brushed a napkin across his upper lip to sop up the sweat that gathered there.

      “I’m aware of your reach, Boggs, and I’m not here to disrespect you, but the information I need is time sensitive.”

      “All right. I didn’t find much on Bruce, but David is definitely active.”

      “Who is he selling to?”

      “I don’t know. Things aren’t like they used to be. Everything is digital now. Maybe he’s selling on some website somewhere, I can’t keep up with that technology. The point is, some of my customers have been sniffing around him lately, which means he’s probably selling somewhere. Honestly, I’m upset about it, because he knows he should be going through me.”

      “But you don’t think Bruce is involved?”

      “If he is there’s not even a whisper about it. How are you caught up in all of this? I thought you went straight.”

      “I did, I still am. Bruce asked for my help.”

      “Ah, I see. So, anything for Bruce, but not even a phone call for me?”

      “I called you now didn’t I?”

      “I guess. Better late than never.”

      “If you come across any information about who David is selling to, give me a call, all right?” She wrote her number on a piece of paper and slid it across the desk to him.

      “Are you going to answer?” He smiled at her as she backed away towards the door.

      “For you, Boggs, of course.”

      As soon as Jo was outside the door of the office she thought about changing her number. Maybe if she wasn’t so keen on finding out information about David, she would have. Boggs left a shiver down her spine that was hard to shake. She got into her car and drove back towards her villa. It was just dark. As she reached her villa the sounds of the frogs that populated the tall reeds around the water, filled the air. She took a breath of the scents that wafted from her garden before she stepped inside. Maybe there would be another way that didn’t include relying on Boggs’ information, but for now it was all that she had.
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      When Jo woke the next morning she checked her phone right away. With no calls from anyone she was discouraged. So far she had no real leads, except information from Boggs which may or may not have been accurate. She logged into her computer and started doing some research on David. She wanted to find out as much information about him as possible. Engrossed in trying to find some new information she was startled when her cell phone rang.

      “Hi Samantha.”

      “Did you forget?”

      “Forget about what?”

      “The picnic! I’m picking up burgers for everyone.”

      “Oh sorry, I guess I lost track of time. I’ll be there.”

      “Great!”

      After she hung up the phone she sent a text to Bruce.

      Just an update- I am working on verification. I will text you when I have anything solid.

      She tucked her phone into her purse then left her villa. The slope of the path that led down to the lake afforded her a view of the picnic table her friends used as a meeting place before she ever reached it. She could see Eddy already seated there, along with an assortment of brown paper bags. She smiled as she reached the table.

      “Looks like lunch is already here.”

      “Yes, it is. Sustenance,” Eddy said.

      “I’m not sure it’s nutritionally sound, but a good cheeseburger can really hit the spot sometimes,” Jo said.

      “If you like cheeseburgers you should go by the community center tonight as they’re having a special dinner, hot dogs and cheeseburgers for free,” Eddy said.

      “Mm, tempting. But I have to do a stakeout tonight.”

      “Oh?” Eddy handed her a cheeseburger then set the bag in the middle of the picnic table. “What kind?”

      “It’s something for a friend.”

      “The favor you mentioned?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want company?”

      She glanced up at him and smiled.

      “Nice of you to offer, but no, I’ll be fine.”

      “Is it in a safe part of town?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “How did I know that was going to be your next question? Eddy, it’s not the fifties anymore, I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

      “Careful now, I’d be just as worried about Walt if he was the one doing the stakeout.”

      “So would I!” She laughed and shook her head. “I’ll be fine.”

      Samantha’s laughter drew her attention to the path by the water. Walt and Samantha walked towards them with wide smiles on their faces.

      “It took a little convincing, but I got him here.”

      “Well done!” Eddy smiled.

      “Burgers!” Samantha grinned. “I’ve been looking forward to this.” She plopped down on the bench beside Jo.  “I made sure I got you a burger that you will like.” She nudged Walt’s side with her elbow.

      “Thanks Samantha, but that doesn’t change what the burger is made out of, does it?” He cringed.

      “Just try not to think about it.” Samantha patted his back.

      “This looks delicious.” Jo picked up her burger with both hands and took a big bite of it. A bit of the sauce trailed down her chin.

      “Oh Jo, that’s just…well how could you, here.” Walt thrust a napkin towards her.

      “Thanks, could you get it for me?” She tipped her chin towards him. His cheeks flushed as he patted at her chin with the napkin. She tried not to laugh.

      “There, that’s better.” He sighed and picked up his burger. After a careful inspection to make sure that it was plain, well done, and lightly salted he took a bite.

      As the four friends shared their junk food, Samantha updated them on the current happenings at Sage Gardens. “There’s going to be an art auction to raise money for a cruise at the end of the year.”

      “A cruise?” Eddy scoffed. “That’s just one more way to sucker money out of you.”

      “I think it would be fun.” Samantha took a sip of her soda.

      “Cruises are notorious for spreading viruses.” Walt shuddered. “Enjoy your cruise, because when you get home you’re going to be erupting from both ends.”

      “Walt!” All three of his friends shouted at the same time.

      “What?” Walt glanced around at them.

      “We’re eating.” Jo scrunched up her nose.

      “I could have mentioned that the chances of contracting severe illness from undercooked meat are just about equal to coming home from a cruise with a tummy ache.”

      “That’s it, you’re not allowed to talk until we finish our food.” Eddy jabbed a finger at him. “Not another word.”

      Walt frowned and took another bite of his burger.

      “Maybe Jo could tell us about her stakeout tonight instead?” Eddy met her eyes.

      “A stakeout? You didn’t tell me!” Samantha pouted. “I could have made muffins.”

      “No muffins, and no company.” Jo shook her head. “This one I’m doing solo.”

      “Why? Wouldn’t it be safer to have a second person with you?” Samantha picked up a french fry.

      “I have my reasons. I’d appreciate it if you understood that.”

      “I do.” Samantha finished her burger then wiped her hands together to brush off the crumbs. “But if you need anything, we’re only a phone call away.”

      “I know.” Jo smiled. “I’m glad you are.”

      “So, about this art auction? I assume that you’re all going to participate?” Samantha asked.

      “What is the point if I don’t want to go on the cruise and I could care less about art?” Eddy shook his head.

      “The point is I’m in charge of making sure that we have enough people signed up to make the auction worthwhile.” She pulled a small clipboard out of her purse. “So sign up!” Eddy eyed her for a moment then smiled.

      “Anything for you, Samantha.” He signed his name on the clipboard then handed it over to Walt along with the pen.

      “Oh, I have my own.” Walt reached in his pocket and pulled out a pen. “Do you have any idea how many germs are on pens?”

      “I’d rather not know.” Eddy chuckled. “Add it to the list of things you’re not allowed to tell me.”

      “Okay.” Walt signed his name and handed the clipboard to Jo. Jo took Eddy’s pen and scribbled her name. Then she grabbed a napkin and scrubbed at her fingertips.

      “Very funny.” Eddy grinned.

      “I’ve got to get going. But I’ll be there for the art auction, Samantha.”

      “Actually, I hoped that you’d do a little more than that for me. I know you’re busy, but if you have any spare time, do you think you could help me value some of the artwork? Just so we know which ones would be worth more than others. I know you have experience with art.”

      “Yes, I do.” Jo noticed Eddy’s cheeks flush. “Saturday afternoon, how does that sound?”

      “Perfect. Thanks so much, Jo. I want this to be as professional as it can be.”

      “No problem.” As Jo left the picnic table she knew that her friends were just a phone call away. But traveling back into her old life put them at a further distance. It would have been wise to have a second person on the stakeout with her, but she didn’t want to risk anyone finding out who had asked her for help.
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      Jo spent the rest of the afternoon preparing for the stakeout with plenty of good CDs, a stockpile of non-perishable snacks, and freshly polished miniature binoculars. Once she was equipped she headed off to take position.

      The parking lot that was adjacent to the gallery’s parking lot was large enough to tuck her car off to the side without drawing attention. Once she settled in she noticed that there was very little traffic. The gallery wasn’t open that day, which made her think it would be the perfect night for the thief to strike. There would be little risk of getting caught. She bobbed her head to the music that filled the car and mulled over the possibility that David was involved in stealing the paintings. She wondered how Bruce would react when she gave him proof. The idea that he would turn David into the police was unlikely. He would handle it himself, and how he would handle it concerned her.

      If she gave Bruce proof that David stole the paintings would David lose his life over it? Bruce never struck her as a violent man when they worked together, but time could change people. He had a lot to lose, and if he thought David was going to take it from him, he might just become someone she didn’t expect him to be. As she considered this she noticed a group of people that walked towards the gallery. They laughed and shoved one another as they approached the building. Her interest heightened when she assessed that they were all quite young, perhaps in their teens. In her experience teens and their invincible mentality meant trouble was sure to follow.

      As Jo suspected, one of the boys reached into his backpack and pulled out a few cans of spray paint. He tossed one to another boy, then pointed out the large glass window. None of them noticed her car tucked in the shadows of a large tree. If she scared them off she’d give away her position, and might possibly blow the stakeout. If she didn’t, then Bruce might have quite a hefty bill if he had to replace the window. As the boy with the backpack neared the window, he must have touched the glass, because lights began to flash and an alarm blared so loud that Jo winced. The teens scattered in different directions. The alarm blared for a few more minutes, then shut off. She scrunched down in the car as she waited for a response to the alarm. Within five minutes a car rolled up to the front of the gallery. Bruce jumped out and slammed his car door shut then walked up to the front. She watched him for a moment, then fired off a text.

      Don’t worry, it was just a bunch of kids that set off the alarm. I’m watching.

      Bruce pulled his phone out of his pocket, looked at it, then surveyed the parking lot. Jo flashed her lights just long enough to get his attention. Her phone buzzed with a text in return.

      I see you. Let me know if anything happens tonight.

      Jo fired a text back to let him know that she would. He got back into his car and drove off. She relaxed against the seat and took a deep breath. Now she knew that the alarm worked. That made her job a little easier as she didn’t have to worry too much about someone sneaking in when she wasn’t looking. However, if the alarm was that sensitive she had to wonder how David was sneaking in, and getting the paintings out of the gallery, without ever setting it off. Maybe he was disarming it.  If he was using his code surely Bruce would immediately know it was him as there would be a record of it that would easily point to him as the thief. She made a mental note to ask Bruce about how the alarm was bypassed. Maybe David had another way of getting in and out without being detected. There was nothing to indicate a break-in which also made her suspect that David used his key. If he came in the front door in plain view, then she would have no problem spotting him.

      As a few hours slid by Jo’s mind churned over the recent events of her life. She’d settled into a new home in Sage Gardens, she’d made good friends who accepted her despite her past, and there was hope in her future for the first time in a very long time. She was glad she could help out Bruce as it was a fun addition to tending her garden and playing cards with Samantha late into the night.

      As the daylight began to fade into darkness she was relieved to see that the lights in the parking lot clearly illuminated the entrance of the gallery. Since Bruce stopped by she hadn’t seen another car in the parking lot, or any movement on the sidewalk in front of the gallery. Her mind drifted despite her usual ability to focus. Then something made her entire body jolt. She peered through the windshield at the large glass front of the gallery. Even though she hadn’t seen anyone come or go, she was sure that she’d caught a glimpse of movement through the window. Maybe someone had slipped in when she wasn’t looking? But why hadn’t the alarm gone off? She stepped out of the car and crept towards the building. She’d just touched the side door when she heard a gunshot followed by the sound of shattering glass. Her heart dropped as she yanked at the door only to find that it was locked.

      Jo ran around to the back door in time to see a figure in the distance. The person was too far for her to have any chance of catching up. She pulled open the back door and ran inside. A pool of blood spread across the center of the gallery floor. She covered her mouth to stifle a scream as she recognized who it belonged to. How had this happened while she sat outside watching the gallery? She leaned down and touched the side of Bruce’s neck to check if there was a pulse. Her body trembled when she found none.

      “Jo!” She jumped and spun around to see Eddy at the back door. “You’ve got to get out of here, the police are on their way.”

      “Eddy, what are you doing here?”

      “Never mind that, just go. Now!”

      “I can’t, I can’t leave him here like this.” Sirens blared from outside and red and blue lights flashed through the windows. Jo couldn’t move a muscle.

      “You have to, Jo. If you’re caught here it’s going to look very bad.” She took a deep breath and nodded. As she placed her hand on the doorknob, it was ripped away from her, and a police officer barged in with his gun drawn.

      “Hands in the air! Both of you!” Eddy raised his hands in the air and took a slight step back. Jo’s heart raced with panic. She glanced in every direction for a way out that didn’t include handcuffs, but there was no other option. Reluctantly, she raised her hands in the air and stood beside Eddy. “Against the wall.” The officer gestured to the nearby wall. Behind him another officer came in who spoke quickly into his radio. Jo glanced over at Eddy whose face was directed at the wall.

      “What now?” Jo asked.

      “Just keep your mouth closed, don’t say a word. I’ll do the talking.”

      She looked back at the wall and held her breath as the officer came closer to them.

      “We’re unarmed.” Eddy laced his hands behind his head. “We found the body.”

      The officer began to pat down Eddy first, then he moved on to Jo. She cringed and held her breath, she felt so uncomfortable around the police. Paramedics rushed past them to check on Bruce. When the officer commanded it, Jo turned slowly around to face him. She didn’t dare look him in the eye. Her mind flashed back to the years she spent in prison. She couldn’t do that again, not even for a day.

      “What happened here?” The officer took out his notepad.

      “Like I said, we found the guy on the floor.” Eddy shrugged. “Not much more to say than that.”

      “Really?” The officer looked straight at Jo. “Is that your story, too?” Unable to form words even if she wanted to, Jo only nodded.

      “We were just about to report it when you came in. Great response time you’ve got there,” Eddy said.

      The officer narrowed his eyes at Eddy. “And what exactly were you doing so close to the gallery when it was closed? What made you come inside?”

      “We heard a gunshot.” The words slipped past before Jo could think them through.

      “Ah, well that’s important information. What time did you hear the gunshot?”

      “The same time someone called 911 to report one I’d assume.” Eddy crossed his arms.

      “Is there a reason why you’re answering most of my questions?” The officer looked between Eddy and Jo. “Because it seems to me that you two are trying to hide things, which I can’t understand, if you just happened upon this body. Do either of you know the victim?”

      “Yes.” Jo closed her eyes for a moment. “His name is Bruce, he owns the gallery.”

      Eddy nudged her foot with his, but she ignored him.

      “You knew him?” The officer searched her eyes. She didn’t know how to respond to his probe. If she lied it would incriminate her, if she told him the truth it would incriminate her. It wouldn’t take long for them to figure out that not only was she helping out Bruce, but she had once worked with him on a heist. Once they put two and two together she would be behind bars. Maybe, if she could talk her way out of it for the moment she would have a chance to escape.

      “Not exactly. He was going to show me a piece of artwork after hours. But when my friend and I showed up to see it we heard a gunshot from outside. We rushed inside and found him like this,” Jo said.

      “Okay, I’ll need you to give a complete statement, but for the moment I’m going to have you go outside with another officer. We need to make sure that the shooter isn’t still in the building.”

      “I saw someone running away as I was coming inside, but they were already at the end of the street.” Jo pointed in the direction the person ran.

      “We still have to be sure.”

      Jo nodded. She turned and followed the officer without even looking at Eddy. Once they were outside the officer occupied himself with roping off the crime scene area.

      “What happened to keeping quiet, Jo?” Eddy tried to meet her eyes, but she avoided them.

      “You don’t know what’s going on here, Eddy. I’m in a lot of trouble.”

      “You’ll be fine, Jo. You didn’t kill him, you’re innocent, the evidence will prove that.”

      “No, it won’t.” She wiped a hand across her face. “I wasn’t completely honest. I do know Bruce well. In fact, we knew each other pretty well in my old life.”

      “Your old life? Oh.” Eddy’s voice dropped.

      “Yes. It’s only a matter of time before they figure out our connection. None of this will look good.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I can talk to them. I’ll explain that it was all just a coincidence.”

      “Eddy, that’s sweet, and I know that you think you still have influence in police work, but the cops will want to make a collar, they are not going to care about what you have to say.”

      “What about security? Did your friend have cameras in the gallery?”

      “Yes, he did.” She breathed a sigh of relief. “Maybe that will clear me.”

      “I’m sure it will. But for now, don’t volunteer any more information. No matter what he asks you, do your best to be polite but evasive.”

      “Don’t you think that will make me look more suspicious?”

      “You are going to be looking suspicious no matter what. Let them be suspicious. As long as they don’t have anything to prove that you were involved it won’t matter.”

      “Okay.” She took a deep breath and nodded again. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Good.” He patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Jo, you’re not alone in any of this.”

      She swallowed hard. She wanted to believe him, but it was hard to, when she was so used to being alone. Another officer walked over to them.

      “I need to check your hands.”

      “For gunpowder residue.” Eddy frowned and held out his hands. Jo followed suit.

      “Okay, you’re both clear and neither of you had a weapon on you. At this time you’re free to go, but please remain in the area. We will be contacting you for more information.”

      “Yes, we will cooperate in any way that you need.” Eddy offered his hand to the officer. “We only want to help.”

      “Good.” The officer shook his hand, then offered his hand to Jo. Jo took it in a quick shake and turned away. Her body flared from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. Just having a police officer close to her was enough to set off a panic attack. Eddy curled his arm around her shoulders and steered her back towards her car.

      “Just act casual. If you start to melt down, the police are going to be even more suspicious.”

      “I’m not going to melt down, Eddy. What are you even doing here? Did you follow me?” She glanced over at him. His jaw tensed and he nodded.

      “Yes, I did. I know you’re probably upset with me about that, but this is not the place to argue about it.” He opened her car door for her. “Meet me at my villa and we can discuss it.”

      “No, I don’t want to go to your villa, Eddy. I want to know why you followed me here.” Jo sat down in her car.

      “Fine, then Samantha’s.” Eddy nodded to her then closed the door. He adjusted his hat as he walked away from her. She noticed that he walked all the way to a parking lot at the end of the street before getting into his car.
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      As Jo drove back to Sage Gardens she considered whether to just go back to her villa. She felt like she needed time to herself to comprehend what had happened. But she was too annoyed. She wanted to know why Eddy thought he needed to spy on her. She parked at her villa, then walked over to Samantha’s. By the time she reached it Eddy pulled into the driveway right behind her. He got out of the car and jogged slowly after her.

      “Jo wait, I want to explain.”

      “Go ahead.” She crossed her arms as she turned to look at him. Eddy took a slight step back in reaction to the harshness of her stare.

      “I was worried about you. I just wanted to make sure that you were safe.”

      “You knew, didn’t you?”

      He grimaced and glanced away from her. “I didn’t at first, but I overheard Walt and Samantha discussing the man you asked them to look into. When I did a background check on David I discovered what he was involved in. I followed you because I wanted to make sure that you weren’t in over your head.”

      “I can handle myself, Eddy, you know that.”

      “Is that why Bruce is dead?” He searched her eyes. “Jo, if he came after you, and you did what you had to do, I understand that. You need to tell me the truth now, while we can still get ahead of this.”

      “If I what?” She stared hard into his eyes. “Are you asking me if I killed him?”

      “I’m just letting you know that either way, I’m going to do whatever it takes to protect you.”

      “I didn’t kill him, Eddy. I would never…” She lowered her eyes. “I didn’t tell you the details because it wasn’t supposed to be dangerous.”

      “But it was. What if whoever killed him decided to kill you, too?”

      “You being there wouldn’t have changed that. Eddy, I appreciate that you care about me, but you have to let me have my privacy.”

      “Fine.” He nodded. “But if I wasn’t there you would have still been standing over Bruce’s body when the police walked in.”

      “Maybe.” She brushed a hand back through her hair and stared down at the driveway. “I was in shock.”

      “You probably still are. Let’s get inside.” He knocked on the door. Samantha opened it with a surprised smile.

      “Eddy, Jo, what’s going on?”

      “We need to talk.” Eddy tipped his head towards the door. “Can we come in?”

      “Of course.” She stepped back. As Jo walked past her she gasped. “Jo, you look terrible. Are you okay? What happened?” She ushered them both into the living room.

      “I was on the stakeout and someone managed to get past me into the gallery. Whoever it was killed Bruce, and the police arrived shortly after I got inside.”

      “Oh Jo, I’m so sorry. You were friends with Bruce.”

      “Knowing that I might go to jail for his murder makes it a little worse. Do you mind if I clean up in your bathroom?” Jo asked.

      “Of course not, go right ahead.” Samantha sat down on the couch beside Eddy.

      “I’ll fill her in while you’re gone,” Eddy said.

      Jo nodded, but didn’t say a word. She was still a little annoyed that Eddy followed her. Every time she thought he trusted her, he proved that he didn’t. She looked in the mirror and washed her hands. She splashed water on her face. Her mind flicked with thoughts of Bruce. How could she have missed him and his killer going into the gallery? Maybe he thought he was safe, because she was outside. She closed her eyes for a moment as she processed the memory of finding him in the gallery. Was there something she had overlooked?

      When she returned to the living room Samantha and Eddy were sitting on the couch.  Samantha looked up at Jo.

      “How frightening that you were so close when this happened. I’m so glad that you’re okay.”

      “That remains to be seen.” Jo wiped her hands dry on her jeans and sat down in a chair across from them. “I’m pretty sure I’m the police’s number one suspect.”

      “That may be true, but it won’t be that way for long. The cameras will clear you.” Eddy stood up. “If they thought you did it, you wouldn’t be sitting here in Samantha’s living room, you’d be sitting in an interrogation room.”

      “They have to have something to make an arrest right?” Jo shrugged. “Give them time.”

      “Jo, you can’t think so negatively about this. Try to focus on the positive,” Samantha said.

      “You sit in a prison cell for years, and tell me to focus on the positive.” Jo winced as soon as the words left her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Samantha. I didn’t mean that. I’m just a little on edge.”

      “No you’re right. You have a right to be scared. I know what’s on the line for you. But we’re here to make sure that nothing bad happens. For the record, I had no idea that Eddy was following you.”

      “It was Walt’s idea.” Eddy frowned. “He told me I should just keep an eye on you in case you needed a little back-up.”

      “Walt?” Jo shook her head and smiled. “I should have known. He’s always doing something from behind that curtain of his.”

      “Curtain?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “Walt presents this docile image, but behind it he’s quite clever and stubborn.”

      “I can agree on both counts.” Eddy chuckled.

      “Look Eddy, I’m not upset with you for being there, I just think it’s important that you trust me enough to be able to handle myself.”

      “I do trust you, Jo. I also value you, which is why I wanted to make sure that you were safe. Heck, if I was on a stakeout I’d bring you with me to keep me safe.”

      “Or me.” Samantha smiled.

      “Yes, or you.” Eddy smiled in return. “My point is, it’s not about you being a woman if that’s what you think, Jo. It’s that you’re a lone wolf that never asks for help, even when you think you might need it.”

      “You have me there.” She nodded. “I guess we’re going to find out more about all of this in the morning.”

      “You can sleep here tonight, Jo.”

      “Thanks Samantha, but I’d rather go home. I just need to sort some things out in my mind. I want to make sure I’m ready for the interview with the detective tomorrow.”

      “That’s a good idea. But don’t worry, they’ll have the surveillance tapes by then and all of this will be a bad memory.”

      “I hope so.” Jo bit into her bottom lip. As they spoke Eddy’s cell phone rang. He glanced at the screen.

      “It’s Chris. I asked him to look into things for me at the station and let me know when there was any news on the case.” He put the phone to his ear. “Chris, what do you have for me?”

      “It’s not good, I’m afraid.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, the tapes you were waiting for don’t exist.”

      “How is that possible? Jo said there were cameras all around the gallery, inside and out.”

      “And there were, but they were all disabled during the time of the murder. There’s nothing on the tapes. The fact that Jo knew they were there only means that she might have disabled them.”

      “Oh, this just keeps getting worse, doesn’t it?”

      “Just try to keep your friend calm. I can tell you that there are some other reasons to suspect her, so be prepared for that.”

      “What other reasons?”

      “I don’t know exactly. I just know that she’s suspect number one at the moment.”

      “Thanks Chris.” Eddy shook his head as he hung up the phone. He took a deep breath then turned to look at Jo. “Is there something else I should know about your involvement with Bruce?”

      “Why? What did Chris say?” Jo’s eyes narrowed.

      “Just answer my question first, please.” Eddy set his jaw.

      Jo turned away from him and stared hard out the window. She didn’t want to admit to anything, but she knew that she needed to tell him the truth.

      “We worked together years ago.”

      “Okay,” Eddy said slowly.

      “What about the cameras? Did they see who did it?”

      “The cameras were disabled.”

      “Of course they were.” Jo’s shoulders drooped. “The thief has been disabling the cameras when he steals the paintings.”

      “What thief and what paintings?” Eddy placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m only trying to help, Jo.”

      “There’s nothing you can do.” She sighed. “It’s over now.”

      “What’s over?” Eddy looked between Samantha and Jo. “What are you talking about, Jo?”

      “Look, there’s a bit of history between Bruce and me. I offered to help him figure out who has been stealing paintings from his gallery. He suspected his partner. All I needed to do was catch whoever broke into the gallery at night. Clearly, that did not go well. Now Bruce is dead and I’m going to be the one that they charge with his murder. I have no way to defend myself.”

      “Sure you do. Bruce asked you for help,” Samantha said. “Don’t worry, Jo, it looks bad, but we’ll get it all worked out. The important thing is that you are safe, and we’re going to keep you that way. Right Eddy?”

      “Right.” Eddy rested his hands on her shoulders and patted them twice. “You’re in good hands, Jo, try not to stress about it. Go home, get some sleep, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Okay. Yes, it would be good to get some sleep.”

      As Jo walked back to her villa every move she made was strange, as if it was performed by someone else. She was numb from the inside out. If the cameras couldn’t clear her, and the police figured out her connection to Bruce, she would be locked up in no time. She went through the routine of brushing her teeth as if she was going to bed, but she didn’t change out of her clothes. Instead, she stretched out on her bed fully dressed. She stared at the ceiling and willed it to give her another solution. She’d built a life at Sage Gardens, a life that she’d come to value beyond anything she had in the past. Even though Samantha, Eddy, and Walt, were not family they were the closest to it that she’d ever experienced. Now she was faced with giving all of that up. However, there was no other answer.

      With each hour that slipped past on the digital clock beside her bed, Jo got closer to being arrested. Given her connection to the victim she would arrest herself if she was a cop. Could she really just lay there and wait for the police car to show up? Her mind flooded with memories of being behind bars. She promised herself on the day that she became a free woman that she would never end up there again. All she had to do was tell Bruce no. If she’d done that she wouldn’t be in this position. Instead she’d taken the risk, and the consequence was harsh. There was only one way out. She sat up in bed and looked around her sparse bedroom. There wasn’t much to pack as she never let herself get too attached to things. However, she would miss her garden.

      Jo scribbled a note to her friends and asked Samantha to look after her garden even though she knew that her garden probably had more chance of staying alive without Samantha’s intervention. Then she threw some clothes and other items into a bag and headed out into the early morning air. It was still dark enough that not a single soul would witness her walking away. Within fifteen minutes she was at the bus station. She purchased a ticket for the next bus that would leave the station, then she sat down to wait. As the minutes dragged by she tried not to think about what she was leaving behind.
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      Eddy glanced at his watch, then looked over at Samantha. “Knock again.”

      “Maybe she’s sleeping, Eddy, we shouldn’t wake her.”

      “I want to talk to her before she has to go down to the station. Knock again.” Samantha sighed but she knocked again. “She’s not opening. She’s probably not here.”

      “I’ve already called her cell phone three times and she didn’t answer. If she’s not home then where is she? The police told her not to leave the area. It’s barely daylight, where could she have gone?”

      “Eddy, you know Jo isn’t going to let anyone keep tabs on her. She has to be beside herself with worry. Maybe she is inside and she doesn’t want to be bothered right now.”

      “I’m going in.” Eddy aimed his shoulder towards the door.

      “Wait, don’t!” Samantha pushed her hands against his arm before he could lunge forward. “I have a key. I don’t think it’s right for us to use it, but if you’re that worried then I trust your instincts.”

      “Okay, open it up.” He tilted his head towards the door. Samantha fished her keys out of her purse and found Jo’s key. She slid it into the lock and opened the door. It made her a little sick to let herself into the home of someone who was so private, but she reminded herself that she did it to calm Eddy’s nerves and make sure that Jo was safe.

      “I’ll take a look around. She could be sleeping.” She put up a hand to keep Eddy from following her. “She is entitled to her privacy.”

      Eddy frowned but nodded. As he lingered by the door Samantha walked through the living room to the closed bedroom door. She knocked lightly. “Jo? Are you in there? It’s Samantha.”

      After a few seconds with no response she opened the door. The moment she did she knew that something was very wrong. Jo’s clothes were strewn on the floor, her closet door hung open with jackets and shoes tossed everywhere. Her heart dropped as she looked towards the bed. To her relief it was empty. On the bedside table was a note. She picked it up and read it over. Her throat grew dry as she recognized the implication of what she’d found.

      “She’s gone, isn’t she?” Eddy stood in the bedroom door.

      “Eddy, I told you to wait outside.”

      “I did. If I waited any longer, would you have hidden that note from me?” He plucked it from her grasp. “I know she’s your friend, Samantha, she’s my friend, too, but she’s also now a prime suspect in a murder. If she takes off, she’s proving her guilt.”

      “I don’t blame her for running, Eddy. She’s scared.”

      “I know, I don’t blame her either. But I have to go get her.”

      “We don’t even know where she is.”

      “She wouldn’t fly, and she wouldn’t drive far, she’d get on a bus. It gives her the chance to be anonymous and gets her where she’s going with minimal security.” He glanced at his watch. “She probably hasn’t boarded yet. I’m going to get her right now.”

      “Wait Eddy, I’m going with you.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Samantha.” He crumpled the note up in his hand. “We’re going to have to move fast if we’re going to catch her.”

      “Let’s go then.” Samantha hurried him out the door to his car. She paused only to lock Jo’s door. That’s when it struck her. If they hadn’t gone inside, she might never have seen Jo again. If they didn’t get to the bus station in time, she would be gone forever. She ran to the car and jumped in the passenger side just before Eddy threw the car into reverse. He floored it out of Sage Gardens, drawing looks of annoyance from those that walked their pets early, and the joggers that never seemed to sleep.

      “Eddy, the speed limit is…”

      “We’re not doing the speed limit today, Samantha.” As soon as he was on the main road he sped up even more. Samantha clutched the handle above the passenger window and did her best not to think about the dangers of his driving. She’d driven a little wild many times in pursuit of a story, but it was rare for her to be the passenger. It was hard to keep from crying out when he narrowly missed a large delivery truck that he cut off. They reached the bus station far faster than she thought was possible. When he parked he looked towards the bus station. “You’re going to stay here.”

      “What? Why? I want to talk to Jo,” Samantha said.

      “No. I need to talk to her alone.”

      “Eddy, she’s not going to be pushed around.”

      “I have no intention of pushing her around, but she needs someone to give her the hard truth, Samantha. She needs to know what’s going to happen to her if she takes off and becomes a fugitive.”

      “All right, I’ll stay here, but remember she’s our friend, Eddy, not a criminal.”

      “I know that, Sam.” He looked over at her with a soft frown. “I do.”

      Samantha watched him walk towards the bus station with long determined strides. He looked exactly like the police officer that he’d once been. In these matters she did her best to trust him, but she worried that Jo would not react well to his hard-nosed nature.

      Eddy pulled open the door to the bus station and looked through the few faces that waited for the early bus. It wasn’t long before he pinpointed Jo in the corner with her back to the wall. He ducked behind a partition before she could spot him in return. After a deep breath he walked towards her. Within a few steps she noticed him.

      “Go home, Eddy.”

      “No.” He sat down beside her. “I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

      “Eddy, you can’t stop me.” She set her jaw and stared at the other people that waited in the bus terminal. “I have to do what’s best for me, and that’s to get as far away as fast as I can.”

      “You can’t do that, Jo. It will only make you look guilty.”

      “I don’t need to make myself look guilty. I already look guilty. The cameras were off, Eddy. There’s no way to prove that it wasn’t me that killed Bruce. Even you asked me if I did it.”

      “I asked you that because I’m an old cop, and it’s just in my blood to ask the hard questions. I shouldn’t have asked, but I did. It doesn’t mean that you can’t trust me.”

      “Well, then what does it mean? That you think I could possibly be a murderer?” She locked eyes with him.

      “No, that’s not what I thought. I thought maybe Bruce attacked you and you defended yourself. But I knew that you would never have hurt him without reason. I know you better than that.”

      “You say that, but you know about my past. I’m sure it crossed your mind that I might have killed him.”

      “No.” He looked straight back into her eyes. “Not for a second. What I do know is that you’re afraid of going back to prison and that you’re about to make the stupidest decision that you could make. The moment you get on that bus, you’ll have no chance of defending yourself.”

      “Like I will if I stay?” She blinked back tears and shook her head. “They’re going to lock me up without a second thought.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “It will be for me. It’s a second offense, and a worse crime than the one I was imprisoned for. No judge is going to care that I’ve turned my life around.”

      “So we don’t rely on the judge. The easiest way to prove that you’re not guilty is to find the person who is. But we’re going to need your help in order to do that. You’re the one that knew Bruce, and who his contacts might be.”

      “Eddy, I think my best bet is getting on that bus. Are you really going to stop me?”

      “Yes, I am.” He put his hand over hers. “I can’t not stop you, Jo. You’re going to ruin your life if you flee. You will lose all credibility in the eyes of the judge.”

      “How can I have any credibility once he looks into my past?”

      “He’s also going to look at the life that you live now, Jo. He’s also going to see how you’ve stayed out of trouble all of this time. That counts, too. But not if you take off now when you need to stay and defend yourself.”

      “I don’t know if you’re right about that, Eddy. It feels more like I’m a sitting duck.”

      “Maybe it feels that way to you, but I’m going to make sure that’s not what happens. I know that I’m asking you to take a risk, I’m asking you to trust me.”

      “I do trust you, Eddy.” She sighed and looked towards the bus that pulled up outside the terminal. “I guess the easy answer isn’t always the right answer. That’s one thing I’ve learned throughout my life.”

      “I can agree with that. Your life, the one that you’ve built here is worth fighting for.”

      “Yes, it is.” She stood up from the bench. “I don’t want to give it up without a fight.”

      “Let me take you home. Samantha’s in the car, she can take your car home.”

      “Are you afraid I’m going to bolt again?”

      “Shouldn’t I be?” He offered a half-smile.

      “I’m starting to think that you know me too well, Eddy.”

      “Maybe I do.” He held out his arm to her. She took it and let him lead her out of the bus station. Samantha rushed up to both of them the moment they stepped outside.

      “Are you okay, Jo?”

      “She will be, once I get her home. Can you drive her car back?” He held out Jo’s keys to her.

      “Sure. Jo, I’ll see you soon.” Jo nodded at Samantha then climbed into the passenger seat of Eddy’s car. As soon as the doors were closed Eddy started the engine.

      “So now that we have agreed that you’re going to fight, let’s talk about a plan of action.”

      “I really don’t want to talk about anything right now, Eddy. Can we just drive?” Eddy shifted the car into gear and nodded. During the drive home Eddy peppered a few questions into the silence between them, but Jo only stared out through the window. Her mind raced with all of the reasons she should have gotten on the bus. It was a good thing that Eddy drove her back to her villa, as if she was in her own car she might have headed for Canada instead.
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      When Eddy parked in Jo’s driveway she was relieved to see her home, but also anxious.

      “Thanks for the ride, Eddy.” She started towards her door.

      “Wait a minute.” Eddy got out of the car and followed after her. “I want to talk to you about this.”

      “Not now, Eddy, I’m tired.”

      “The police already have a head start on us. It’s almost eight, they’re going to be investigating, we need to be, too.”

      “Eddy, you’ve helped enough.”

      Samantha pulled up with Jo’s car and climbed out in time to see Eddy catch Jo’s elbow.

      “I haven’t even begun to help. We need to talk this through.”

      “I said I appreciated your help, Eddy. I can take it from here.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      “Jo? What’s going on?” Samantha walked up to both of them.

      “Samantha, I need some time to properly talk with Jo alone,” Eddy said.

      “What? Why?” Samantha started to move towards Jo’s side.

      “I have my reasons.” He met Samantha’s eyes. “Just let me do what I need to do.”

      “If that’s what it will take to get both of you out of my driveway then fine.” Jo sighed and unlocked her door. She stepped inside and Eddy followed right after her. He closed the door behind him. Samantha stood outside, uncertain of what to do. She trusted Eddy, but she also knew that Jo was the type that didn’t like to be cornered.

      “What do you want from me, Eddy?” Jo turned to face him. “There’s nothing to investigate, you and I both know that.”

      “No, I don’t know that. I’m sure there’s plenty to investigate. But we’re not going to get anywhere with the investigation if you don’t talk to me first.”

      “I don’t know anything. If I knew who killed Bruce I’d tell you.”

      “You know more than you think. You’re the only link here. If we talk it through, you might remember something that can help.”

      Jo sat down on the couch and stared at the carpet beneath her feet. “I guess I just don’t know what to say. I feel so responsible for all of this.”

      “I know that you’re upset, but you have to push that out of your mind.  We need facts and information right now.”

      “Like what?”

      “Okay, tell me about Bruce. What was he like?”

      “I didn’t know him that well personally. Our connection was only professional.”

      “Professional. What jobs did you do together?”

      “It was only one job. We worked together on a heist. He covered for me and got me out of a very hairy situation. That’s why I was willing to help him out.”

      “It didn’t bother you that he was from your past?”

      “Of course it did, but he turned his life around, just like I did. Who was I to judge him? He asked me to help him because he trusted me. As an ex-con, I know how rare it is to find someone that you can trust to help you. So when we bumped into each other and he told me what was happening I agreed to help.”

      “I hope you know that you can trust me, Jo.” Eddy held her gaze.

      “I know. I know I can trust you, and Samantha, and Walt, but none of you understand what it’s like to be in prison and just how important it is for me to stay out of it. That’s something I hope that none of you ever understand, but it does create some distance between us.”

      “I might not know what it’s like, but I do know how serious it is and how easily a case can go awry. I have your back, Jo, but we have to work together to solve this case.”

      “I’m here. Any information you want, just ask.”

      “What about David? Did you know him?”

      “I met him once a long time ago. I looked into him, as Bruce suspected he was the one stealing the paintings. Bruce’s guess was that David stole the paintings to sell on the black market, and then claim it on the gallery’s insurance.”

      “Double dipping.” Eddy nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “Yes, it does. It’s plenty of motive for him to kill Bruce also. If he thought Bruce was on to him then maybe he decided to kill him so that his crime would never be revealed.”

      “I don’t know.” Eddy frowned. “That’s a big step to take. From a thief to a murderer?”

      “It’s happened before.”

      “Maybe, but we can’t be sure that it was David. I think we need to know more about him. Did Bruce mention anyone else that was giving him any trouble?”

      “No, he was only focused on David.”

      “Do you know of anyone from your shared past that might have had a grudge against Bruce?”

      Jo closed her eyes and shook her head.  “I try not to even think about it.”

      “Now you need to. Did Bruce have any enemies that you know of?”

      “There were some people who were rivals, but these were thieves, not murderers.”

      “Maybe he crossed someone in the past, after you were out of his life.”

      “That’s possible.” She shook her head. “It feels like another lifetime now.”

      “I can have Samantha look into Bruce’s and David’s background. I can also get Chris to check up on David, see if he can get any information on him. If there’s something to find, we’ll find it.”

      “Great. I have some contacts I can reach out to.”

      “I’d be careful with that. We don’t want the police getting wind of you reaching out to people from your past. It may look suspicious to them. Your job right now is to stay calm, keep your head down, and rely on your friends.”

      Jo took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll try.”

      “Good. And Walt will keep an eye on you.”

      “What?” She laughed.

      “I’m serious.” Eddy picked up his phone. “He’s going to be your bodyguard until all of this is over. Whoever killed Bruce might know that he talked to you, or might have recognized you from a past connection. Walt will make sure you follow my advice not to contact people from your past.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter, Eddy.” She stood up and crossed her arms.

      “Maybe not.” He stood up as well. “But you’re going to have one.” He smiled. “Walt will be here in a few minutes. I suggest you sit back and let him clean your house.”

      Jo glanced around the mess she’d made when she packed the items she needed to take with her on the bus. “I suppose that could be a plus.”

      “I’ll update you as soon as I know anything, Jo.”

      As Eddy stepped out of the villa, Samantha stepped back inside. She shot him an annoyed look then hurried over to Jo.

      “Did he intimidate you?”

      “No.” Jo laughed. “Eddy only thinks he’s scary.” Samantha hugged her.

      “I’m so glad he got to you before you got on that bus. What would I do without you?”

      “I’m sure that you would be just fine.”

      “Your garden certainly wouldn’t. You know I can’t keep things alive.”

      “Okay, that’s a good point.” Jo smiled. “I’m sorry for trying to take off on you, I just thought it was the best thing to do.”

      “I understand why you did. I can’t imagine how frightened you are. But you’re not alone anymore, we’re here to help you.”

      “I see that now.” Jo glanced past her to the front door as Walt opened it. “It’s wonderful to have such good friends.”

      “I’ll go get us some breakfast.” Samantha smiled as she headed out the door past Walt. Walt locked eyes with Jo as he stepped further into the house.

      “Is it true?”

      “Which part?” Jo picked up some of the napkins that were knocked off the kitchen counter when she rushed out the door. When she straightened up Walt was right beside her.

      “That you were going to leave?” He looked into her eyes again.

      “I thought I had to, Walt. I still think it might have been a better idea.”

      “You weren’t even going to say goodbye?” He leaned against the counter and lowered his eyes. “When Eddy told me, I didn’t believe it. But I guess he was right.”

      “I left a note.” Jo frowned. “I know that probably seems cold.”

      “I just thought, it’s silly.” He sighed and plucked the napkins out of her hands. “Can’t use these now, they’ve been on the floor.” He tossed them into her trash can.

      “Walt, don’t be upset with me.”

      “I’m not, I just, I don’t know, I thought we were worth more to you than that.”

      “You are. I stayed, didn’t I?” She smiled. He turned to look at her, his expression still solemn.

      “What if Eddy hadn’t shown up? Would you have stayed?”

      “I don’t know.” She brushed her fingertips along the counter. “I wanted to, Walt, more than anything I wanted to stay. I love it here, and my friendship with all of you. But, if you want me to be honest with you, I’d do anything to stay out of prison.”

      “I wouldn’t let you go to prison.”

      “That’s what Eddy said.” She laughed. “You two seem to think you can control the police and the court system.”

      “That’s not what I think. I just know that I would do anything to keep you out of prison, too, Jo. All you had to do was trust us.”

      “I’m here.” She met his eyes. “I didn’t take off.”

      His lips finally cracked into a smile. “Yes, you are. So let’s start figuring out who the real killer is. Can I use your computer?”

      “Sure.” She turned it on for him, then stepped back out of his way. Walt began tapping on the keys and didn’t stop until Samantha returned with bagels.

      “Breakfast!” She smiled. Jo couldn’t help but wonder if Samantha thought this was fun. She loved a good mystery and with her investigative instincts from when she was a reporter she probably saw the case as a challenge. If only she could see it that way, too. “A contact e-mailed me the financial records for David. I asked him to see if he could try to get them when Jo asked me about David and they were just sent through.” Walt moved out of the way and Samantha opened the attachments.

      “I don’t know how you manage to get the things you do, but this should be helpful.” Walt smiled as he looked at them.

      “Don’t you want to eat first, Walt?” Samantha asked.

      “In a minute,” Walt said distractedly as he scanned through the documents. Jo nibbled at her bagel as she watched Walt. By the time she finished her bagel Walt walked over to the table and began to fill them in on what he had found.

      “It looks like David might be in debt, but that hasn’t stopped him from spending. Buying lavish gifts for females,” Walt said.

      “Really, as far as I know David’s single, never been married.”

      “Hmm. Well, he has a girlfriend. There are several transactions at a female clothing store, lots of eating out in an amount that would most likely cover two meals.”

      “But I thought he was broke. He was in debt,” Samantha said.

      “This might be why he’s broke. Whoever he is dating has rather expensive taste.” Walt nodded.

      “Interesting.” Jo frowned. “So he’s bleeding himself dry to please his girlfriend. It doesn’t make sense to me that he would go to such lengths, even putting his business at risk, over a woman.”

      “You’re not a man.” Walt winked at her. “It depends on the woman.”

      “Oh, is that so?” Jo grinned.

      “Yes, it is. A good woman can make a man do many things he never imagined he would.”

      “I agree.” Samantha walked towards the computer and looked past him at the computer screen. “Is there any way to tell who he was dating?”

      “Sorry, not from this information.” He shook his head as he turned back to the computer. “But I can tell you they had dinner at LaRuse last week to the tune of four hundred dollars.”

      “Four hundred dollars? For two meals?” Jo’s eyes widened.

      “They probably just got appetizers,” Samantha said.

      “Ugh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” Jo flopped back in the chair. “Anyone who pays that much for a meal has to have lost their mind.”

      “Especially if that person is in the financial bind that David is in. Maybe he’s a fool, but I’d say he definitely has motivation here to make some extra money.”

      David had a very high-maintenance girlfriend despite his financial crisis. Even though the finances pointed to him as the thief, his motive struck Jo as weak. Would he really steal from his own business just to provide for a woman whose demands outpaced his means? Would David kill Bruce because Bruce found out that he was stealing?

      “So, it’s clear that David is in a bad financial place. However, I checked the finances for the gallery and it is not in as bad shape as Bruce claimed.”

      “He said it was a struggle to keep the doors open,” Jo said as she set a bagel down on Walt’s plate and peered past him at the computer.

      “It’s not raking in funds, but it has a good base to keep going for several years.”

      “I wonder why Bruce would say that then?”

      “Have you considered the possibility that Bruce was the one stealing the paintings?” Walt wiped a bit of butter from the corner of his mouth.

      “No, I honestly hadn’t.” Her eyes widened at the thought. “Why would he pin it on David?”

      “To throw everyone off track maybe. To frame David for the thefts so that he could get David out of the business and keep the profits for himself?” Samantha suggested. “It’s not unheard of, because partnerships usually include clauses that if one of the partners does anything to harm the business their interest in the business can be dissolved. Isn’t that right, Walt?”

      “Yes. Maybe Bruce wanted David out and thought he could use you to prove that David was stealing the paintings.”

      “That still swings David right back into the position of the main suspect in Bruce’s death. If David figured out what he was doing, then he would have plenty of motive to kill Bruce.”

      “You’re right. What exactly did you see last night, Jo?” Walt met her eyes. “Anything unusual?”

      “A few hours before the murder a group of teenagers set off the alarm and Bruce showed up to check on it. I let him know what happened and he went home.”

      “Or you thought he did,” Samantha said.

      “I saw his car pull away.”

      “Maybe he went around behind the building and slipped inside while the alarm was being reset? Maybe he planned to steal paintings right under your nose?” Walt said.

      “Maybe.” Jo sighed. “I’d hate to think that my judgment is so off.”

      “It happens to the best of us, Jo,” Samantha said.

      Jo nodded, but she didn’t agree. It never happened to her. If Bruce played her, then he might have inadvertently or even intentionally framed her for his own murder. If she couldn’t prove that David was the killer then she was going to get familiar with bars blocking her view of everything once more.
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      Eddy paced back and forth in his living room and pressed the phone to his ear. He’d been waiting for Chris to pick up the phone for several minutes. Each minute that slipped by felt like an eternity with the pressure of knowing that at any minute Jo would be picked up for questioning.

      “Eddy, sorry you had to wait, it’s really hopping in here today.”

      “It’s not a problem, Chris. Can you run me a list of anyone currently in prison or previously charged with a crime that was a known associate of Bruce’s?”

      “I can, but it’s going to take me some time. Do you think this had something to do with some bad blood?”

      “I think it might. I’m worried that the detective on the case might be a little too focused on just Jo. I’d like to scrounge up some more options for him.”

      “Will do. I’ll let you know as soon as I have anything. There’s something I shouldn’t tell you, Eddy.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Officers are going to pick Jo up for questioning in about an hour.”

      “Thanks Chris. Thanks for the help.”

      “If you say she’s innocent I believe you, Eddy, I’ll do what I can to help.”

      Eddy hung up the phone then dialed Samantha’s number. He filled her in on the request he made of Chris. “That should give us a good base to start from. But since you can’t start looking into any of those people until we have the list, maybe you can find something else?”

      “I will do what I can.”

      “Sam, I’m coming over there to get Jo.”

      “For what?”

      “She has to go in for an interview, and I’m going with her. I don’t want her to get picked up by a patrol car, I’m going to take her in myself.”

      “Eddy, do you think she’ll go?”

      “I’m not sure. But I hope so.”

      After he hung up the phone he drove over to Samantha’s villa. When he opened the door Jo turned to look at him with her face paler than he’d ever seen it.

      “I don’t have a choice, Jo, you are either going to be picked up by a patrol car, or you can let me drive you in, but you have to go in to speak to the police.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “I knew this was coming.”

      “If you’d rather wait, we can.”

      “I’d rather go in with you, Eddy. I know you have my back.”

      “Good. Then let’s go. Don’t forget that they can’t have any proof against you, because you’re innocent. Don’t let them con you into admitting anything, or saying anything more than you need to.”

      “I think I can handle it. I have no choice but to face this.”

      Eddy walked with her to the car and opened the door for her. Jo hesitated for a moment before getting in, then she settled in the seat. When he closed the door she gritted her teeth. Eddy was right, running wasn’t an option. The drive to the police station was short, and quiet. She stared out the window at all of the places in town she was used to visiting. Would she have a chance to visit any of them again? Her stomach tightened. Eddy parked, and then looked over at her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I will be when this is over.”

      “You’re going to be fine.”

      “Or I’m going to be behind bars.”

      “No Jo, you’re coming home with me.”

      “If you say so, Eddy.”

      “I do.” He rested his hand on her shoulder as he led her into the front of the police station. As soon as they were inside Jo walked up to the desk, gave her name and said that she wanted to speak to the detective in charge of Bruce’s case. Within moments she was escorted back to one of the interrogation rooms. She was whisked inside before Eddy had the chance to plead his case to go in with her. In some ways that was a relief to her. An officer remained in the room with her as they waited for the detective. A few minutes later the door opened and a man in his thirties stepped into the room. He wore a brown suit and a gaudy gold watch that clanged on the table as he sat down across from her.

      “I’m Detective Rowan. I appreciate you coming in so willingly to talk with me.”

      “Of course, yes.” She nodded.

      “Are you nervous?” He smiled as he looked into her eyes. Jo wasn’t sure how to take his friendly nature.

      “A little.”

      “No need to be. I just need to straighten a few things out.”

      “Okay.” Jo’s muscles relaxed a little. Detective Rowan appeared to have very little interest in her as a suspect. “Anything I can do to help.”

      “I’ve done a little bit of research on you, Jo. Of course we have to do that with anyone that’s involved in a crime.”

      “I wasn’t involved.”

      “Even if you’re just a witness.”

      “I honestly didn’t witness much.”

      “I’m sure you can understand, this is all so we can catch a killer. Now, I noticed that you and Bruce have quite a bit of history together.”

      “Some.”

      “More than some, right?” He smiled as he looked up from the file in front of him. “It was suspected that you two were up to no good together before you were arrested.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “And yet, you were in his gallery when he was killed.”

      “After he was killed.”

      “You just happened to be there to look at a piece of art?”

      “My friend and I were going to see a particular portrait.”

      “So, Bruce didn’t ask you to look into some stolen paintings for him?”

      Jo froze. She didn’t expect the detective to know that and wasn’t certain how to respond to the question. “Uh, I was helping a friend.”

      “How nice for you, but that wasn’t the question that I asked, was it?” His tone and demeanor shifted from friendly to stern. “Were you investigating something for Bruce?”

      “No, not really.” She cleared her throat. “I was just helping him out.”

      “So you lied about the reason that you were at the gallery.”

      “I thought it would be easier not to mention it.”

      “Easier? It’s easier to lie than to tell the truth?”

      “I offered to help an old friend out by looking into something for him, but I didn’t have any way to prove it so I wasn’t sure if it was something I should mention.”

      “Now, don’t try to pretty it up, Jo. You lied to a police officer. So, how can I know that you didn’t lie about everything else?”

      Jo narrowed her eyes as she realized she’d fallen right into his trap.

      “I didn’t kill him, I have nothing else to say.”

      “Nothing? What about an explanation as to why you got yourself involved with a known felon?”

      “He asked me for help, I wanted to help him.”

      “Why? Because you were still in contact? From the paperwork we found at the gallery it looks like paintings have been going missing. Did you partner up with Bruce so that you could steal his paintings? Maybe he wasn’t giving you enough of the cut and you decided to take him out?”

      “I am out of that life, and even if I wasn’t, I would never kill anyone.”

      “Sure, because a thief has too many morals to do something like that.”

      Jo stood up from the table and locked eyes with the detective. “Are you going to arrest me?”

      “If I could, believe me I would. Just give me a little time, we’ll get there.”

      “You’re wrong.” She shook her head. “You’re wasting your time on me while the murderer gets away with the crime.”
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      Eddy stared at the closed door. He thought about suggesting that Jo get a lawyer, but he wanted to find out how the questioning had gone first. He knew that Jo had enough experience to protect herself and getting a lawyer often antagonized the police. As he waited for the interview to be over he leaned against the wall outside the interrogation room. As officers milled about and phones rang he felt at home for the first time in a long time. Before he retired he had spent most of his life in a police station. The smells, sounds, and surroundings of it were more familiar to him than any place he’d ever lived. The sharp sound of his cell phone jolted him out of his memories. He answered it the moment that he saw that it was Chris.

      “Hey Chris.”

      “I only have a minute to talk.”

      “I’m here at the police station…”

      “No, we can’t be seen together. You’ve got to be careful. I e-mailed the list of names to you. At this time the detective on the case only has circumstantial evidence, but he likes Jo for this, and I don’t doubt he’ll be coming after you next.”

      “I’m not worried about him, he has nothing on me. But Jo…”

      The door to the interrogation room swung open and Jo pushed past Eddy towards the lobby.

      “Chris, I have to go.” Eddy hung up the phone and followed after Jo. She didn’t stop until she was outside the front doors. Only then did she allow Eddy to catch up with her.

      “Jo, are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not. I want to leave, right now.”

      “Jo, we’ve discussed that.”

      “I don’t mean run, I mean I want to get away from this police station. I want to go home.”

      “Okay, let’s go.” Eddy steered her towards the parking lot.

      As soon as they were in the car Eddy started the engine.

      “He thinks it was me, Eddy. I don’t think he’s even considering other suspects.”

      “Don’t worry, pretty soon we’re going to have plenty to give him to consider. Chris sent me a list of people to look into, all we have to do is narrow it down. I’ve already forwarded it to Samantha.”

      “Okay.” She breathed a sigh of relief, but her heart still raced.

      When they reached Samantha’s villa, she was eager to find out who was on the list of people.

      “Jo.” Samantha smiled the moment she walked in. “I’m glad that it didn’t go too badly this morning.”

      “Me too. Now, tell me that we have a better suspect than me.” She pulled a chair up to Samantha’s computer. Eddy sat down on the couch not far from them.

      “I wish I could.” She frowned. “Let me start with the bad news. We have a problem with our main suspect.” Samantha pointed to a picture of David on the monitor.

      “What is it?” Jo leaned close.

      “He has an alibi. Walt told me he had paid a restaurant with his credit card on the day of the murder. At the time of the murder he was at a restaurant, alone, eating dinner.”

      “Maybe that’s just his cover. Is it close enough to the gallery for him to slip out and kill Bruce then get back in time for his meal?”

      “No. The restaurant is about an hour away from the gallery, and I’ve checked with the wait staff they remember him because his order was outlandish. He ordered the highest priced entrée on the menu and then demanded that it be sent back and cooked again. Trust me, the wait staff remembered him.”

      “So, a man who is facing financial ruin went out for a very expensive dinner while his partner was being murdered. It sounds to me like he knew something was going to happen and wanted to create an alibi for himself.”

      “It’s possible that he hired someone to do the job, but we don’t have any proof of that. This explains why the police might not even be considering him as a viable suspect. With an alibi this airtight there’s no reason to keep him on the list.”

      “Which makes me the main suspect.” Jo shook her head. “There’s no one else for them to even look at.”

      “So far. But we have a few other options on our list.”

      “Oh?”

      “This is Lou Conner.” Samantha pulled up a picture on the monitor. “He runs another gallery in town that has been losing money so fast it’s a wonder the doors are still open. The gallery took a nosedive after Bruce and David’s opened. It’s possible he was looking for revenge.”

      “Or trying to make a profit from stealing paintings from Bruce’s gallery to sell on the black market.” Jo snapped her fingers. “That causes Bruce’s gallery to take a hit while boosting his own profits.”

      “Yes, that is also possible,” Samantha said.

      “Let’s go have a conversation with Lou.” Jo started to stand up.

      “No, that’s not a good idea.” Eddy placed his hand on her shoulder. “You need to keep a low profile and rubbing elbows with other suspects is not going to do that. Samantha and I will go talk to Lou. Is that okay with you, Samantha?”

      “Sure, that’s fine with me.” She grabbed her purse from the table. “Jo, stay here while we’re gone.”

      “I can go back to my villa.”

      “I’d feel more comfortable if you were here. We still don’t know whether the person who killed Bruce might come after you,” Eddy said.

      “All right, but I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Good, because we’re going to need Walt, too.” Eddy pulled out his cell phone to give Walt a call as he and Samantha walked out the door. Alone in Samantha’s villa Jo tried not to think about what the next few days might hold for her. If they didn’t find a viable suspect to throw the attention off her she might be faced with the reality of an arrest and a trial.
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      Eddy drove from Samantha’s villa to Walt’s to pick him up. The scenic foliage that surrounded the road was lost on him, all of his focus was on how to keep Jo out of prison. Walt stood on the front porch ready to go as soon as Eddy arrived. He nodded to Samantha then climbed into the back seat.

      “I’m not sure what you think I can do to help, but I’m willing to do anything that you ask.”

      “Good, because what we need you to do is give us a little class.” Eddy smiled.

      “I’m sorry?”

      Eddy looked in the rearview mirror at him. “I know nothing about paintings.”

      “I know a little, but not as much as you.” Samantha turned in her seat to look at him. “We think that Lou might have been stealing the paintings to sell on the black market. If that’s the case he might have some of them in his gallery and we need you to be familiar with them in case they are. I’ve e-mailed you a list of the paintings that Bruce said were stolen from the gallery.”

      “I’ll take a look.”

      As Walt searched the names of the paintings and studied the images, Eddy and Samantha discussed their approach.

      “It’s best not to tip him off that we are investigating. As far as he knows, you and I are looking for a new painting to hang above our mantle.”

      “Our mantle?” Samantha grinned. “Does that mean we’re married?”

      “I suppose.” Eddy glanced over at her. “No need to go into detail. The important thing is that he will be at ease and think he’s going to make a rare sale. That will give Walt time to look around at the paintings.”

      “If we’re married, then who is Walt?”

      “Our, butler?”

      “Butler!” Walt sat forward in the back seat. “There’s no chance of that.”

      “So we’re married, and rich. I like this little fantasy, I think.” Samantha laughed.

      “Don’t get used to it.” Eddy winked at her. “We’ll be lucky if we can pull it off.”

      “I am not going to be the butler.”

      “Okay, how about my brother-in-law? Samantha is your sister, you’re close and you’re helping us choose a painting.”

      “Fair enough.” Walt nodded.

      Eddy parked right in front of the gallery and the three climbed out to take a look around.

      “Do you see how faded the sign is?” Eddy pointed out the sign that hung over the store front.

      “And that front window is in dire need of a good scrub.” Walt scrunched up his nose. “I hope it’s not this dirty inside.”

      “Lou’s definitely living on borrowed time.” Samantha stepped through the door of the gallery, with Walt and Eddy right behind her. “Oh, what is that?” She tucked a finger under her nose for a moment as her stomach swirled in reaction to a very strong scent.

      “Bleach.” Walt cringed.

      “Well, you did hope it would be clean.” Eddy smiled at him.

      “I did, but that is very strong.”

      “Hello?” Samantha walked further into the gallery. “Is anyone in?”

      “Just a minute!” A gruff voice barked from behind a door marked restroom.

      “There aren’t many paintings on the wall.” Walt began to walk around the small gallery.

      “Maybe he is trying to sell off what’s left of his inventory.” Samantha studied the paintings on the wall.

      “That’s right, which means you can get a great discount. See anything you like?” Lou stepped out of the bathroom and the scent of bleach followed him. “Sorry, I was just cleaning.”

      “No problem.” Eddy locked eyes with him. “My wife and I are looking for a painting for our living room. Her brother’s got a little experience in these matters.”

      “I see.” Lou nodded and looked over at Walt. “See anything you like?”

      “There’s not much to choose from. What happened to the rest of your paintings?”

      “I’ve sold them, and I don’t intend to buy more. I just want to shut the place down.”

      “That’s a shame. I would love to be surrounded by such beautiful art all of the time.” Samantha lingered in front of one of the paintings.

      “Look, I just opened the business because there weren’t any other galleries in the area. Now there are and I can’t compete. So once I get rid of what I have I’m shutting the doors. It’s a disappointment, but you’ll benefit from it. You can’t beat close-out prices.”

      “You’re right about that.” Samantha smiled. “I’ll see if there’s anything that catches my eye.” As Walt and Samantha began to walk around the gallery Eddy remained close to Lou.

      “Tough business, huh?”

      “It’s tough, especially when you’re in competition with criminals.”

      “Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? Aggressive sales or something?”

      “No, I mean real criminals. They steal the art, then sell the art. Pure profit.”

      “And they get away with this?”

      “Well, I can’t prove it, but I know that something isn’t right. Anyway, it’s not my problem anymore. I’m ready to start a new business.”

      “It’s good that you can land on your feet like that.”

      “I made sure I had some money socked away in case the gallery failed. Otherwise I’d be out of luck.”

      “This other gallery that you mentioned, do you know the owner?”

      “No not personally, I’ve only heard about him. I heard that something bad went down there though.”

      “Like what?” Eddy shifted from one foot to the other and moved closer to the man.

      “A murder. I don’t know who yet, but I saw some posts about it on social media this morning. Like I said, criminals. The gallery is run by a bunch of thieves, and they have to face the danger that comes with that.”

      “You don’t sound too sympathetic.”

      “I’m not. It’s bad guys killing bad guys. Nothing to grieve about.” He shrugged.

      “Still, he could have been a good guy. Maybe he changed his ways.”

      “If he did, then why is he dead?” Lou locked eyes with him. “Regular guys like us, we know what it’s like to work hard to earn an honest living. Men like that, all they know is how to cheat and con people.”

      “What if it was the owner of the gallery that was dead? Would you keep this place open with your competition gone?” Eddy searched his eyes.

      “No. It doesn’t change anything. I’m tired of seeing the snobs that glide through here. They think they’re something great and want to prove it with the right painting on their wall. It disgusts me.”

      “Well, that’s no way to sell paintings.” Eddy chuckled. “After all, I am here to buy one.”

      “You’re not like these people though. Maybe your brother-in-law is a little bit, but not you, I can tell. You’ve been in the trenches.”

      “I guess you have been, too.” He glanced up as Samantha walked towards him. “Did you find anything you like, darling?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.” She sighed. “We’re going to have to go to another gallery.”

      “Nothing?” Lou shook his head. “I know there’s not much left to choose from.”

      “What you have are some quality paintings.” Walt paused beside the three of them. “However, my sister’s taste is a bit more modern.”

      “Understood.” Lou nodded his head towards the door. “Good luck in your search.”

      “Thanks Lou.” Eddy held out his hand to him. “Sorry we couldn’t help you out.”

      “Don’t be. Like I said, I’m closing either way.” He shook Eddy’s hand. As they walked out of the gallery Samantha leaned close to him.

      “Did you find out anything?”

      “I don’t think he’s our guy. But he knew that Bruce and his partner were criminals and believed they still are. That might be something to go on.”

      “What makes you think it wasn’t him?” Walt settled in the car. Eddy pulled open the driver’s side door.

      “He’s bitter, that’s for sure, but he acted like he was going to close either way. What motivation would he have to kill Bruce?”

      “Maybe he just didn’t like the guy.” Samantha buckled her seatbelt.

      “He didn’t seem to know him well. He also didn’t seem to have much of a temper. I think we should put him on the back burner.”

      “All right, but I’m sure that’s not what Jo is going to want to hear,” Samantha said.

      “I’m sure you’re right.” Eddy sighed as he drove out of the gallery parking lot.
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      Jo stopped pacing and stared hard at the wall. She couldn’t let her friends do all of the work. They didn’t understand the type of people that they were dealing with. She had a connection with most of the people they were meeting with. In fact, she was sure that if she saw David face to face he wouldn’t be able to lie to her as easily as he would be able to lie to the police. Without thinking much more about it she grabbed her purse and headed out the door. She’d looked up all of David’s information when she began to investigate him. She knew where he lived. If she got a look inside his house she might be able to figure out whether he stored the stolen paintings there. Even if he wasn’t the killer, she was sure that he was still a thief.

      Jo got into her car and drove towards David’s house. She turned off the main street and parked a few blocks away from his house so that he wouldn’t notice her car. He might have seen her the night that Bruce died, he might have killed Bruce. He might have known about everything.

      Jo locked her car and walked down the street to the house. She noticed that there was no car in the driveway. As she approached the house she glanced around for neighbors. Nobody watering the lawn, and nobody walking their dog. Once she thought it was safe she knocked on the door. Satisfied that no one was going to answer it, she went to work picking the lock. She hunched forward to hide what she was doing. A moment later the door opened. Only, she hadn’t turned the knob yet. Her stomach twisted as David stared at her with only an inch of space between them.

      “Jo, I thought I’d be seeing you soon.” He looked down at the tools that she still clasped tightly in her hands. “You don’t have to break in. You’re welcome to come inside.” He took a step back and held the door open for her. She stared past him into the neat living room. She hesitated. It was a risk to be alone with the man she believed might have murdered Bruce. But if he was going to kill her, wouldn’t he have already?

      “Maybe we should talk out here.”

      “You don’t have to be afraid, Jo.” He smiled. “I’m not going to hurt you. I know why you’re here. You want to know if I killed Bruce, right? Or if I’m going to kill you next?”

      She searched his eyes. The David she’d met in the past was an intelligent man that wanted nothing to do with her. His only focus was the job. As far as she knew he wasn’t close to anyone. Bruce had only met him shortly before she was arrested.

      “I just want the truth, David.”

      “Then come inside. I’m not going to hurt you.” He waited with the door held wide open. Jo took a breath and braced herself, then she stepped inside. He closed the door behind her. “I’m glad you stopped by, to be honest. I’ve been wanting to meet with you, but I wasn’t sure how to do that without implicating myself, since, as you probably know, you’re the main suspect.”

      “Did you kill him? Did you kill Bruce?” She studied him.

      “I couldn’t have. As I’m sure you already know I was out to dinner the night that Bruce was killed. I had nothing to do with his murder.”

      “Okay fine. Maybe you didn’t, but maybe you know who did.” Jo studied him for a moment. She didn’t know him well, but she guessed that if Bruce trusted him enough to open a business with him there had to be a reason for that trust. “Don’t you want to know who murdered him?”

      “Of course I do.” He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not convinced it wasn’t you.”

      “I wouldn’t hurt Bruce.” She crossed her arms. “He saved my life once.”

      “Oh, I know. He told the story a million times. He was so enamored with Jo, the thief, as if you were some kind of superhero. But you never bothered to lift a finger to help him or repay him, did you?”

      “I was in jail. When he needed help I offered it. Now, I am the main suspect in his murder. What else did you expect me to do?”

      “I think that you had plenty of motive to go after Bruce. He was someone from your past that could out you.”

      “And I think that you had plenty of motive to go after Bruce, after all, he asked me to prove that you were stealing from the gallery.”

      David’s face grew pale as he stared at her.

      “He would never believe that. That’s not true.”

      “It is. He wanted me to get proof that you were stealing the paintings because he didn’t want to accuse you without it. That’s what he asked for help with. That’s why I was at the gallery when he was killed. I was waiting for you to sneak in to steal some more paintings.”

      “He died thinking I was stealing from him?” David lowered his eyes and clenched his jaw.

      “David, whatever was between you and Bruce is your business, but I want to find out who killed Bruce and make sure that they are locked up. Bruce wasn’t a bad man.”

      “No he wasn’t.” He looked up at her again. “He was my best friend, and I would never do anything to harm a hair on his head. You can believe what you want about me, but nothing is going to change the fact that when he died, I was at a restaurant.”

      “Alone. Where was your girlfriend?”

      “My what?” His cheeks flushed.

      “Your girlfriend, who you spend all of your money on despite your financial troubles?” She looked into his eyes. “I happen to know about your excursions to expensive jewelry stores and women’s clothing shops. I don’t think you’re the one that’s wearing all of that, so why weren’t you at dinner with your girlfriend?”

      “I don’t have a girlfriend. I have a few women I see off and on, and yes I do like to spoil them. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “I guess not, if you don’t mind bankruptcy, but that’s not my question. If you have a few girlfriends that you see why were you alone at the restaurant?”

      “Because I had a meeting that fell through.”

      “A meeting with who?”

      “Bruce was supposed to meet me at a gallery near the restaurant. It’s owned by Robert Plathe. He was interested in selling us some paintings for the gallery. I showed up there and the gallery was closed, no sign of Bruce or Robert. After waiting for them for a while, I headed to the nearby restaurant. I was hungry. Is that a crime?”

      “So you were supposed to meet with Bruce the night he was killed, but didn’t bother to check on him when he didn’t show up?”

      “I thought I had my night and time wrong. Or that Bruce had intentionally told me the wrong night and time. He’d been leaving me out of things like that lately. Now I know why. I can’t believe he thought that I was stealing from him. What a terrible thing to think.” He clenched his jaw again and his hands balled into fists at his sides. “If only he’d just asked me instead of going behind my back, I could have told him the truth.”

      “Who do you think killed him, David? Other than me, obviously. Was he having any difficulty with anyone? Did you notice him arguing with anyone?”

      “No. Nothing like that. Bruce went out of his way to be good to people. He said it was his way of repaying his debt to society. He didn’t just start a new life on the straight and narrow, he wanted to be a good person.” His cheeks flushed again as he looked away from her. “I wish I’d had the chance to learn more from him. I’m sorry I don’t have more to tell you, but I just don’t know anything else. As far as I knew everything was fine with Bruce. I have no idea why he was killed, but I had nothing to do with it.”

      “What about a guy named Lou who runs another gallery?”

      “Lou? He wasn’t too happy about us opening the gallery, but we never heard from him again after that.”

      “His business is losing a lot of money and he is closing his gallery.”

      “Maybe he’d have motive then. I guess.” He shrugged. “I don’t know the man at all. I didn’t do this, Jo, you must believe me?”

      “I don’t know what to believe, David. I think it’s possible that you hired someone to kill Bruce. Then made a spectacle of yourself at a restaurant to ensure that you had an alibi. Is that what happened?” Her gaze pierced into his.

      “No, it’s not. Even if I wanted to hire someone, which I didn’t, I don’t have the money for something like that. You said yourself I have financial problems. I’m a compulsive spender, and I like the attention that women give me when I can spoil them. I’ve been trying to sell my personal things off so I have some cash to spend.”

      “Maybe you suspected that Bruce was on to you about the paintings and you knew that you weren’t going to get to live your lifestyle for much longer. The easy solution would be to murder him, and then you could continue collecting the insurance on the stolen paintings.”

      “Keep quiet.” David scowled as he crossed the short distance between them. “Don’t you ever accuse me again!”

      “Or what?” She refused to move an inch as she stared back at him. “I’m not afraid of you, David. All I want is the truth.”

      “Well, you’re not going to get it from me, because I don’t know it. I wish I did, but I have no idea what happened in the gallery that night. I don’t know why Bruce believed I was stealing from him, but I wasn’t.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I have nothing else to say to you. Please, just go.”

      “I’ll go. But if you think of anything that might give me a clue as to what happened to Bruce, you should call me. If you cared about Bruce as much as you say, then you should be interested in his murderer being found.” She pulled out a card with her number and name on it from her purse and scribbled Eddy’s number on the back of it. “If for any reason you can’t reach me, call this number, he’ll be able to get in touch with me.”

      “All right.” He took the card from her and stared down at it. “So, you’re on the straight and narrow now.” He shook his head. “That’s quite a change of pace.”

      “I have a different life now, I am a different person, David.”

      He scrutinized her, then nodded. “I’ll call if I think of anything.”

      As Jo walked away from the house, her mind churned with thoughts of how David might have set up the entire murder. Clearly he had a reason to want to kill Bruce, but his alibi was airtight. She wondered if Robert might be the key. If he was really supposed to meet with Bruce and David, then someone must have canceled the appointment. He might at least have more information to offer. Preoccupied by her thoughts she walked right past her car and continued down the street. It wasn’t until she heard a light laugh and the call of her name that she even recognized how far she’d gone. She was at the intersection of the main road and David’s street. A woman waved to her from a car, then pulled up beside her.

      “Jo, it’s you isn’t it?” She parked her car and stepped out. It took Jo a moment to recognize her, but once she did it was a shock.

      “Leela?” She stared at her as her breath caught in her throat.

      “Jo.” She offered a tight smile. “It’s nice to see you again. Although, I wish it wasn’t because of my husband’s death.”

      “Bruce? I had no idea that you and Bruce were married.” Jo’s eyes widened. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “Well, you weren’t exactly invited to the wedding, were you?” She pursed her lips as she studied her. “Maybe if you hadn’t gone to prison, it would have been you instead of me.”

      “Leela, no matter what you think I was never interested in Bruce that way. He loved you and I’m sorry that he’s gone.”

      “Are you really?” She leaned closer to Jo and searched deep into her eyes. “Don’t think I don’t know that the police are looking into you as a suspect.”

      “Leela, you know better than that. I would never hurt Bruce.”

      “Maybe not back then, but now?” She shrugged. “I’m not so sure I know anything about you. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Even when the cops figure out who killed Bruce it won’t matter. He’s dead, and he’s not coming back.” She fished in her purse for a moment and pulled out a tissue. As she dabbed at her eyes Jo reached out to touch her free hand.

      “I’m so sorry. Bruce asked for my help, and maybe if I had figured things out sooner, I could have saved him.”

      “Have you figured them out now?” She lowered the tissue and sniffled. “Do you know what happened to my husband?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t, not yet. But as soon as I figure it out I will let you know.”

      “Maybe you’ll do a better job than the police. You know how it is, they see a record and they couldn’t care less about finding a felon’s killer. They kept talking to me about his past, as if that was the reason that he was dead. But, he was a changed man.”

      “Yes, I understand what you mean. But I’m not going to let that happen to Bruce. I will make sure that his murderer sees justice.”

      “I hope that you can.” She sighed and wiped at her eyes again. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I’ve been trying to work up the nerve to talk to you. Every time you got out of the car I considered stopping you, but I chickened out.”

      “You’ve been following me?”

      “Once I heard that you were a suspect, I had to see you again. And look at you, you’re just as beautiful as you always were.”

      “Leela, you should have come to me. Why didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t know what you’d think of me after all of these years. We weren’t exactly friends back then. I know you didn’t kill Bruce, Jo. He talked about you all the time. He admired your work so much.”

      “I don’t do that kind of work anymore, and I’m not proud of what I did.”

      “Maybe not, but he still admired you.” She frowned and lowered her voice. “I think he was in love with you, Jo.”

      “Leela, that’s not true. Bruce only ever loved you.”

      “It seemed that way, but he got a special look in his eyes when he talked about you. I guess that’s why I was always so jealous of you. All of it seems so silly now. He’s gone.”

      “There was no reason for you to be jealous. All I ever wanted from Bruce was his friendship. Now, I’m going to give him mine, and make sure that his murder is solved.”

      “Good. You do that, Jo. If anyone can I’m sure it’s you.” She patted her arm. “Keep me up to date.” She handed her a card from her purse with her name and phone number printed on it. Jo took it and tucked it into her wallet.

      “I will. Try to stay strong, Leela.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Jo walked back to her car with a heavy heart. It was impossible to ignore the heartbreak in Leela’s eyes. They had been together for so long, and now he was gone. She got into her car with renewed determination to hunt down whoever it was that killed Bruce.
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      When Eddy and Samantha returned to Samantha’s villa, Eddy noticed right away that Jo wasn’t there.

      “I knew it, I knew she wouldn’t stay put.”

      “Relax Eddy. I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll text her. And by the way if it were you in her situation you wouldn’t be staying put either. Would you?” She eyed him for a moment then looked down at her phone so that she could text Jo.

      “No, I wouldn’t. But that’s not the point.”

      “I think it is. She’s a bit old to parent, Eddy. If she wants to look into things for herself she has every right to. If she wants to go for a walk alone at two in the morning and howl at the moon she has every right to.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Do you know how much crime is committed between the hours of one and three in the morning? You’d be safer jumping into shark-infested waters.” Eddy scoffed.

      “I’ve taken walks at two in the morning plenty of times and I’ve never come to any harm because of it.”

      “Why didn’t you just ask me to walk with you?”

      “Maybe next time I will.” She smiled as she looked into his eyes. “But only if you’re going to howl at the moon with me.”

      “I could use a good howl.” He nodded. “Maybe we should take another look at David.”

      “With David having an alibi I didn’t see much reason to look into him, but I can.”

      “Don’t bother.” Jo closed the door behind her. “He didn’t do it.”

      “How do you know?” Eddy turned to look at her.

      “Because I just spent some time with him, and as much as I hate to admit it, I’m convinced that he didn’t do it. At least, not with his own hand.”

      “You went to see him alone?” Eddy shook his head. “That was a bad idea.”

      “I found out something interesting.” She raised an eyebrow. “I dare you to tell me it was a bad idea after I tell you this.”

      “What is it?”

      “Apparently, on the night of the murder David was supposed to meet with Bruce and another gallery owner, Robert. He thought the meeting was at Robert’s gallery, but no one showed up. So he treated himself to dinner.”

      “So, why is that interesting?” Eddy shrugged.

      “Because on the night of the murder, it’s possible that Robert was at the gallery with Bruce. Maybe he saw something, or heard something that might help us.”

      “Or maybe he’s the reason that Bruce didn’t show up for the meeting. He might have done it. I’d like to have an idea about the man before I head off to talk to him,” Eddy said.

      “Sure, I’ll look into him now. Robert Plathe, right?” Samantha began typing.

      “Yes. See what you can dig up.” Jo sat down in a chair not far from Samantha. “I also ran into Bruce’s wife, Leela.”

      “Oh? How did you run into her?” Eddy sat down on the couch.

      “Actually, she was following me. I didn’t realize Bruce was married. Leela was his girlfriend back when we worked together.”

      “Interesting.” Eddy pursed his lips. “Any chance she had a score to settle with her husband?”

      “I don’t think so. She seemed pretty broken up about everything.”

      “What about money?” Samantha looked up from the computer. “Did she stand to benefit from his death?”

      “I guess we’ll have to ask Walt about that.” Jo frowned. “I’d hate to think that she did it, but you’re right the spouse is always a suspect.”

      “I’ll check in with Walt and see if he can find any information about who benefits from Bruce’s death.” Eddy began to type out a text. “Can you tell us what you remember about Leela?”

      “She was a spitfire. She usually found the jobs for Bruce and sometimes she participated in them. Most of the time it was just Bruce. She could be ruthless when it came to making sure that Bruce didn’t get caught.”

      “Ruthless?” Eddy set his phone down.

      “I mean in a protective way. She was even more than a little harsh to me, because she saw me as a threat. Bruce wasn’t shy about praising me, and I think it bothered her. I know it bothered her. I never meant to do anything to come between them.”

      “Well, they were still together, right?” Samantha glanced over her shoulder. “So it doesn’t seem like anything came between them.”

      “Unless.” Eddy frowned.

      “Unless what?” Jo met his eyes.

      “Unless, Bruce’s death had nothing to do with the paintings being stolen, and everything to do with you.”

      “Me? What do you mean?”

      “Well, Bruce was killed right after you agreed to help him. Maybe Leela was more jealous than you thought. She heard that Bruce was working with you again, and decided to kill him before he could betray her. People have killed for far less.”

      Jo’s cheeks flushed. “No, that’s not possible.”

      “Jo, just because you don’t want it to be true, doesn’t mean that it isn’t. I think you need to consider Leela a suspect until we can clear her.”

      “I guess we should.” She stared down at her hands and shook her head. “That would mean it’s my fault. Anyway, I never should have agreed to help Bruce.”

      “We don’t know that, Jo, and no matter what none of this is your fault.” Samantha turned away from the computer for a moment. “Here, I found something. Robert graduated from an art school four years ago, but before that I don’t see a lot of information about him. I can’t find any record of him attending high school in any nearby areas.”

      “Maybe he moved from a different state,” Eddy suggested.

      “Maybe. He’s definitely careful about what he shares on social media. Even now that I’ve found his accounts there isn’t much on them to give me an idea of his past.”

      “He could just be a private person. People are much more careful on social media these days.”

      “I wonder if he has a past, just like Bruce, David, and you. Maybe that’s why he keeps a low profile.”

      “It’s possible. I don’t see any records of arrests, but Chris will be able to look into that better than me. Jo, you’ve never heard his name before?” Eddy asked.

      “Never.” Jo shook her head. “Maybe he used a different name back then, though.”

      “Let’s keep looking.” Eddy glanced at his phone. “Walt just texted me to let me know there was a sizable life insurance policy on Bruce. Leela is the only named beneficiary.”

      “Sounds like we have a new prime suspect.” Samantha smiled. Then her smile faded. “Wait a minute, I just got a hit on the list I searched before of known associates of Bruce’s. This guy looks like he could be a candidate for the crime. He and Bruce were involved in a few thefts together about thirty years ago.”

      “Who is it?” Jo frowned. “That’s around the time that I worked with Bruce.”

      “His name is Trent Dodge.” She glanced over her shoulder at Jo. “Have you heard of him?”

      “Are you sure that’s right?” Jo’s hands curled tight around the back of Samantha’s chair. “I thought he was in prison.”

      “Yes. He was released last week.”

      “That’s him, that’s who did it.” She took a step back from the chair as the face of a man she hadn’t thought about in years flashed on the screen. He didn’t look much older. His hair was gray around the edges and his eyes were a little more hooded, but he still had that same wicked smirk.

      “How do you know?” Samantha stood up from the chair. “Have you met him?”

      “Yes, I have. Bruce got him sent to prison. Bruce made a deal with the police. Dodge did the time and rumor is that Bruce never gave him a dime from their profits.”

      “That sounds like motive to me. Plus, he just got out of prison. Do you think it would be hard for him to find Bruce?”

      “No. It’s not like Bruce was keeping a low profile. I’m sure Bruce still had some contact with people from his past that Dodge did, too. It was a fairly small and tight circle.”

      “Then it won’t be hard for him to find you either.” Samantha’s cheeks grew red. “We need to make sure that you’re safe.”

      “No, you don’t need to worry about me. But we need to find some proof that gets Dodge behind bars. He’s a very dangerous man.”

      “A killer?” Samantha locked eyes with her.

      “I didn’t think so when I was younger, but he threatened everyone in the circle when he was the only one who went to prison. As far as I know his intentions of getting revenge haven’t changed over the years.”

      “I’ll get Chris to tip off Detective Rowan to look into him.” Eddy picked up his phone again.

      “Don’t bother, I’ll handle this. I’ll speak to the detective myself.”

      Jo was already out of the villa before Eddy could dial the first number on the phone.

      “Jo!” He stood up just as the door swung shut behind her.

      “Eddy, let her go. She needs to do this. This is all part of her letting go of her past.”

      “Or walking right into a nightmare! Am I really supposed to stand by and watch her be this reckless?”

      Samantha looked into his eyes. “I’ll tell you what, the first time she does something that you’ve never done, then you can speak up. I get that you’re being valiant, but it’s coming across as sexist. Jo is just as capable of keeping herself safe as you are. I am too. If you want her to believe that you trust her, you’re going to have to see her as an equal.”

      “It’s not that I don’t, you know that, Samantha. It’s that there are very few people that I care about in this world, and I would like to keep all of them alive and well.”

      “Aw, Eddy.” She patted his cheek with a light touch. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      “Yes, just make fun of me.” He sighed.

      “I’m not making fun of you. I feel the same way about you, Eddy. I’m sure Walt and Jo do, too. But that doesn’t change the fact that you have to let Jo be who she is and handle this the best she can. Okay?”

      “Okay, if you say so. I’m going to go have a conversation with Robert Plathe.”
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      When Jo reached the police station it was quite busy. She waited for some time to get the attention of the desk sergeant. Her heart pounded with the desire to turn around and leave. What sense did it make to walk right into the grasp of the police when she was their prime suspect? Still, she couldn’t risk Dodge being on the loose. She hoped that bringing the detective a better suspect might lessen his interest in her. When the desk sergeant finally called her up, she requested a meeting with Detective Rowan.

      “He’s a little busy at the moment.”

      “Just tell him who is asking and I’m sure he’ll see me.”

      “All right, I’ll give it a shot.” The desk sergeant picked up a phone and pressed a button then waited. He gave Jo’s name, then nodded. When he hung up the phone he pointed down the hall towards one of the interrogation rooms. She swallowed hard at the thought of going back into one of those rooms. She walked towards it, but did not go inside. A few minutes later she heard the heavy footsteps of Detective Rowan approaching. She looked up as he paused in front of her.

      “Shall we go inside?” He started to open the door.

      “No.” She folded her arms.

      “I thought you wanted to see me?”

      “I do. But not in there. We can talk here.”

      He studied her for a moment then nodded. “All right, if that’s what you want to do. It’s not going to change the fact that I have some questions for you.”

      “I’m here to give you information, to help your investigation.”

      “A confession?”

      “No.” She narrowed her eyes. “As I said before, I had nothing to do with Bruce’s murder. I wouldn’t even be here except I want Bruce’s death to be solved. I want the man who did this to be behind bars.”

      “Okay, we want the same thing. What information do you have for me?”

      “I have reason to believe that Robert Plathe met with Bruce at the gallery before he was killed. He might have seen or heard something that can give you an idea of who was there. However, I am pretty certain I already know who it was. There’s a man who was just released from prison. Trent Dodge. He goes by Dodge. He went to prison because of a deal Bruce made with the police. If he’s out and Bruce is dead, then I bet he is the one who did it.”

      “Trent Dodge.” He nodded. “And how did you find this out?”

      “I’m trying to clear my name, Detective Rowan. I haven’t done anything wrong, and I don’t want to go back to prison. There’s no reason for me to lie to you.”

      “And yet you started off this entire investigation by lying to an officer. You can understand why I don’t believe a word you say.” He raised an eyebrow and leaned against the wall.

      “Believe it or don’t, there’s nothing I can do to convince you. But this is the man you should be looking into.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “Yes. We crossed paths in the distant past.”

      “And you think he could be a killer?”

      “When I knew him he wasn’t that ruthless, but I do know that he was furious with Bruce when he went to prison. Rumor was that he threatened several people including Bruce. Maybe he has changed and become violent.”

      “And you? Have you changed?”

      She frowned and looked away from him. “That was a different life.”

      “So you keep saying, and yet your different life seems to be a big part of your present life. Maybe you came in to throw this guy under the bus because you’re afraid that I’m going to arrest you.”

      “No, that’s not it. If I didn’t think that Trent could be the culprit, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “If Trent is as dangerous as you say, aren’t you worried about him coming after you?”

      “Maybe.” She frowned. “But I’m more concerned that he’s going to get away with murder because you’re too busy focusing on me.”

      “Are you trying to tell me how to do my job?” Detective Rowan laughed.

      “No of course not. I just thought that you would like the information and I am trying to do everything I can to help clear my name.”

      “For your information, I already know about Trent Dodge. And you’re not the only suspect that I’m focused on. I’m also aware that Bruce had a meeting with Robert Plathe at his gallery before he was killed. He’s on camera entering and leaving the gallery before Bruce’s death. So, unless you have any actual new information, thanks for the insight, and enjoy the rest of your day.” He turned around and walked down the hallway.

      Jo stared after him and wondered if she had misjudged him. Maybe she was the one who wasn’t a good investigator.  After all, she had no idea Bruce was even in the gallery, or that Robert met with him, all of which happened while she watched from the parking lot. It was a relief to know that the detective was already aware of and looking into Dodge. The subtle reminder that she could be in danger too made her leave the police station with a little more caution.
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      The city streets flicked by as Eddy drove down a highway towards Robert’s gallery. His mind churned with a mixture of protective instincts and his desire to trust his friends. Perhaps if he’d had more friends as a younger man it would be easier. But his entire life was about solving crime when he was a police officer. He barely spent time with anyone outside of the police station.

      Eddy parked and walked up to the gallery. It had glossy illuminated signs and a vast display window. When he stepped inside the walls were covered with paintings, far more than even Bruce’s gallery had on display. From the expansive layout and the numerous paintings it appeared as if Robert’s gallery was much more successful than Lou’s, or Bruce’s.

      “Welcome.” A tall man with a thick, brown mustache stepped around a counter to greet him. “How can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Robert Plathe, the owner.”

      “I am the owner.” He held out his hand. “You’ve found me.”

      “Robert, I’m Eddy.” He shook his hand, then released it. “I’m looking into the murder of a friend of mine. I thought you might be able to help me with that.”

      “A death? I’m sorry, I deal in paintings.”

      “I’m aware, so did he. It was Bruce Langhord.”

      “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “According to David Right, Bruce’s business partner, you were supposed to have had a meeting at your gallery with himself, you and Bruce. From what I understand, you had that meeting with Bruce at his gallery instead.”

      “And you think I was somehow involved in Bruce’s murder?” He laughed. “The police have already cleared me. Yes, I stopped by the gallery for our meeting. I was there for about ten minutes, then Bruce said he had something he needed to take care of so I left before him, and met my girlfriend at the restaurant on the corner for a quick bite to eat.”

      “Were you bothered when he cut short the meeting?” Eddy looked into his eyes and attempted to gauge his honesty.

      “Honestly, I was annoyed. I’d been trying to work out a deal with him and David, then he wanted to leave David out of it. It seemed to me that his business and his life were a mess and I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to get involved with that after all.”

      “Did Bruce mention why he had to run off?”

      “No. I didn’t care much about it. I was glad to get some extra time with my girlfriend. The waiter saw me there and I have the receipt for dinner.”

      “Was anyone else around the gallery when you left?”

      “I didn’t see anyone. There was a car in the adjacent parking lot when I arrived and when I left, but I didn’t see anyone else. Maybe whoever was in the car had something to do with it.”

      “You didn’t see anyone else?”

      “No, like I said, I left to go see my girlfriend. Now, if you don’t mind, I have some very important matters to attend to.”

      “More important than the death of a friend?”

      “He was not a friend, he was an associate, and if you want information about who killed him maybe you should look into his partner. He’s as crooked as they come.”

      “Were you aware that paintings had gone missing from Bruce’s gallery?”

      “Sure, I was.”

      “You seem to have an abundance. Is business slow?”

      “No, I just always have the best artwork available. People seek my gallery out because they know they will get quality paintings. I offered to show some of my paintings in Bruce’s gallery as he needed the business, and I needed the space.”

      “I see. And did you ever transfer any of your paintings to Bruce’s gallery?”

      “No. Once I realized that he suspected his partner of stealing paintings from his own gallery there was no way I was going to allow any of my paintings into that place.”

      “Okay, thanks for the information and your time.” Eddy tipped his hat to him.

      “Sure, next time you’re in the market for a painting, you know where I am.” He handed him a business card.

      “Thanks.” Eddy tucked it into his wallet.
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      On the drive back to Sage Gardens from the police station Jo watched the sidewalks for any sign of Dodge. Would he come after her? If he came after Bruce, he might. Even though she had nothing to do with him going to prison, Dodge knew her to be a friend of Bruce’s and that might be enough for him to want revenge. She parked near the community center instead of near her villa. If Dodge was watching her place, he’d be thrown off if he didn’t see her car parked there. As she walked towards her villa she noticed a figure walking towards her. To her relief, it was Walt.

      “Jo, hi.” Walt smiled as he walked up to her.

      “Hi.” She turned to look at him. “Were you looking for me?”

      “No, just a happy coincidence I suppose. Unless of course, you were looking for me?”

      “No. I just got back from the police station.”

      “Eddy told me about that fellow, Trent Dodge. Are you concerned about him?”

      “Not really. Maybe just a little bit.” She frowned. “I’m not sure if killing Bruce is going to satisfy him. He might come after me because I worked with Bruce.  I doubt it, but who knows.”

      “It would probably be best if we discussed a plan, just in case.” He smiled at her.

      “My plan is to sleep with one eye open.” She laughed.

      “Or, you could stay with a friend, in the spare bedroom.” He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “With me.”

      “Really?” She smiled. “I wouldn’t want to invade your fortress of tidiness.” Although Jo felt like she could take care of herself she felt like the company. She also knew that safety came in numbers, and if Dodge knew that Walt had been helping her investigate the murder he might come after him as well.

      “Nonsense. It would be a pleasure to tidy up after you. Besides, your other options are Eddy, who will likely lock you in a cage of some kind, or Samantha, who will chat you ear off all night. Unless of course, you don’t think I can keep you safe.”

      “No, I don’t doubt that for a second, Walt. I appreciate the offer, and I accept. If you regret it, you can always send me packing to Samantha’s.”

      “Not Eddy’s?” He grinned.

      “I picture Eddy’s hospitality being somewhat undesirable.” She laughed. “I’m sure it would make him just as uncomfortable to have me under his roof.”

      “Then it’s settled. You can stay with me until we are sure that this Dodge fellow is off the streets.”

      “Or I end up behind bars.”

      “No.” His tone grew firm. “Never that.”

      “I agree. I’ll just go pack up a few of my things and meet you at your place. All right?”

      “Yes, I’ll make sure you have fresh sheets.” He smiled at her as he turned away. Jo continued towards her villa. It seemed odd to bunk with Walt, but she did think he was the better choice compared to her two other friends. Samantha, as much as she loved her, would never let her rest with her questions, and Eddy was a bit too overprotective. As if her thoughts summoned him, she nearly bumped into him beside one of the picnic tables.

      “Jo, there you are. I saw your car in the parking lot by the community center and couldn’t find you anywhere.”

      “I’m sorry that I worried you. I parked it there to try to throw off Dodge, in case he comes looking for me.”

      “Because you gave the police his name?” Eddy frowned. “You shouldn’t have gone in there without me. You know I would have gone with you if you just asked me.”

      “Yes, I’m sure that you would have, but I didn’t want you to, Eddy. I don’t want any of you more involved than you already are. This is my problem to fix.”

      “No, it’s our problem. We’re here to help you, I’m here to help you.”

      “I get that, Eddy. But the more you get familiar with my past, the more you’re going to change your mind about me. I’d like to handle this myself so that I can keep some things private.” She frowned. “Can’t you understand that?”

      “I can, but I can’t believe that you still think I would think less of you.”

      “It’s nothing personal, Eddy, I know that. You’ve spent your life putting people like me in prison, why would I expect you to accept me as I am now?”

      “I haven’t spent my life putting people like you away in prison, Jo. You’re a completely different person now. And who is to say that if I caught you then I would have put you away? Maybe I would have seen you for who you really are and done my best to help you turn your life around? Maybe the reason you ended up in prison isn’t so much the choices you made as it is that you didn’t have the right kind of friends.”

      “Let’s not play that game, Eddy. I know what I did, and I did my time for it.  I turned myself into the police so I could put that part of my life behind me. But you don’t have to go through all of this with me. I would like that part of my life to stay in my past, and if you know every little detail about it, then it’s not going to stay that way. Please just try to understand that this isn’t me being ungrateful for your help. This is me trying to own up to my mistakes, and do what I can to make them right without dragging everyone I care about into it.”

      Eddy sighed and pulled off his hat. He ran his hand back through his hair and smoothed it back against his scalp. “That’s the thing, Jo, we do care about you. I care about you, and this is not something that you should be going through alone, no matter what you tell yourself.”

      “I’m not alone. I have you if I need you, when I need you. Right now, I’m just trying to keep my focus on what’s right. This guy from my past, he’s not the kindest soul. He’s unpredictable, violent, and very likely a murderer. I don’t want any of you getting tangled up with him. Until he’s behind bars, he’s going to come after everyone that tries to put him there.”

      “Then let me stay with you, so that I’ll know you’re safe.”

      “That much I can agree to, only I already accepted Walt’s offer. I’m just getting some things from my place, then I’m heading over to his. You should probably think about staying with Samantha so that none of us are alone, just in case.”

      “That’s a good idea.” He nodded. “I’m sorry for being so heavy-handed about this. When it comes to these kinds of things I like to be in control.”

      “I know that.” She laughed. “Unfortunately, so do I. One of us has to give.”

      “You’re right, it’s your past, and your life. I will help you in any way that I can, but I will also do my best to respect your privacy.”

      “Thank you for that, Eddy, it means more to me than you realize.”

      “I’ll be at Samantha’s if you need me.” He turned and walked back towards Samantha’s villa. Jo walked up the path to her villa to pack a bag. Once she had a few things tucked into her bag she locked up the villa and began down the long path towards Walt’s villa. The sunset had begun and splayed the world around her with rich oranges and pinks. She admired the sight with the same reverence she paid it after being released from prison. It was simple things like sunsets and walks in the park that she missed the most while she did her time. Her heart fluttered at the idea of losing those things again. She pushed the fear down, determined to have a positive attitude.

      “Come over here, Jo!” She froze as the voice seeped into all of her senses. She knew it, but she didn’t want to admit it. She forced her feet to shift enough that she could turn towards the voice. His shoulders rested against the thick trunk of a tree. The gray flecks in his hair stood out to her against his pale skin. Her heart began to race the moment she locked eyes with him. “Come here!”

      “No.” Jo took a step back and stared at him with wide eyes.

      “Don’t act like a deer in headlights, you know who I am, I know who you are. Come here.”

      “No.” She shook her head again, then glanced over her shoulder to see if anyone else was nearby.

      “You know better than that, I’m not going to come anywhere near you when someone is around to see. I came here for a simple conversation, but I don’t want us to have to shout to each other. If you won’t come to me, then I’m going to have to come to you.” He walked around the garden fence and moved towards her.

      Jo’s heart raced as she tried to decide what to do. She could run inside, but that would only isolate her more. She could scream for help, but what if someone came running and was injured or killed because of it?

      “What do you want, Dodge?”

      “You know what I want. You gave the cops my name didn’t you? You’ve got yourself a cozy little life here, but you couldn’t let me have the same?”

      “I didn’t give anyone your name.”

      “Don’t you lie to me.” He growled his words and took another step towards her. “You know the entire time I was in jail it was because of Bruce and he got off scot-free.”

      “That had nothing to do with me.” She narrowed her eyes. “What do you want, Dodge?”

      “I want you to help me. The cops are going to come down on me hard for this. They’re going to send me back to prison without even thinking twice. I want you to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “How do you think I can do that?”

      “I know you’re friends with that retired cop. I’ve heard that he’s doing his best to keep you out of prison. I want him to do the same for me.”

      “Dodge, Eddy’s my friend that’s why he’s helping me. He knows that I didn’t kill Bruce.”

      “And you think I did?”

      “I think you could have. It’s pretty obvious that you held a grudge against him for your time in prison. So why would it surprise me if you had something to do with his death?”

      “Because I’m not a killer.” He looked into her eyes. “You know that.”

      “I don’t know anything. I do know that prison is hard, and it can change a person. Even if I didn’t think you were a killer before you went to prison, I have no idea what you might be capable of now. Clearly you think it’s okay to sneak up on someone in their own backyard, in the dark, and threaten them.”

      “I didn’t threaten you, I just wanted to talk. But I see now that you really have changed. You think you’re better than me because you have friends in high places. I know that’s not the case. You don’t want to help me? Fine, but I am not going down easy. There’s plenty I can say that will implicate you.”

      “Even if you do that won’t make a difference. I had no motive to hurt Bruce, but you did.”

      “I didn’t kill him. Was I angry at him? Sure, but I didn’t kill him. Maybe Bruce threatened to out you to your new friends? I bet they wouldn’t like that too much.”

      “I doubt they would care. My friends know about my past and they still accept me.”

      “That’s what you think now. After they hear my spin on it, they might not feel the same way.”

      “I doubt that. You can threaten me all you want, but it’s not going to change the fact that you’re the best suspect.”

      “All right.” He frowned. “You’re right. We’re both on the line here, and you claim you’re innocent, I know that I’m innocent. I just need to prove it.”

      “Are you asking for my help?”

      “No, forget it. I’ll be fine.” He waved his hand at her then walked off in the other direction. She stared after him and wondered if she should stop him. If he was the killer she might be able to get more information out of him, but she could also put herself in a very precarious position. If Dodge believed she had something to prove he was the murderer, he might not hesitate to kill her to keep her quiet. From now on she had to be more careful.
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      By the time Jo reached Walt’s villa she had goosebumps all over her skin. Walt stepped outside to greet her, but the moment he saw her, his smile faded.

      “Jo, what’s happened?” He guided her inside the house. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s nothing, I’m fine. I just want to get inside.”

      “It’s not nothing, you’re shaking.” He closed the door behind them and turned the lock. “What happened?”

      “I ran into Dodge on the way back from my place. He claims he had nothing to do with Bruce’s death, but just being near him made my skin crawl.”

      “Should we call Detective Rowan and let him know what happened?”

      “No, I’ve had enough of him today. I just need to relax a little bit I think.”

      “I have the perfect thing for that. Just sit down for a moment and I’ll have it ready for you, all right?”

      “That sounds good.” She sat down on the couch and breathed a heavy sigh. What was she going to do about Dodge? If Detective Rowan didn’t take him seriously then he might not be arrested. The idea of him roaming around free made her uneasy. The whistle of the kettle cleared her thoughts just before Walt took it off the burner. She smiled at the thought of the warm tea that would soon settle her nerves. Would it be enough to calm her? Maybe not, but it couldn’t hurt.

      “Why don’t we take these out on the back porch. The sunset is fast approaching.”

      “Yes, that sounds nice.” She stood and followed him onto the porch.

      “Here you go, chamomile for you, and mint for me.” He handed her a mug, then sat down in the chair beside her. “Something to warm the soul.”

      “Do you believe in that?” She took a sip of her tea. “Thank you for this.”

      “Souls? I’m not sure. I hadn’t really thought much about it.”

      “I would have assumed that someone like you would already know exactly what he thought about the supernatural.”

      “Honestly, it never drew my interest. I like the idea that there might be something special out there that would connect all of us, but that’s just a wish. There is nothing in science at this time that points to that.”

      “I see.” She gazed out at the water that the porch faced. “I wonder sometimes if we’re missing out on something though. I mean, isn’t it strange that someone from my past showed up, and is gone the next day? Doesn’t that have to mean something?”

      “I suppose it could. But you have to factor in that you and your acquaintances from your previous life were involved in high risk jobs, so it’s much more likely that one of you would end up dead.”

      “Thanks.” She shook her head and set down her mug. “I guess I needed to know that.”

      “I’m sorry.” He sighed and set down his mug as well. “I’m not good at comforting. I never have been. It’s so much easier to hide behind facts and trivia than it is to talk about real emotions. You’ve lost a friend, and that’s not something I should be so detached about.”

      “It’s all right, Walt. You don’t have to be good at comforting. You’re good at so much more than that. Besides, you make a good point. Bruce was involved with the wrong people and that was enough to get him killed.”

      “Are you still thinking it was David?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know anymore. With Dodge in town, it could have easily been him from what he said. I don’t think he has an alibi. I just want one shred of proof that will point in the right direction. Does that seem like too much to ask for?”

      “Not at all, but finding it is not going to be easy. Too many times we try to take the obvious and easy road, that’s why the investigation has to focus quite a bit on you. You’re the obvious suspect.” He picked up his tea again and took a sip. Jo watched him for a moment, then looked into his eyes.

      “You know I didn’t do this, right? I mean, it’s okay if you thought that I might have, I just want you to know that I absolutely did not.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a second. you’re not a killer, Jo, and you never will be. No matter what you might get caught up in, I know that it’s not your fault.”

      “Isn’t it though?” She looked back out at the water. “I keep telling myself that if I didn’t offer to help him, none of this would have happened.”

      “I would venture to guess that whoever killed Bruce would have still killed him, and the main difference would be that he wouldn’t have a dedicated, skilled friend looking into his death.”

      “That may be true, but I also wouldn’t be the main suspect in his death. Still, you are right. I am glad that I am able to be involved in the investigation, and that I have such good friends to help me through it.”

      “And we will, in every way that we can.”

      “You have no idea how much I appreciate that.” She took a sip of her tea and began to rock the rocking chair.

      “You know, in all of this, we’re forgetting something.”

      “What’s that?” She swirled the tea in her mug.

      “You lost a friend. Maybe you didn’t know Bruce that well anymore, but there was a time when he was an important part of your life. He had to be, otherwise you wouldn’t have helped him.”

      “Yes, you’re right about that. He was someone I admired. I guess in some ways I considered him a teacher.”

      “I know you’ve mentioned that he saved your life. How did that happen?”

      She shifted in her chair and glanced over at him. “Is that something that you really want to hear about?”

      “Yes, it is. I’d love to know more about you, Jo, all of you, including your past. If this man protected you, then I would have liked the chance to thank him.”

      “That’s nice of you, Walt.” She took a sip of her tea. “It was a high end job, a break-in at a mansion to retrieve two small paintings. It was at the beginning of my career and there was more than one painting so we teamed up. It made it easier, and although we would split the profits, there was less chance of coming out with none. So, Bruce and I teamed up for this particular job. It was the only job I worked on with another thief. Too many complications when you have to rely on someone else. But lucky he was there on this job. There was more intense security than we expected. Bruce was halfway out a window when he noticed I was caught in the middle of the living room. The man who owned the mansion had rigged the alarm system so that if someone set foot on the carpet in the living room it would go off. It wasn’t a matter of waiting for the police to arrive, the homeowners had their own private security that was never more than two minutes away. That still would have been enough time for me to escape, except that I got my foot wedged under the couch. I was a sitting duck, and Bruce had both of the paintings. He could have just left, let me take the fall, and never looked back. Instead he chose to help me. We got out of the home, and were in the street when the security guard started firing on us. Bruce pushed me out of the way of a bullet and took one in his arm. We managed to escape, but if he hadn’t pushed me I don’t think I would still be here.”

      “It sounds like he cared about you.”

      “Yes, maybe too much. His girlfriend didn’t like it.”

      “And you? How did you feel about him?”

      “I was a different person then.” She gazed into space. “I didn’t think I needed anyone. I didn’t want anyone. I pushed everyone away. But I did want to learn from him and he wanted to teach me. I realized how much he cared about me the day he risked his life and freedom for me. But then we went our separate ways and we had very little contact with each other.  I preferred to work alone. Then I turned myself in. I went to prison. He did send a letter to me in jail explaining how he had changed, but the first time I had contact with him in person since I was arrested was the other day.”

      “Did you ever miss him?”

      “Not really. We weren’t that close and I let go of that life. I knew I needed to focus on where I was, and how to change my life going forward. I guess I cut off all of my connection to that life.”

      “Still, it must be hard to know that he’s gone.”

      “Hard, yes. But I wouldn’t have invited him back into my life as a friend. I planned to do him this one favor because I owed him. But then I planned to move on from there. You can see how well that worked out.”

      “I’m sure it’s not what you expected.”

      “To be honest, when I ran into him, I was surprised that he was still alive. I thought he would have done something risky years ago. Now I find out that he’s married to his then girlfriend, and I realize he had an entire life while I was behind bars. A life that I was not part of, and a life that in many ways I didn’t get to have.”

      “It seems a bit romantic to me that two people involved in a criminal life could change together and start a new way of life. You don’t see that happen too often.”

      “It is surprising. Especially since Leela was always so engaged in the lifestyle. If anything Bruce was more cautious than she was. He spoke about doing that one big job and then retiring from crime to enjoy his life. Leela was never like that. One big job, only meant that there could be another big job out there for her.”

      “Maybe something happened that scared her.”

      “Maybe.”

      “We’ll figure it all out, Jo, you just relax, soak in those beautiful colors, and remember that soon all of this will be just a memory.”

      Jo followed his instructions and gazed out at the sky again. Peace washed through her body as she took a deep breath of the balmy air. If only life could be simple.
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      Early the next morning Eddy emerged from the bathroom to find Samantha at the coffee pot.

      “Ready for your morning joe?”

      “Sure, I could use it. I had a hard time sleeping last night.”

      “Oh, was the couch too lumpy?”

      “No, it was fine. I’m just trying to get my head around things so that I can plan the next step in this investigation,” Eddy said.

      “I thought finding out about Leela was interesting. I know that Jo thinks that it’s probably Dodge, but I’m not so sure. Would someone who just got out of prison really risk taking revenge so soon? Wouldn’t his freedom be more important than an old grudge?”

      “I don’t know, it’s hard to say. I’ve seen criminals that have brooded over a grudge for decades and still come after the person they felt was responsible,” Eddy said.

      “Yes, that may be true but don’t you think more planning would go into that?”

      “I’m not sure if more planning would or not. Maybe he wanted to confront Bruce, maybe he didn’t plan to kill him at all, but maybe he arrived there and once he saw him he decided to go through with it.”

      “Okay, so where did he get the gun? He’s been out of prison for a few days, could he really get one that fast?”

      “Not legally, but I’m sure he still has some contacts on the black market that might be able to provide him with a weapon if he needed it. Maybe he even had one stashed away from before. It’s not surprising to me that he would be armed.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” Samantha said.

      “But what about the wife? Walt said she would profit the most from Bruce’s death.”

      “It’s definitely a possibility. I wonder how Jo is holding up.”

      “A bit like a caged animal. Walt’s texted me a few times that she’s restless. I’ve told him to keep a close eye on her to make sure she doesn’t escape through the bathroom window.”

      “She would totally do that.” Samantha laughed, but her amusement faded fast. “She has to be terrified of going to jail.”

      “Let’s not think about that. Yes, she has good reason to be afraid, but it’s not going to help anything if we are afraid, too,” Eddy said.

      Samantha looked up from the computer screen long enough to meet his eyes. “But you are aren’t you? Afraid?”

      Eddy narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Yes, I am. There is the possibility of a strong case against Jo. If we don’t find something fast she might be arrested, and after that we’re not going to be able to do much investigating of our own.”

      A knock on the front door drew both of their attention. Eddy shot a sidelong look in Samantha’s direction.

      “Be cautious.”

      “I will.” She walked up to the door and peered through the peephole. A smile sprang to her lips as she saw who was on the other side. She opened the door and Jo stepped inside with Walt right behind her.

      “Hi everyone, we brought breakfast.” Jo held up a bag of bagels.

      “Perfect timing, the coffee is fresh.”

      “You should really limit your consumption of caffeine.” Walt wagged his finger in Samantha’s direction.

      “I’ll stop drinking coffee, when you stop drinking tea, Walt.” She winked at him.

      “It’s not the same thing.”

      “Maybe not, but that’s when I’ll stop. I’ll get us some plates.” As everyone assembled around the table to enjoy breakfast, Eddy rapped his hand lightly on the table.

      “So, we’re at a bit of a standstill.” Eddy frowned. “I think it’s time we got an expert’s advice on this.”

      “I’ve told you everything that I know.” Jo spread her hands out in front of her.

      “I’m not talking about you, Jo. I’m talking about someone who was more recently involved in crime, and knows the gallery very well.”

      “David?” Her eyes widened. “You want to ask for David’s help?”

      “Why not? He’s the only person that we know for sure didn’t kill Bruce.”

      “It’s still possible that he hired someone to do it.” Jo tapped her finger on the table.

      “If he hired someone then he must have pulled the money from some hidden account, very well hidden.” Walt shook his head. “As far as I could tell, David is broke.”

      “But I’ve already talked to David and he didn’t have anything to tell me about the murder,” Jo said.

      “About the murder. But what about the stolen paintings?” Eddy looked between the three of them. “We’ve been so focused on the murder that we’ve forgotten about the reason for Jo helping out Bruce in the first place. Someone was getting in and out of the gallery without setting off the alarm or being recorded on the cameras. Bruce’s murderer was able to do the same thing. So, we should be paying attention to the stolen paintings, too.”

      “That’s a good point.” Jo nodded. “It’s not likely that two people managed to skirt such good security.”

      “And David is going to be the best one to advise us on how that skirting might be done, and whether anyone who seemed suspicious had been around the gallery,” Eddy said.

      “You’re right.” Samantha nodded.

      “There’s also Leela to consider. I think we need to find out more about her,” Eddy said.

      “We know she’s got financial motive.” Walt nodded.

      “But she was in love with Bruce. I find it hard to believe that she would have killed him. I know, I know, people have killed for less.” Jo sighed. “I guess maybe I want to believe that they were in love until the end.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that, but we need some cold hard facts to move us forward. Let’s start with David and see where it leads us. Is that okay with you, Jo?” Eddy looked over at her.

      “Yes, I think that’s the best place to start,” Jo said. “But I am coming with you.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Eddy said.

      “He will be much more forthcoming with information if I’m there,” Jo said. “It’s our best shot.”

      “Okay, but I don’t like it.” Eddy shook his head.

      After they had finished breakfast they piled into Eddy’s car and headed off to Bruce’s gallery. When they drove up to it, Jo had to hold back a flutter of emotions. The last time she was there, she found Bruce dead. Strengthened by the presence of her friends, she walked into the gallery. David looked up from a desk positioned not far from the hanging paintings.

      “Jo? It’s a bit daring of you to come here.” He stood up as they walked towards him. “Who is this, the cavalry?” He stared at the group of people before him.

      “My friends. I guess you could call them that. We’re here to ask for your help.”

      “My help?” He laughed. “I doubt that.”

      “It’s true. We realized that you might be able to help us out with something.”

      “With what?” He stared hard at Jo. “Are you trying to get me to confess to a crime that I didn’t commit, again?”

      “No. I want to know how someone got into the gallery, without setting off the alarm or being recorded, to kill Bruce. The alarms and cameras were avoided when the paintings were stolen, too. I saw how sensitive that alarm was when a couple of kids just touched the glass. So, that alarm had to be turned off in order for someone to get inside.”

      “You’re right, it probably was.”

      “Then how did the thief, or the murderer get access to the alarm?”

      David shook his head. “I’ve been trying to figure that out myself. I called the alarm company and they said that the alarm was working normally during those times. It had been disarmed using the codes. Only Bruce and I have the code.”

      “So, if Bruce went into the gallery he might have been the one to turn off the alarm.”

      “Yes, it’s very likely that he did.” David shrugged. “But why weren’t the cameras rolling? That’s something I can’t tell you. I checked the DVD and there was nothing there. For some reason the footage stopped about fifteen minutes before Bruce was killed. After you told me about the missing paintings I went back through some of the old footage and found similar gaps in the recordings.”

      “Was there ever anyone that visited the gallery on the day that the footage was interrupted who stood out to you?” Eddy asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. It’s hard to say, though, I can only tell who entered the gallery from the footage I saw.”

      Eddy rested his hands on the table and studied the man before him. “Why do you think your partner suspected you?”

      “Are we really going to hash this out again? He probably suspected me because I’ve been short on cash lately. We also hadn’t been getting along. I told him something about his wife that he took offense to.”

      “What did you tell him about Leela?” Samantha asked.

      “She was at the gallery one night and her cell phone rang. Before she answered the call, she went outside. I thought this was a little strange so I followed her. Once she was outside she answered the phone and kept her voice down. I thought it was odd, but I let it go. Then it started happening just about every night she was here, and one time I overheard her call the person on the phone sweetie. Bruce was my friend, I didn’t want him to be played by a woman. So I mentioned to him that he needed to keep an eye on her, that she might have a boyfriend.  But he got angry at me and told me I was just trying to drive a wedge between them. I wouldn’t do that. I like Leela. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything to him. Maybe I misunderstood the situation. After that he gave me the cold shoulder.”

      “Do you have any idea who Leela might be seeing?” Jo searched his eyes. “Someone from the past?”

      “No, I don’t know. Like I said, it was only those brief conversations that I knew about. I never saw her with anyone in particular.”

      “No one was hanging around? Making an extra effort to see her?”

      “No, after Bruce got mad about it, I stopped paying attention. It wasn’t my business.”

      “Interesting. What about Dodge?” Jo watched his facial expression as she delivered the question. He froze, and stared hard at the papers on the desk.

      “What about him?”

      “Do you know him?”

      “Yeah, I know of him.”

      “Has he been around?”

      He walked around to the front of the desk and paused beside Jo.

      “Maybe this is something to discuss in private.”

      “No. Anything you want to tell me, you can tell my friends, too.”

      “Fine. Yes, Dodge has been around. I didn’t think he’d be much of a problem once I told him that we weren’t interested in any jobs.”

      “Wait a minute, Dodge came here to ask you about working a job?”

      “It was more like he came here to ask if we knew of any for him. I guess he was pretty desperate for money after getting out of prison.” He shook his head. “I didn’t really think much of it.”

      “Even though Bruce was the reason that Dodge went to prison?” Jo shoved her hands into her pockets. “You didn’t think that was something to be concerned about?”

      “From what Bruce told me. No. He’d been writing back and forth to Dodge in prison in an attempt to work things out. I think maybe he even offered Dodge a job, and maybe Dodge didn’t realize it was an actual regular job.”

      “So they mended their friendship?” Samantha glanced over at Eddy then back at David. “Even after all of those years?”

      “I wouldn’t say mended. But Bruce was attempting to settle things with him. Help him out if he could.”

      “Was he afraid that when Dodge got out he would come after him?” Eddy nodded to Jo. “Or others?”

      “Bruce didn’t seem to be afraid. But then he didn’t speak to Bruce. He spoke to me. When I told him that we weren’t interested in any jobs, he got a little annoyed and took off, like I’d wasted his time.”

      “You should be careful,” Eddy suggested. “Just because he walked away the first time, doesn’t mean he won’t come back for revenge.”

      “I know. I’m taking precautions.”

      “What about the cameras?” Walt glanced around the gallery at them. “Is there a way to disable them without disabling the alarm?”

      “Yes, they’re totally separate from each other. However, the only way to disable them is through the computer which you have to have a password for. Only Bruce and I knew the password. No one else could have tampered with it.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. There are some people who are able to crack into any computer, even from their own computers. Maybe the system was hacked into from the outside.” Samantha typed something on her phone. “I’ll check with one of my contacts and see if there are any known hacks recently and whether there is some kind of program that will give someone else remote control access of the system.”

      “Good idea.” Jo nodded. “David, thanks for your time.”

      “Sure. Anything I can do.” He shook his head. “I’m still having a hard time believing that he’s gone.”

      Jo’s gaze lingered on him. Was he genuine? It was hard for her to tell. When they got back to the car, Eddy sat behind the wheel for some time.

      “So, now we suspect that Leela was seeing someone else? That ups her as a suspect.”

      “Yes, it does.” Jo squinted through the windshield at the gallery. “But we also know that Dodge was hanging around here.”

      “Good point.”

      As they left the parking lot, Jo’s cell phone began to ring. She stared down at her phone. The last person she expected to call her was Leela, and yet there was her number staring back up at her.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi Jo. I’m sorry to bother you. I was wondering if you might help me with something.” Jo flashed back to her conversation with Bruce for a moment, then cleared her throat.

      “Yes sure, what do you need?”

      “I have to clean out the house. I want to get it on the market as soon as possible and I need to get the stuff ready for the movers. Is there any chance that you might want to help me with that? I know you are looking for some extra cash and I’m happy to pay you. You know, Bruce and I never had children and I don’t have anyone to help me.”

      “Oh.” Jo smiled a little. It would be a great way to look through Bruce’s possessions while also gauging the potential of Leela’s involvement. “Of course I’ll help, but there is no need to pay me. Do you want me to come right now?”

      “Is that too much trouble?”

      “No, I’m just out with some friends, I’ll have them drop me off.”

      “Great, I’ll be here, in the middle of a huge pile of mess.”

      “See you soon.” She hung up the phone and looked into Eddy’s inquisitive eyes. “I need you to drop me off at Bruce’s house.”

      “Why?”

      “Leela invited me, and I think it will be a great way to get some information about her while you follow up on the cameras, and the alarm company.”

      “Okay.” Eddy nodded and turned the car in the right direction.

      “Okay? That’s it?”

      “That’s it. If you think it’s the best course of action, then it is.”

      “Thanks Eddy.”
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      After some time Eddy pulled the car up to a small house. The green paint on the outside had begun to peel. The porch itself was scattered with junk that should have been tossed out or placed in storage. A snow shovel still rested by the door despite the warm weather. It seemed to Jo that Bruce didn’t do much to take care of the house.

      “So, do you want Walt or Samantha to stay with you?”

      “No, I think it’s best that I do this by myself. She’s not going to be as open around anyone else. I might just be able to get more information or even a confession out of her if I gain her trust.”

      “Keep in touch with us, okay?”

      “I will.” She glanced in the back seat at Samantha and Walt. “Text me if you find out anything about the security system, okay?”

      “You’ve got it.” Samantha reached forward to pat her shoulder. “Be careful.”

      “I will be.” She walked up to the door with heavy steps. Her entire body was weighed down by the notion of being inside Bruce’s house. Would she be able to see past his loss and get some actual evidence of a crime? When she stepped onto the creaky porch, the front door swung open.

      “Jo!” Leela smiled “I’m so glad that you could take the time to help me with this.”

      Jo offered her a warm smile. “I’d hate to think of you dealing with this alone.” Leela led her inside the home. The piles of belongings scattered all over the living room startled her. Leela had been hard at work in the short time since Bruce’s death.

      “I know it’s a wreck, I’m sorry. I’m trying to get this done as fast as possible. I want to leave all of this behind me.”

      “Just tell me what I can do to help, I’m here. I know this must be such a difficult task for you.”

      “It’s not really. I’ve been dying to do this for years. Now, at least I get a fresh start.” She sighed and looked around the living room.  “Can you help me with this?” She picked up a stack of papers and pointed to a box in the corner. “I want to make sure everything is boxed up before the movers come.”

      “It seems rather fast for you to leave so soon. Are you sure you’re giving yourself enough time to recover?”

      “It seems fast, but it’s not really. Bruce and I had always hoped to move, he just happened to die before we could do it. I’m not going to let another day of my life go by without getting to do what I hoped to. It all goes so very fast.”

      “Yes it does.” Jo put the stack of papers into the box. As she did a receipt fluttered to the floor. She reached down to pick it up and recognized the name of the restaurant on the top of the receipt right away. It was for LaRuse. “Bruce, the romantic.” She smiled as she looked over at Leela. “Did he take you to LaRuse often?”

      “Bruce? Ha! That man wouldn’t be caught dead in a fancy restaurant.” She gulped and covered her mouth. “I probably shouldn’t talk like that.”

      “I know what you meant, it’s okay. But you two were getting along well, right?”

      “As well as an old married couple can. We had our ups and downs over the years, of course. I certainly never expected to spend the later years of my life living in this shoe box in a nowhere town, but that’s what he wanted, so.” She shrugged.

      “You didn’t agree with him leaving the life?”

      “It wasn’t so much that. I mean we were both getting a bit old for it. But instead of investing all of our money in some beautiful place where no one would ever find us, he bought that gallery and opened it. He told me it was his chance to be a real businessman. I thought it was ridiculous, but my opinion didn’t hold much weight.” She wrapped a plate in newspaper. “I thought it was a phase that he would get bored with, but he really took to it. He was right, too, most of the people we met had no idea about our past. It was rather nice to be treated as if we were just regular people.”

      “I’m sure it was.” Jo smiled. “I’ve enjoyed that myself.”

      “It’s odd though, isn’t it? Sometimes that old life, it just calls to you. The thrill, the money, the adventure, the money.” She laughed. “I never knew what it was like to have to balance a checkbook before. All of that has changed now. I’m going to have to figure out the finances all on my own.”

      “Did Bruce take care of you?” Jo frowned. “Did he make sure you’d live well?”

      “Oh yes, he had quite a life insurance policy, but that won’t be paid out until the investigation is complete of course.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why it matters who killed him, he’s dead either way, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, yes he is.” Jo paused in front of a photograph of herself with Bruce and Leela. “I can’t believe you’ve still got this.”

      “I can. Bruce always had a heart for you, Jo.”

      “I never forgot what he did for me, Leela. That’s why I agreed to help him.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have.” She sighed and shook her head. “Maybe he was killed because he was looking into the wrong thing.”

      “I was very careful, Leela.”

      “I’m sure that you were, but we don’t know who killed him, do we?” She sighed. “I guess we may never know. I can’t wait to get as far from this house as I can possibly go. A new chapter awaits me.”

      “I’m sure it does.” Jo turned back towards her. “Although, you’ll need time to grieve as well.”

      “Yes, that’s true. It’ll be easier to do away from here though.” She turned away to add another plate to her box. As she did Jo casually tucked the receipt for LaRuse that was still in her hand into her pocket. She wasn’t sure why she was keeping it, but she knew she wanted to look at it more when Leela wasn’t there to see her. Jo began to wrap the other plates so that she could help her along. Could Leela be right? Had she unwittingly alerted the wrong person to Bruce’s knowledge that the paintings were stolen?

      After a few hours, Jo sent a text out to her friends to see who might be willing to pick her up. As she waited outside for someone to show, she thought about the receipt in her pocket. It only took a few minutes for her to realize why she had put it in her pocket. Walt’s car pulled up at the end of the driveway. She walked towards it, dazed by the connection she’d made.

      “Ready?” Walt smiled at her as she climbed into the car. Jo couldn’t smile back. Her heart still ached as she watched Bruce’s house disappear. Maybe they would have been friends again, had they the chance. “Jo, you can talk to me about anything, you know that right?”

      “Yes.” She sighed. “I keep waiting for some kind of closure. But, I don’t think solving the murder is going to give it to me.”

      “It’s not that kind of closure.” He nodded a little. “You need closure for your friendship.”

      “Was it even a friendship? Can you call someone that you live a criminal life with a friend?”

      “Sure you can. He was there for you when you needed him. Yes, your lifestyle was different then, but his friendship was the same as mine. Loyal, and unwavering.”

      Jo looked over at him with a small smile. “You always know how to calm me down, Walt.”

      “Trust me, I’ve spent years calming myself down. It’s easy to get caught up in the details of things, but when you get down to the core of any relationship, it’s the same essential connection. Two people care for each other. That sounds simple, but in order for one human to care that much about another human there has to be more than just common interests, there has to be an instinctive connection. Kind of like how dogs sniff each other’s bottoms.”

      “I’m sorry, you lost me at that last part?” Jo laughed.

      “But you smiled didn’t you?” He grinned. “Just like dogs sniff each other’s bottoms, our instincts tell us when someone feels safe, or dangerous. Even in the middle of a very dangerous lifestyle your instincts told you that Bruce was safe, someone who genuinely cared about you. Honestly, we don’t get many of those connections in our lives, so we deeply value the ones we find.”

      “That’s it.” Jo nodded and stared out through the windshield. “Even though he was involved in a life I wanted to leave behind, I still valued him. I still do. He helped me when I needed it.”

      “Then he was a good person, Jo.” Walt patted her hand as it rested on her knee. “You don’t have to be afraid to call him that.” Jo bit into her bottom lip and remained silent as Walt turned the car into Sage Gardens. As he drove towards his villa he looked over at her again. “And so were you, Jo, no matter what you tell yourself, no matter what crimes you committed, you were and still are a good person.”

      “I have to go.” Jo pushed the door open the moment the car stopped.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.  I just need a walk to clear my head.” She stepped out of his car. “Thanks for the ride.” She smiled at him and then turned away. She felt Walt’s eyes on her as she walked away from his villa and towards the lake. What Walt had said to her struck a chord. Not once in her younger years did she consider herself a good person, but maybe that was why she lost herself so easily in criminal acts. When she reached the lake Jo slipped her shoes off and stuck her toes in the edge of the water. It was murky and cold, but the subtle ebb and flow against her skin made her relax and think clearly. A few minutes later she became aware of another presence. Her heartbeat quickened as she thought it might be Dodge. However, when she looked over her shoulder she saw the three familiar faces of her friends.

      “Sorry to interrupt.” Walt rubbed her shoulder. “But you shouldn’t have to be alone.” Without another thought Jo turned to face Walt. He pulled her close. She rested her head against his shoulder.

      “Thank you, Walt.”

      He kissed the top of her head, without worrying about germs, dandruff, or shampoo residue. “It’s what friends do.”

      “I’m glad you’re all here,” Jo said as she pulled away from him. “I hope you can help me sort this out.” She pulled the receipt from her pocket. “It’s for the same restaurant that David visited with his unknown girlfriend. I’m not certain, but I think the dates are the same, too. Leela said Bruce never took her there. So who did?”

      “Hm.”  Walt skimmed the receipt. “Yes, it’s the same date, and for a similar amount. Maybe they split the bill?”

      “You think that Leela was cheating on Bruce with David?” Jo asked.

      “Maybe.” Samantha took a look at the receipt. “David said that she was having an affair.  He was so ready to throw Leela under the bus, maybe so that he could protect himself from suspicion.”

      “Then perhaps while David ate and gave himself an alibi, Leela was at the gallery ending her relationship with Bruce.” Eddy rubbed his chin. “Maybe she decided that she wanted to be with David instead.”

      “If they were working together to steal the paintings and Bruce found out, then they might have both wanted to get rid of him.” Jo sighed. “I hate to think it of Leela, but it’s beginning to add up.”

      “So, if David was lying to us the entire time, we can’t take anything he said as valid information.” Samantha groaned. “We’re back to square one, with no one to tell us the truth.”

      “That’s not necessarily true. Our only real lead is Robert. He was the last person to have seen Bruce alive. Even if he didn’t see the killer there might have been something that he knew about Bruce, he may not even realize that it relates to Bruce’s death.”

      “I think we should start in Bruce’s office. Maybe he has something there about Dodge being released from prison. If he does we might be able to use it to highlight Dodge as a suspect.” Jo shrugged. “Or maybe he knew more than he told me about the paintings, and there will be a clue that points directly at his killer.”

      “There is no way that you can break into his office.” Eddy grimaced.

      “Why not?”

      “No way, Eddy’s right, Jo. If you’re caught breaking into his office there won’t be any chance to keep you out of handcuffs. You have to stay clear of the gallery,” Walt said.

      “It has to be one of us, it can’t be you, Jo,” Eddy said.

      “So, one of you is going to risk getting caught?”

      “Maybe.” Eddy rubbed his chin.

      “Why don’t I just get you in,” Jo suggested.

      “And then you’ll disappear,” Eddy said.

      “Yes.”

      “That might work,” Samantha said. “But it’s risky.”

      “It will only take me a couple of minutes,” Jo said. “I’m the best option for you to get in there.”

      “I don’t like that idea,” Walt said. “What if you get caught?”

      “I won’t, I studied the gallery’s alarm system and lock when I was looking into the missing paintings for Bruce.”

      “Okay, I don’t like it though.” Walt stood up. “If we’re going to do this, we’d better eat first. I don’t want to have a nervous stomach.”

      “Maybe you should stay here with Jo when she comes back.” Eddy nodded.

      “Actually, if Walt is willing, he should go. His attention to detail is flawless. He might notice something that you and Samantha wouldn’t,” Jo said.

      “Oh, good,” Walt said, but he looked nervous.

      “I’ll drive Jo there in my car then we can come back here and try to find how connected David and Leela’s lives were,” Samantha said.

      “Let’s get something to eat before the games begin.” Eddy wrung his hands.

      They gathered at Samantha’s house to review the case, share a meal, and plan what to look for in the office.

      “Anything with Robert’s name on it would be good. I want to know why Robert and Bruce met privately without David there. How much did Robert know about Bruce’s suspicions of David?” Samantha tapped the notebook she’d drawn a chart on. “Robert might have tipped David off, and set the plan in motion to murder Bruce.”

      “That’s possible.” Eddy studied the flowing handwriting on the paper.  “When we spoke to him he acted as if he had nothing to say, but my instincts told me he was hiding something.”

      “We’re going to find out what.” Samantha smiled.

      Eddy and Walt geared up for the search of the office, while Jo got everything ready to break in for them.

      “Be careful, both of you. You don’t want to have to face the consequences if you’re caught.” Jo looked between them. “And thank you.”

      “Don’t worry, Jo, we’ve got this.” Eddy winked at her. Walt patted her shoulder, then they left the villa.

      “I’ll see you there.” Jo and Samantha followed after them in Samantha’s car.
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      “Hurry up, Jo.” Walt frowned as he stood in the shadow cast by the overhang of the gallery roof. “We’re going to get spotted out here.”

      “Don’t worry. I never fail.” Jo smiled as she walked up to the back door of the gallery. She looked up and down the street as she fiddled with the lock. Within mere seconds the door clicked open. She walked in and pressed a few buttons on the alarm control panel. “It’s disabled.”

      “Good work, Jo,” Walt said with a hint of admiration.

      “We’ll see you at Samantha’s,” Eddy said sternly.

      “But…” Jo started to protest.

      “No arguments,” Eddy said. Jo’s shoulders slumped as she turned away.

      “We’re in, Walt, let’s make this quick and clean.” Eddy gestured to Walt in the shadows beside the gallery.

      “Sh, Eddy.” Walt frowned as he hurried past him into the gallery. Eddy rolled his eyes and followed after him. Once inside Eddy was careful not to touch anything.

      “Look with your eyes, Walt, not with your hands, if you can help it.”

      “I can assure you I don’t want to touch anything that I don’t need to. I think we should start in the office. If there was any record of Dodge threatening Bruce it would be there.”

      “Good idea, the gallery is mostly paintings. The computer will probably still be gone for processing so we’ll have to hope that Bruce kept some kind of hard copy records that the police might have overlooked.” Eddy pulled his sleeve down over his hand and turned the knob on the office door. He pushed it open and stepped inside. The office was spacious enough for both of them to look around together. Walt began to sort through the desk, while Eddy checked behind paintings to see if there might have been a safe that was overlooked.

      “There’s nothing.” Eddy shook his head. “The police have picked this place clean. Whatever we hoped to find, isn’t here.” He turned at the sound of a click.

      “I think you’re wrong about that, Eddy. Bruce knew his way around hiding places. There’s a secret drawer in here.” Walt tugged at something underneath the desk. Eddy walked over to take a look. Walt slid a long thin drawer out from beneath the desk and set it carefully on top. It was filled with papers and a leather bound book.

      “It looks like the police might have missed something after all.” He held up the book for Eddy to see.

      “What’s in the book?” Eddy peered over Walt’s shoulder to have a closer look. Walt flipped the cover of the book open and scanned the handwritten text inside.

      “It looks like a record of all of the paintings in the gallery. There’s a photograph of each of the paintings at the time of purchase as well.”

      “Interesting.”

      “He kept good records. He’s also noted the paintings that have gone missing with details and a photo of each.”

      “Let me take some pictures of this, we can’t take the book, but we can create our own on my phone.” Eddy began to snap pictures of the paintings while Walt looked through the rest of the papers in the drawer.

      “I don’t see anything about Dodge in here, but there is this.” He held up a slip of paper. “It looks like it was torn out of a date book. From what I can tell Bruce had an appointment with Robert Plathe, the day before he was killed. Before the meeting at the gallery.”

      “If they had a meeting scheduled the night Bruce died, then I wonder why Bruce was meeting with Robert the day before?”

      “I’m not sure, but Robert will know. We need to have another conversation with him.”

      “Here, let me get a picture of that, too.” Eddy snapped a picture with his phone. “Anything else of interest in those papers?”

      “I don’t think so, but let’s get as many pictures as we can.”

      “Then we have to get out of here as quickly as possible. David could come to the gallery at any moment.”

      “I can’t believe they cleared him considering that he was having an affair with his partner’s wife.”

      “At least, we think he was.” Eddy pursed his lips. “It’s easy to make assumptions.”

      After they finished documenting every record in the hidden drawer Eddy replaced the drawer. Then he sent a text to Chris to let him know about the hidden drawer. Hopefully, he wouldn’t ask too many questions. Then the two slipped out as quickly as they had entered the gallery. When they returned to Samantha’s villa, they shared the information they had found.

      “Robert again, hmm?” Jo frowned. “He seems to have been more involved with Bruce than he’s admitted.”

      “Oh, boys, I think we have a problem with our affair theory.” Samantha held up a piece of paper that she had printed out. “Even though David has been to many of the same places that Leela has, I spoke to some of the waitresses and they were never there together. They were sometimes there on the same days, but they never dined together.”

      “So, you think it’s all a coincidence?” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “No, I don’t, but I think we don’t have any evidence that can prove that David was seeing Leela, which means we still have nothing to turn into the police.”

      “That’s it.” Jo stood up from the couch. “I think it’s time I have a face to face conversation with Robert.”

      “Do you think that’s wise, Jo? Again it puts you in the middle of an investigation that you are the prime suspect in and you should be staying out of.” Eddy quirked a brow. “When I spoke with him, he wasn’t very interested in finding the killer.”

      “It’ll just be a friendly chat. I don’t know Robert, he doesn’t know me, and we can have a conversation about what happened without me accusing him of anything. Besides, I’ll take Walt.” She smiled and grasped his shoulder.

      “Me? Why?” Walt frowned.

      “You’ll notice if anything is off in Robert’s gallery. Plus, you’re great at spotting a lie.”

      “I guess I am pretty good at that.” He smiled a little.

      “Then it’s settled, Jo and Walt will talk to Robert. I’ll look into him more from here, and Eddy you need to check in with Chris about whether there is something the police know about the stolen paintings,” Samantha said.

      “Yes, I already tipped him off about the hidden drawer we found. Hopefully the police won’t figure out that someone else found it first. I haven’t heard back from him yet, so I’ll give him a call. You two make sure you’re careful. We don’t know how Robert is involved in all of this yet, but he could be connected with Dodge, or even David for that matter, so make the conversation light and don’t back him into a corner.” He locked eyes with Jo. “Got it?”

      “Yes, I’ll be as gentle as a feather.”

      “Ha.” Eddy winked at her. “If you say so.” He glanced at his watch. “The place might not even still be open.”

      “It’s worth a shot. A lot of galleries stay open late on the weekends.”

      “I’ll call you if I find anything of interest about Robert.” Samantha sat down at her computer and began to type.

      “All right, I guess it’s you and me, Jo.” Walt offered her his arm.

      “I guess it is.” She wrapped her arm around his. As they left Samantha’s villa Jo led Walt to her car. For once he didn’t complain about the state of it, though she did spend more time cleaning it since meeting Walt. He was quiet as she drove towards Robert’s gallery. When they were about five minutes away she looked over at him.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this, Walt? You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “You seem nervous.”

      “I’m just regulating my heartbeat and temperature to prevent any indication that I’m lying.”

      “Seriously?” She looked over at him.

      “Yes, it’s quite easy to do really. With the right pace of breath and deep focus on a single calming image I can put myself in a near-meditative state.”

      “I thought you weren’t into spiritual things?”

      “There’s nothing spiritual about meditation.” He quirked a brow.

      “There’s not?” She laughed. “You could have fooled me. When I’m in yoga class it seems very spiritual to me.”

      “I can see why it would seem that way, as when the body is calm and relaxed it can create a sense of euphoria that could be confused with a spiritual experience.” He shrugged and looked back through the windshield. “Whether you believe it’s connecting you with the universe, or understand the scientific mechanics of meditation, it benefits the body and the brain so there is no risk involved. I don’t mean to belittle any spiritual experience that you’ve had, I am in no place to say that it wasn’t genuine. I just personally have not experienced it for myself, and have no interest in that use of meditation.”

      “Maybe you just haven’t done it right.” She smiled as he looked over at her.

      “Maybe I haven’t. You’ll have to show me your version some time.”

      “I’d love to.” She parked a short distance from the gallery and watched the door for a moment. “Let’s give it a minute to be sure there’s no one else in the gallery. Having company could complicate things.”

      “Good plan.” Walt sat back against the seat and closed his eyes. He continued to regulate his breathing. Jo’s focus was on the front door as it opened. She gasped when she saw the person who walked out with Robert. She grabbed for her binoculars so fast that Walt jumped in reaction to the sudden movement. Jo put the binoculars to her eyes and watched the two at the front door. She was able to confirm that the woman she looked at was Bruce’s wife, Leela. As she watched, Robert wrapped his arms around her and planted a heavy kiss on her lips. Jo dropped the binoculars.

      “Jo, what is it?” Walt reached to the floorboard to pick up the binoculars, by the time he started to sit back up, Jo’s hand was on his back with the strength to force him back down.

      “Stay down. I know that woman. That’s Bruce’s wife. I don’t want her to know that I saw her.”

      “Okay.” Walt looked into her eyes as they hunched close together. “Do you think she had something to do with Bruce’s death?”

      “I didn’t before, but now I think she might have. She’s clearly having an affair.”

      “Bruce is dead, Jo, she’s a widow. She can kiss whoever she likes.”

      “Oh believe me, Walt, this isn’t the first time they’ve kissed.”

      “You’ve seen them together before?” His brows knitted.

      “No, but you don’t kiss a man that you just met like that.”

      “You don’t?” His voice softened some.

      “No.”

      “How do you kiss a man you just met?”

      Jo’s cheeks flushed and she looked away from him as best as she could in the tight space. “With a lot less passion.”

      “Oh, I see.” He smiled and blushed slightly. “Shall I take a look and see if they’re done?”

      “Yes please. But don’t get spotted.”

      Walt eased his head up some, then dipped back down so fast that his lips brushed across Jo’s forehead.

      “They’re gone. Bruce just went back inside and Leela is walking away. Sorry about that. Let me get a wipe.”

      Jo sat up slowly. “Don’t worry, Walt, I’m not afraid of your lips.”

      Walt opened his mouth to respond, but she was already out the door. He followed after her until she reached the gallery door.

      “Jo wait.” He caught her hand with his. “Are you sure you’re in the right state for this?”

      “I’m fine.” She smiled at him and gave his hand a squeeze. “You regulate your breathing, I’m just really good at lying.” She winked at him then held the door open for him. Walt stepped through, then Jo followed after. Robert looked up from a desk in the front of the gallery and smiled at them.

      “Welcome. Is there anything in particular that you’re interested in?”

      “Something for over the mantle.” Walt nodded towards Jo. “It needs to suit her taste.”

      “Ah, I see. You must be the one with the eye for detail?”

      “You could say that.” She locked eyes with Robert. “I want something that will represent loyalty in a relationship. Something that says, this is for life.”

      “Oh, I understand your meaning.” He nodded. “I have a few that might fit that request. Let’s take a walk around the gallery.” As he led her through the paintings it took everything inside of Jo to keep her from confronting him about his relationship with Leela. She had assumed the woman was a grieving widow when she helped pack up the house for her. Now she believed differently.

      As they walked Walt skimmed through the pictures on his phone of the list of paintings that were stolen from Bruce’s gallery. He didn’t notice any of the paintings, however one did catch his attention.

      “Can you tell me about this painting?” Walt pointed to it.

      “Oh sure, it’s a Randalph, quite expensive. What is your budget?”

      “This Randalph, is it one of a kind?”

      “Of course.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” He laughed. “I only sell one of a kind paintings here. It is fully authenticated and ready to hang on your wall. What do you think, miss?” He looked over at Jo. Jo paused in front of the painting. She wasn’t sure why Walt was so interested in it, but whatever the reason she wanted to play along.

      “It’s a bit blue.”

      “Yes, Randalph was known for his blues. Would it clash with the décor of your living room?”

      “I’m afraid it might. What do you think, love?” She tilted her head towards Walt.

      “Let’s take a picture of it, so we can decide how it looks at home.” He pulled out his phone and took a picture of the painting. “I think we should discuss this a bit more before we make a purchase. Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch.”

      “No problem. Buying a painting of this value is a big decision and it is always best to be certain that it is something you want in your living room. Let me walk you out.” He followed them towards the door.

      Jo shot a glance over at Walt. She could tell that he had something on his mind. As soon as they were in the car she looked at him.

      “Spill. What did you figure out?”

      “He’s a crook. A criminal of the worst kind. A forger.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look at this.” He pointed to the picture of the painting on his phone. “I took it because it’s the exact same painting that is currently hanging on the wall in Bruce’s gallery.”

      “What? But that’s impossible.” She looked at the painting in the photograph. “Wow, it does look the same from what I can remember.”

      “Look at this.” Walt brought up the picture of the painting in Bruce’s gallery that was featured on the gallery website, and placed the two photographs side by side on his phone. “Do you see anything different?”

      She searched the paintings for any subtle differences then shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Except for this.” Walt tapped the bottom right corner of each picture. “The signatures are just a little different. When I am trying to spot a forgery I always look at the signature, because it is one of the hardest things to fake. The letter R in this signature is boxy and wide, while in this signature it’s curvy and tight. There is no way that the same person signed these paintings.”

      “But how do we know which one is the fake?”

      “Robert said his painting was fully authenticated. Maybe Bruce was forging paintings. Maybe that’s why he and Robert really met, because Robert figured it out.”

      “Or it could have been the other way around. Maybe Robert was lying about them being authenticated and he was forging paintings and Bruce found out.”

      “That’s possible, it makes more sense. If Bruce accused him of selling forgeries that would give Robert motive to kill Bruce.”

      “Yes, it would. We need to get in there and find out for certain. If Robert gets nervous, he might hide or destroy any evidence.”

      “We should go back to the others first and update them on what we found.”

      “No. I need to do this now, Walt. Robert is going to run if he senses the slightest suspicion. If he’s with Leela and she’s cleaning out her house as fast as she is then they have an escape planned. I’m going in there.”

      “But Robert is in there.”

      “So we’ll draw him out.”

      “Jo. Let’s regroup and make a plan.”

      “All right, all right.” She sighed.
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      As the four friends gathered around the table in Samantha’s villa yet again, the discussion became heated.

      “I’m sure that Robert had something to do with this. He wanted Leela, and he needed to get rid of Bruce to have her,” Jo said.

      “The only thing we really have is the fact that it looks like he was having an affair and he is possibly forging paintings.” Samantha shook her head. “That doesn’t make him a murderer.”

      “No, we have more than that. He was there around the time of the murder,” Jo said.

      “But the cameras didn’t catch him.” Eddy tapped the table.

      “Because they were disabled,” Samantha added.

      “And only David and Bruce had the password.” Walt sighed. “So how did he do it?”

      “He didn’t need the password, he had Leela. Think about it. Don’t most husbands and wives trust each other enough to share passwords? Maybe Bruce asked Leela to do some work on the computer and gave it to her? So she gave it to Robert. Robert met with Bruce at the gallery, showed his face on camera entering and leaving, then slipped back in with a key Leela gave him, and disabled the cameras so that he could murder Bruce.”

      “Wait, he told me the police cleared him, he was at the restaurant with his girlfriend.”

      “His girlfriend provided him an alibi. Maybe it was even Leela. He met her there before going to the gallery so the staff could see him, then killed Bruce, and returned. Restaurants are too busy to keep track of every patron. The receipt shows he paid, and the waiter said he was there because he saw him. But I’m sure he didn’t pay attention to the exact time. It could easily have been Robert.”

      “She’s right.” Walt shook his head. “It’s not much of an alibi, with the restaurant being so close.”

      “Okay, let’s say he did do it. Why? So, he was seeing Leela, he didn’t have to kill Bruce.” Eddy rested his hands on the table. “What was his motivation?”

      “Maybe it wasn’t David stealing the paintings at all. Maybe Bruce discovered that Robert was making forgeries of the missing paintings and other paintings. Robert could have been stealing them, to copy them, then sell the original on the black market and still make a profit from the copy.” Walt nodded. “It would probably take some time before people realized that the painting hanging in his gallery was reported stolen, especially since Bruce was convinced that David was the thief.”

      “Okay, so we think that Robert killed Bruce. But we still don’t have proof.” Eddy glanced around the table at his friends. “How are we going to get it?”

      “I’m going to get it.” Jo straightened up. “I’m going tonight, to get it. I’m not letting him get away with this. Leela is planning to run, and from the way they were kissing I’m betting that she’s planning to take Robert with her. If we wait any longer, the evidence will be gone.”

      “I don’t know, maybe we should think this through a little more.” Eddy sat down at the table. “Let’s plan it for tomorrow night.”

      “No. I’m sorry, Eddy, but I’m not asking for permission. I’m going tonight, and Walt is coming with me.”

      “What?” Walt gulped.

      “I should go instead of you.” Eddy stood up again.

      “Not this time, Eddy. I need to do this. It was my friend that was murdered. I know how to steal paintings, Walt knows how to spot a forgery. We will be fine.”

      Eddy opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. “All right. If that’s what you think is best, then go for it.”

      “Thanks Eddy.” Jo smiled.
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      Ten minutes later Jo was in the passenger seat of Walt’s car. She bit her tongue as he crawled along the highway. Cars zoomed past them, the drivers offered colorful gestures. Walt didn’t seem to notice. He rode the speed limit on the dot, and never took his eyes from the road. After what felt like an eternity they parked at Robert’s gallery.

      “His car isn’t here. I think we’re safe.”

      “Safe? Breaking into the gallery of a killer is safe?” Walt stared at her with wide eyes.

      “We’re going to be just fine, Walt. All we have to do is get one of the forged paintings. If we can find one, that should be enough proof to take to Detective Rowan and get the attention off me.”

      “I think we should have brought Eddy along.” Walt frowned.

      “Eddy didn’t want us to do this, and you are the only one with a good enough eye for detail to figure out which paintings are fake.” She gave his hand a slight tug as they approached the gallery. “Don’t you want to see my skills?”

      “Uh, well I uh.” He frowned as she neared the back door. “Don’t you think there’s an alarm.”

      “I’m certain there is one, which is a very good thing. Did you know that alarms actually make it easier to break in?”

      “That’s not possible.” Walt shook his head.

      “It is, because once you know the weakness of every alarm system, they become useless. But even if someone catches a glimpse of a strange figure going inside a building, they won’t pay attention to it because the alarm isn’t going off. It’s the main line of defense, and all it takes is disconnecting it to get inside. It’s as simple as flipping a light switch.”

      “I doubt it’s that simple.”

      “Okay, maybe not that simple, especially these newer systems, but simple enough that it can be done. My point is the alarm systems give people a false sense of security and that’s when they get sloppy. They don’t always lock up correctly, or stow away valuables.”

      Jo popped open a small, metal door not far from the back door. Inside was an assortment of switches.

      “If you disconnect the alarm won’t it send a signal to the alarm company and the police?”

      “If you were to cut the wire, sure. Or if you were to enter the wrong code, absolutely. But not if you cut the phone lines and power to the entire building. By doing that, the alarm system has no ability to transmit a signal anywhere.” She began to toy with the switches until she found the one she wanted. “The key is in which system you shut down first.” She threw the switch, then followed up with several others. The few lights that glowed inside the gallery shut off as did the eerie glow of the alarm panel just inside the door. She then proceeded to the lock and opened it with just a few movements of one of her tools.

      “See? Without an alarm system Robert probably would have installed a lot more locks in order to prevent someone from getting in. Instead he put in a cheap lock that is one of the easiest to pick.”

      “Maybe he thought that he would catch anyone who attempted to break in because the alarm system would announce the entry.”

      “Probably.” Jo shrugged. “But no matter what the reason, we’re in. Shall we?”

      “You really do have skills.” Walt smiled as he studied her for a moment. “I hope you’re as good at escaping as you are at breaking in.”

      “Me too.” She grinned and grabbed his hand. “Let’s go.” She led him through the dark interior of the gallery. Walt fumbled for his flashlight, but she grabbed his arm before he could pull it out of his pocket. “No flashlights.”

      “How are we going to know where to go?”

      “Just stick with me, I memorized the floorplan.” She kept one hand wrapped around his as they weaved deeper into the gallery.

      “No wait, this way.” Walt sniffed the air.

      “Why?” She glanced over her shoulder at him.

      “I can smell it.”

      “Smell what?”

      “Wet paint. Someone’s been painting in here. None of the paintings should have that fresh scent of paint.”

      “Okay, tell me if I’m going in the wrong direction.” Together they moved through the gallery.

      “Here.” Walt tugged at her hand. “This is it.”

      Jo stared at the empty wall where they stopped. She wasn’t sure what to think. The wall didn’t have a single painting hung on it, and its surface was dry. She brushed her gloved fingertips along it to be sure, then the wall itself moved. She shuddered as she realized there was a hidden door. As it swung open she noticed a glowing light and the scuff of shoes.

      “Walt, run!” She started to shove him away, but it was too late. Robert grabbed Walt hard by the shoulder and shoved him inside the room. In the next breath Jo was on her knees beside the spot where Walt collapsed.

      “Couldn’t stay away, could you?” Robert chuckled and kicked the door shut. “Don’t worry, it’s soundproof in here. No one is going to hear you cry for help.” He reached into his pocket, pulled a gun out and pointed it at them.

      “How could you do this, Robert? It’s one thing to steal paintings and forge paintings, it’s another thing to murder someone,” Jo said.

      “It was not my original plan. My original plan was to include Bruce in my activities. I wanted his experience and his expertise. I even tried to turn him against his partner so he’d be more interested in a partnership with me. However, the more time I spent with him the more I understood that he would never be involved in anything criminal again. How anyone can think paying huge amounts of money for a silly little painting isn’t criminal, is beyond me. Once I recognized that I decided to leave him alone.”

      “But not his wife?”

      “Ah, so you noticed that?”

      “It was rather hard not to.” Jo narrowed her eyes. “Does she know that you murdered her husband?”

      “Does she know?” He laughed.

      “No, I didn’t know.” Jo jumped at the sound of the voice. She turned towards it and saw Leela with her hands tied together lying on the floor in the corner. Jo noticed a bruise on her head as she slowly sat up. Her cheeks were streaked with mascara.

      “Oh you’re awake, darling.” Robert laughed, but his eyes were as cold as steel. “She’s the one who gave me the idea, although she never realized it until now. Bruce had discovered that several of my paintings were forgeries and was going to prove this at our meeting at his gallery. He even offered to help me through the legal system if I would turn myself in. A valiant man to the end. Too bad for him, I have no interest in going to prison. Too bad for you as well.” He kept the gun pointed between the three of them.

      “I never told you to kill him,” Leela said with desperation. “I just wanted to be with you.”

      “Ah please, you didn’t want me, you just wanted more excitement in your life.” Robert laughed.

      “I just wanted to have some fun.  I didn’t want you to kill him.”

      “So stealing is okay but murder isn’t?” Robert looked at Leela.

      “We were just meant to get some money from the paintings and have a little fun. Get some money. Not murder!” Leela cried out.

      “Ugh, it was a means to an end.” Robert laughed. “We had some fun, now I need to move on and tie up some loose ends.”

      “Loose ends?” Leela scowled.

      “I’ll be going now. Unfortunately, you’re not going to be able to join me.” As he moved around them towards the door of the hidden room Jo noticed that a key dangled from his pocket. She also detected the strong scent of paint thinners and paints that filled the room. When he pulled the key from his pocket she saw the lighter attached.

      “Walt! He’s going to set the place on fire!”

      “What?” Walt gasped.

      “She’s right. Smart as a whip this one. What a waste.” He flicked the lighter on and stepped through the door.

      “Don’t leave me,” Leela cried. “You can’t do this!”

      “Sorry darling, business is business.”

      “Business?”

      “It will be a tragedy in the newspaper tomorrow. A gallery burned to the foundation, all of that beautiful art gone forever. I’ll get the insurance money and it will make the value of the paintings I’ve stashed away in the fireproof safe skyrocket. Now, I can kill two birds with one stone, so to speak. Good timing. Good night friends.” He flicked the lighter on and waved the flame close to a pile of papers on a desk beside the door. Before the flame could ignite anything the flame was extinguished.

      “They are not your friends.” Eddy’s sharp voice carried through the room just before Robert was jerked out through the door. Jo sprang forward and helped Eddy tackle Robert to the ground. Samantha poked her head into the room.

      “Come on out, Walt, it’s safe.”

      Walt made his way slowly through the door and into the hallway. “Just in time, Eddy.”

      “Actually we were here for a few minutes, but we had to get the confession of course.”

      “I do hope you’re joking.” Walt stared at him. “He was waving a lighter around in there.”

      “I know, I blew it out.” Eddy laughed. “Don’t worry, Walt, I wasn’t going to let him start the fire. I just wanted to have a little bit of fun.”

      “Your version of fun is very twisted.”

      “Maybe so, but it’s all I have, one of life’s small pleasures. Everyone is okay, right? Well, other than Robert.” He looked down at the man beneath his shoe. “Detective Rowan will be along shortly to take care of him.”

      “I don’t understand why you and Samantha even came here. I’m glad you did, don’t get me wrong, but why?” Jo shifted her gaze between them.

      “Actually, you have David to thank for that,” Samantha said.

      “David?” Jo’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      “He stopped by your villa. When we spotted him we thought he was there to harm you, so we confronted him. Instead he said he was there to warn you. Remember all of the transactions he made at expensive restaurants and women’s clothing stores?” Samantha asked.

      “Yes.” Jo frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Apparently he’d been tracking Leela. He was out on a date one night and noticed Leela and Robert at the same restaurant,” Samantha explained. “He grew suspicious and began to follow her. He suspected that Leela and Robert were having an affair. When Bruce turned up dead, he suspected that Robert and Leela were involved, but he didn’t have proof, and didn’t want to put himself in the middle of things. But he started to worry that things might get out of control if he didn’t say something. He came to your villa to warn you about Robert, because he knew how much Bruce cared about you.”

      “Which reminded me, just how much I care about you.” Eddy shrugged. “So I decided to stop being a modern man and get over here to make sure that you were safe.”

      “And for once, I agreed with him.” Samantha smiled. “When we heard Robert talking I started recording his confession.” Samantha held up her phone. “He won’t be charming his way out of this one.”

      “I’m sorry, Jo,” Leela said shakily as she still sat on the floor.

      “Did you steal the paintings?” Jo scowled at Leela.

      “No, not myself.”

      “But you helped him?” Jo asked.

      “I gave Robert the alarm details and passwords to steal the paintings.”

      “Bruce was killed because you were greedy, you wanted money.” Jo stared at her.

      “It wasn’t that. I was just so bored and he brought some excitement to my life.”

      “But Bruce was murdered.”

      “I know, I would have said something, but I didn’t think Robert could do this,” Leela said. “I thought Robert cared about me.”

      “You gave him an alibi?” Eddy asked.

      “No, I didn’t, he met with someone else, an ex-girlfriend. at the restaurant and she gave him an alibi."

      “But you knew he went to the gallery on the day that Bruce was murdered,” Eddy said.

      “I did,” Leela said. “But he said that when he got to the gallery to steal the paintings the police were already there. Bruce was already dead.”

      “And you believed me,” Robert said from beneath Eddy’s shoe. “It was all your fault, you are so gullible. I didn’t want you. I just wanted the money.”

      Jo stared down at the man on the floor. The man who planned to leave her and Walt in a burning room.

      “Bruce was an honorable man,” Jo said. “He gave you one last chance to come clean and instead you took his life from him. Whatever the courts do to you will be far less than you deserve.”

      “He was a thief, just like you are. Once a criminal, always a criminal.” He glared up at her from the floor.

      Eddy applied a little more pressure to his back with his heavy boot. “The criminal is the one I’m standing on.” He looked up at Jo. “If you want to leave before the police arrive, I’ll understand.”

      “No.” She folded her arms across her chest and smiled. “I’m staying right here. I want to see Detective Rowan’s face when I hand him his murderer.”
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      The next day at sunrise, Jo walked to the edge of the lake again. As happy as she was that Bruce’s killer was found, she still felt like she needed to say good-bye to an old friend, a man who had saved her life. She slipped out of her shoes and stuck her toes into the water. In her hands she clasped a bouquet of flowers. As the sky transformed with the first rays of dawn, her heart swelled with memories of Bruce. She felt that by finding his murderer she had finally repaid him for saving her life. For the first time she could look back at the person she was, without a sense of loathing or regret. She was a good person then, too, just as Bruce was.

      “Goodbye Bruce. Thank you, for your kindness, and your bravery.”

      “Thank you, Bruce.” Samantha slipped her arm through Jo’s. “For taking care of Jo.”

      Jo looked over at her with surprise and noticed Eddy and Walt behind her. “You’re all here.”

      “We are.” Walt stepped up on the other side of her and Eddy stood next to him.

      Jo released the flowers into the water. “Because of him I had a chance at a new life. I thought what mattered most was my freedom, which of course is important. But now I know, what mattered more than that was having someone who offered his loyalty. I valued it then, and thanks to all of you, now I value it even more.”

      “You’re stuck with us, kid.” Eddy smiled.

      “Absolutely.” Samantha nudged her side.

      “As long as you’ll have us.” Walt met her eyes and held them for a long moment.

      “Thank you.” Jo smiled at them. She no longer felt as if she had two lives, but one long winding one, a journey that traversed the most difficult times, and led her to the sweetest reward. Maybe there were still sunsets to come, but she was certain that the memory of that day’s sunrise would be all she needed to make it through the rest of her journey.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  







            SNOW CAN BE DEADLY

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          



      

    

    






SAGE GARDENS COZY MYSTERY BOOK 10

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Watch it, Charlie, I almost dropped my tray.”

      “Sorry June, I’m so clumsy.” Charlie made his way to a table not far from Walt’s. He settled into the bench seat and heaved a deep sigh. Walt couldn’t look away. Charlie also lived in the retirement community, Sage Gardens, and Walt knew that he was only a few years older than him, yet he seemed to have every health issue under the sun, including sight and balance problems. Charlie was a bit of a pet project for Walt, who liked things to be in balance. He’d been doing research into Charlie’s multiple conditions in an attempt to find a root cause. He shook his head as he finally looked back across the table at Jo and Eddy.

      “Any idea why Samantha wanted us to meet here?” He stirred his tea, then touched the side of his mug. “Tepid. Who wants tepid tea? How can the tea even properly brew?”

      “Excuse me?” Jo raised her hand into the air to signal a waitress. “Can we get some boiling water over here please.”

      “Oh no, it’s too late for that. I can’t add boiling water to tepid water, it will ruin the tea, which is already half-brewed,” Walt said.

      Jo shook her head as the waitress walked away. “I guess you have tepid tea then. I’m not sure why she wanted to meet, but she sounded pretty excited.”

      “I bet it has something to do with that social committee she is on.” Eddy took a sip of his coffee. “She’s been talking about the trip they’re planning all week.”

      “Oh yes, she asked me to go a few times, but I’m not interested in holing up in some resort with the perky residents of Sage Gardens.” Jo laughed. “I’m sure there’s a better way I can spend my time.”

      “I agree.” Eddy set his mug down and tilted his head towards the door. “Here she comes.”

      Samantha pushed through the door and waved to her friends at their usual booth. She adjusted the sleeves of her snowflake-covered sweater, then fluffed the scarf that wrapped around her neck. As she sat down with them, she smiled.

      “Samantha, aren’t you hot?” Jo tilted her head to the side. “It’s at least sixty degrees outside.”

      “Here, it is.” She nodded. “But in Valentine, it’s barely over thirty.”

      “Sounds miserable.” Eddy growled. “Better you than me.”

      “Better all of us.” Samantha signaled to the waitress. “Hot chocolate, please.” When she looked back at her friends, she couldn’t stop smiling. “I made sure there was space on the bus for three more people, even though the three of you neglected to sign up.”

      “We didn’t neglect to sign up, Samantha, we’re not going.” Jo quirked an eyebrow. “Are you sure all of that warmth isn’t making you forgetful.”

      “I’m not forgetful, you just haven’t heard the best part of this retreat.”

      “What’s that?” Walt pushed his tea aside with a sigh.

      “It’s going to be a murder mystery weekend.”

      “Great.” Eddy laughed. “I’ve heard of those. Someone pretends to commit a murder, and it’s supposed to be fun.”

      “It isn’t the murder part that’s fun, Eddy.” Samantha rolled her eyes. “It’s the solving part!”

      “That sounds interesting, Sam, but I’m still not going. I have things to do this weekend,” Jo said.

      “Like?” Samantha studied her.

      “A book to finish, a nap to take, and a bus not to be on.”

      “Aw, Jo! You’re no fun. But I still didn’t tell you the best part.” She rubbed her hands together.

      “Get to it then, I can’t stand the anticipation.” Walt gazed at her.

      “The guests are going to be split up into investigative groups, and there’s a prize for the group that solves the murder. A cruise!” She clapped her hands. “I can’t wait, I just know we’re going to win.”

      “We?” Eddy shook his head.

      “A cruise ship is just a floating petri dish, Samantha. You’ll come back with all kinds of intestinal parasites,” Walt said.

      “Ugh.” Samantha took her hot chocolate from the waitress and blew across its surface. “Wow, this is hot.”

      “Unfair.” Walt stared at her mug.

      “Anyway, of course if you don’t want to go on the cruise you can just sell your ticket. But I do, I’ve been dreaming about going on a cruise. I just know that we can win. Who could be better at solving crime than us?”

      “I don’t know,” Eddy said.

      “Do you know what they have at those resorts?” Walt met her eyes. “Bedbugs. That’s what. Bugs that will literally eat you in your sleep.”

      “Now Walt, they don’t eat you,” Samantha said.

      “In microscopic bites, yes, yes they do.” Walt pushed his glasses up and shuddered.

      “No way, the committee investigated thoroughly and the resort is guaranteed to be pest free.” She patted the back of his hand. “You’ll be perfectly safe. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “But that isn’t the only concern, Sam. You might get along with the committee crowd, but those women drive me nuts.” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “That’s only because you’re so handsome. It’s not their fault that you’re one of the most eligible bachelors. Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.” Samantha smiled.

      “Great.” Eddy chuckled.

      “All right I guess it wouldn’t kill us to go,” Jo said.

      “Nope, the only person getting murdered is the actor playing the victim.” Samantha winked. “So, you’re all up for it, right? Because I already bought us matching sweaters to wear.”

      “Matching sweaters?” Jo gasped.

      “Relax, I’m joking.” Samantha laughed.

      “All right, yes, I’ll go.” Eddy cleared his throat. “Only because I want to exercise my detective skills.”

      “And I’ll go because I’m going to prove that their guarantee is hogwash. Too many people really believe these guarantees that are given to them, and then the bedbugs just keep spreading and spreading. You know there have been a few cases in Sage Gardens. I’m just so relieved that our villas are not connected.”

      “I didn’t know that.” Samantha frowned. “What a hassle for whoever dealt with it.”

      “It is.” Walt sighed. “Which is why the truth must be told.”

      “Great, so everyone’s in?” Samantha looked between her three friends, who all nodded in return. “Then we leave tomorrow morning. It’s a three-hour bus trip.”

      “Can’t we just drive?” Eddy frowned. “I’m not sure that I want to be on the bus for that long.”

      “Don’t fuss, Eddy, it’ll be fun. I already picked out some songs that we can all sing,” Samantha said.

      “Sure.” Eddy smiled. “I know you better than that, Sam. Singing is not your thing.”

      “Okay, no songs.” She shrugged. “But we’ll still have fun. I’m sure of it.”

      “Listen gentleman, if I’m riding the bus, you are, too.” Jo tapped her hand on the table. “We’re all in, right?”

      “All in.” Eddy nodded.

      “A bus?” Walt cringed. “Only for Samantha.”

      “Gee, thanks Walt.” She smiled and blew him a kiss.
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      The next morning Samantha woke with a start. Her heart skipped a beat. Had she missed her alarm? One glance at the clock on her bedside table revealed that she was awake twenty minutes early. She was nervous about the trip. Really, she was nervous about the other women on the committee. She had only recently been accepted on to the committee and they were so quick to pick apart her ideas. She knew if things didn’t go smoothly they would be ready to pounce. She took a shower to get her head on straight, then grabbed her things and headed to the parking lot.

      As Samantha slung her bag over her shoulder, she noticed her friends gathered near the bus. Walt had three bags, one for his laptop, one for his clothes, and one for his cleaning supplies. She could tell because of the bottle of glass cleaning liquid that stuck out of one of the pockets. Jo had a single backpack. She always packed light. Eddy was the only one with a suitcase, old, beat-up, and held together with a bungee cord. It was a small suitcase, but he’d stuffed it pretty full.

      “Eddy, what in the world do you have in there?” Samantha smiled as she walked up to the group.

      “Books. Lots of books.”

      “Books? When are you going to have time to read?”

      “We’ll have the murder mystery solved in twenty minutes. So I’ll have the rest of the weekend to avoid interaction with anyone.”

      “Oh Eddy, where’s that good attitude I thought you were going to have?”

      “They’re all true crime.” He shrugged. “Does that help?”

      “Yes.” She laughed and walked with them over to the bus. Once all of their luggage was stowed, they boarded the bus. It was spacious, but because of the contest incentive, it was packed. They managed to find two benches near the back. Eddy settled beside the window with Samantha on the outside, and Walt took the window seat in front of them, with Jo on the outside.

      Although Samantha was excited for the weekend, and especially for the prize she was certain they would win, when the bus lurched forward, she felt a little uneasy. What if the weekend was horrible? She’d convinced her friends to join her, but she hated to think about them resenting her for it. She decided she would do her best to make it fun, even if they did solve the murder mystery in twenty minutes. About an hour into the bus ride, several of the other people on the bus had begun their third round of traditional bar songs. Eddy thumped his head against the back of the seat, and groaned.

      “How did I let you talk me into this?”

      “You could always sing along, Eddy.” Jo turned around and grinned at him. “Don’t act like you don’t know the words.”

      “Maybe I did, at one time, but that was a different time in my life.”

      “You mean, it was after half a dozen beers.” Samantha smiled.

      “That too.” Eddy chuckled. “It’s much easier to sing nonsense lyrics when you know you won’t remember it the next day.”

      “Don’t worry, we have a stop coming up and we’ll all get a break.” Samantha gritted her teeth. The singing was even getting on her nerves, which took a lot to accomplish. Luckily it began to fade, and gave way to the hum of chatter. She gazed out the window at the scenery that passed. It always made her curious to pass through little towns she’d never been to before. She knew that each was filled with people she would likely never meet. In some ways it made her sad, and in others it gave her inspiration that there might still be adventures left in life.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Eddy patted her knee.

      “Oh sorry, just daydreaming.” She smiled.

      “About?” He met her eyes.

      “All the paths not taken I suppose. The ones I’ve missed, and the ones that are yet to come.”

      “Interesting perspective. I think about that sometimes, too. It’s funny how the plans we make when we are young don’t ever seem to lead to the result we expect.”

      “Ah, but never forget my dear, Eddy, we are still far from the final result. Aren’t we?”

      “You might be.” He grunted. “But I’m getting old.”

      “I doubt that. One good mystery and you’re alive and spunky.”

      “Spunky?” He chuckled. “I don’t think there has ever been a time in my life that I could be described as spunky.”

      “Trust me, I’ve seen you get spunky. It’s very endearing.”

      “You’re lucky we’re friends.” He winked at her.

      “Yes, yes I am.” She smiled and settled back into her daydream. When the bus finally pulled into its first stop, her peaceful state was replaced with horror. The gas station was not what she expected. When planning out the route for the bus trip she’d selected a few places to stop, with the anticipation that everyone on board would want to roam, and have a place to sit and chat before they got back on the bus. Her resource of the gas station must have been out of date, because the multiple picnic tables she expected to find had transformed into one rickety bench, chained to a tree. Though the gas station was still there, when she got off the bus and looked through the window it looked like the store inside was barren of anything that might have been made in the recent years. She was so stunned by the situation that she didn’t notice Jo waltz right past her, until she already had the door open.

      “Jo, wait. We might just go somewhere else.”

      “You can go wherever you want, but I have to go right now, I can’t wait. I tried the bathroom, but it’s locked. The cashier must have a key.”

      Reluctantly Samantha followed after her. The man behind the counter appeared more faded than the magazine he flipped through. His skin was dry, his lips cracked, and his clothes were smudged with dust and dirt. Samantha couldn’t imagine what he did to get into such a state. Did he roll around in the dirt between customers? She reminded herself it was not right to judge, and requested the bathroom key.

      “Nah, it’s not locked, you just have to kick it, then slam your hip into it, it’ll open.” He smiled, a nearly toothless smile. Samantha smiled back at him, then steered Jo out of the store.

      “Can you believe this?”

      “It’s not too unusual for an out of the way place. You can’t expect five stars on a road trip.” Jo did as the cashier instructed and kicked the door, then slammed it with her hip. The door popped open, and a horrid odor seeped out. “Wow, I stand corrected, this place is what I call roughing it.” Jo scrunched up her nose at the smell of the bathroom. “And I’ve been in some pretty rough situations.”

      “I know, it’s already a disaster, isn’t it? How am I going to explain any of this to the rest of the group? I promised a fun weekend, and so far all I’ve delivered is a rundown gas station with a bathroom that should be quarantined.”

      “Relax. Just take a breath. On second thought, don’t.” Jo pinched her nose and stepped into the bathroom. “What I’m trying to say is that the weekend has just begun. So there’s a bump in the road, that’s bound to happen. Everything will be fine once we get to the resort. All of this will just be a memory.”

      “I hope so. I’m never going to live it down with the committee.”

      “Don’t worry about those gals, if they want to torment you over something as petty as this, then they’re not exactly the type of people you want around you anyway. Are they?”

      “No, I guess not.” Samantha shrugged. “Thanks Jo.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, let’s get out of here, I think I’d rather go in the woods.”

      “Jo!”

      “I’m just kidding. But you might want to warn Walt to hold it in until the next stop.”

      “Yes, you’re right. I should.” Samantha shuddered at the idea of Walt walking into such a filthy bathroom. When she stepped outside she noticed three of the committee members huddled near the bus. She knew that couldn’t mean anything good. As she rounded the corner she walked right into Eddy.

      “Oops, excuse me, Sam.”

      “No, it’s okay, I’m the one that wasn’t looking. Have you seen Walt?”

      “He refuses to leave the bus. He’s certain there’s tetanus in the dirt that can be kicked up into the air and breathed in.”

      “Is that even possible?” Samantha lifted an eyebrow.

      “I doubt it, but he’s in panic mode, so it’s best not to argue.”

      “I bet you’re already wishing you’d stayed home, instead of agreeing to this trip.”

      “Sure I am.” He smiled.

      “Ugh, thanks a lot, Eddy.”

      “Look, I make no secret of the fact that I’d rather be at home in my comfortable chair, but that’s not because of anything you did. That’s just what I would prefer. You have my support, as always.”

      “I’m glad, because I have a feeling I’m going to need it.”

      As she walked towards the bus, the three women set their sights on her. She could sense their disapproval in their seething expressions.

      “Samantha, we need to talk.” Amber fluffed her hair, then looked into her eyes. “This, is a disaster.”

      “It’s just one bad stop, ladies. I’m sure the next one will be much better,” Samantha said.

      “Oh? Because I’m not sure at all.” Stephanie crossed her arms. “In fact I’m almost certain that the next stop is going to be worse than this one. To be honest, the only thing stopping me from calling a cab right now, is knowing that we’re going to win that cruise.”

      “I’m sorry that you’re not having a good time, but I think if you try to relax a little and open your mind, you will have a much better experience.” Samantha looked between them. “You’re that confident that you’ll win?”

      “Sure. Who’s our competition?” Amber looked past Samantha, to where Jo and Eddy stood watching. “Your little group of wanna-be detectives?”

      “I think we stand a fair chance.”

      “You’re wrong. My friends and I will have this murder mystery solved in just a few minutes, and then we get to start planning our cruise. Right ladies?”

      The other two women nodded their agreement, then all three boarded the bus. Samantha did her best to hold her tongue, but the person standing behind her did not do the same.

      “I thought I heard some cackling.” Eddy smirked.

      “Eddy, they’re right, this is a disaster.”

      “It’s not that bad, Sam.” Jo walked up with a smile.

      “I’m sorry guys. I’ll understand if you want to find a way back from here. You don’t have to stick out this awful trip with me. It was wrong of me to ask you to come in the first place.”

      “No way.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “I’m not going anywhere but back on that bus.”

      “Really?” Samantha stared at him.

      “Sure, someone’s going to have to show them just how a crime is solved. Those three old bats aren’t going on a cruise anytime soon.”

      “Eddy, all three of them are probably younger than you.”

      “So?” He scowled. “That doesn’t change the fact that they’re bats. They just want to cause trouble. I’m not going to put up with that. Are you, Jo?”

      “No. I’m not. I want to solve the murder, too. You can’t let women like that push you around, Sam. You have to show them what you’re made of, or they’ll just keep pushing.”

      “Wow, you two are amazing. I really appreciate the support. You’re right, Jo, I should stand up to them, but first I want to win the cruise. But what about Walt?”

      “Walt’s got his own mystery to solve. He wants to prove that there are bedbugs at the resort. I doubt that anyone could get him to change his mind at this point. He is one determined fellow.”

      “All right, then let’s go. The sooner we get there, the sooner we win.”

      “And the sooner we can pee safely.” Jo laughed and led Samantha onto the bus. Once everyone was settled, the bus lurched forward. The next two stops went smoothly, but with each stop they made, the temperature in the air around them dropped. Everyone on the bus began layering with sweaters and jackets. The roads became steeper as the bus rolled up into the mountains. Samantha smiled as she stared out the window.

      “I think we’re definitely going to see some snow.”

      “I hope so.” Jo grinned. “A little bit is always nice.”

      “Look!” Samantha pointed through the window. “I saw a snowflake! It’s snowing everyone!”

      A cheer rippled through the bus followed by a lot of chatter. Samantha gazed at the snowflakes as they fluttered down around the bus. It was soothing to watch. However, by the time the bus drew close to the resort, the snowflakes no longer fluttered. They streamed down, aided by a forceful wind. The bitter air squeezed through the windows of the bus and even with the heat on high, everyone began to complain of the cold. Samantha held her tongue and hoped that they would arrive before everyone got too cranky. The bus drove slower, and slower.

      “Sorry folks, have to be cautious on these slippery roads.” The driver called back over his shoulder. Samantha was glad he was being cautious, but it seemed as if they would never arrive and get off the bus.
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      When the resort finally loomed ahead of them, Samantha was impressed by how modern it looked, with many glass windows, and splashes of color throughout. Everyone forgot about how cold they were, and buzzed with excitement instead. Even Eddy smiled as he pointed out the rambling four story building that they approached.

      “Wow, this is a fancy place.”

      “It is fancy.” Samantha smiled and clapped her hands, more to keep them warm than to express excitement. “I’m glad we made it.”

      “Me too.” Walt shifted in his seat. “I think I’m going to need to see a chiropractor before I’m able to regain my posture.”

      “Trust me, Walt, a night or two in these cozy beds and you’re going to be walking tall.” Samantha pointed to the brochure in her hand. “Feathertop mattresses, all around.”

      “Cozy beds, full of bedbugs,” Walt mumbled as he followed them off the bus.

      Once everyone was organized with their room cards and the plan to meet for dinner, Samantha breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Well, we made it here, I guess that’s half the battle.” She glanced out the window. “Oh, and look, it’s snowing.” She smiled. “Even harder than it was on the way here.”

      “Wonderful.” Eddy patted his belly. “Now, where’s the bar?” He grinned.

      “Just down there next to the dining hall. Listen, take this.” She pressed a ticket into his hand. “It’ll get you a few free drinks.”

      “Thanks, I wonder what it includes?”

      “Just ask the bartender.”

      “I will. See you ladies at dinner.”

      “Don’t you want to check out our room first?” Walt frowned.

      “Walt buddy, I wouldn’t want to get in the way of your fumigating.”

      “Good point.” Walt nodded. “It’s best if I assess the situation first.”

      “I’ll take your suitcase up.” Jo grabbed the handle, then grunted. “You really did pack a lot of books, didn’t you?”

      “And rocks, just a few rocks.” Eddy waved as he walked off towards the bar.

      In the elevator, Walt surveyed the structure around them. “Up to date, and fitted with the latest emergency equipment. At least the elevator is in good condition.”

      “I think everything here will meet your standards, Walt. This resort got great reviews.” Samantha watched as Jo let go of Eddy’s heavy suitcase. It thumped to the floor.

      “Easy, no sudden movements.” Walt frowned. “You know, Samantha, some of those reviews are paid for. You never can tell whether someone is being honest or not.”

      “True, but there weren’t any bad ones. I imagine if anyone had a bad experience they would have reported it.”

      “Fair enough.” Walt nodded. The elevator doors slid open and they stepped off into the second floor hallway.

      “Walt, you and Eddy have room 207, and Jo and I are next door in 209.” She handed him a key card.

      “Oh good, not far from the elevator.” Walt smiled his approval and unlocked the door. Jo heaved the suitcase inside.

      “Oh no, don’t put it on the floor!” Walt gasped. “The suitcases have to go in the bathtub until the room is cleared of bedbugs, otherwise we’ll be bringing them home with us. Just go, please, I can handle it from here.”

      “Okay, okay.” Jo met his eyes. “If you need anything just let us know.”

      “All right, I will.” He began to unload his cleaning supplies. Samantha and Jo walked to the next door, unlocked it and stepped inside.

      “You weren’t kidding, Sam, I’m glad I came. This room is gorgeous.”

      “Isn’t the décor wonderful? The decorator adds in all of these little gems.” She touched the flower petal painted on the wall beside one of the light switches. “I think they take away from the coldness of a hotel room.”

      “Yes, they do. And oh look!” Jo grinned as she opened one of the cabinets. “Fresh tea leaves! Most places leave only tea bags. It’s refreshing to see that tea leaves is an option, too.”

      “You should make yourself a cup. I’m going to get unpacked and settled. I want some time away from the group before dinner tonight. Those three ladies are going to be on the warpath and I’d rather not butt heads.”

      “Just remember, don’t let them…”

      “I know, I know, don’t let them push me around. It’s hard not to. I’m trying to be friendly with them, but they are just so set in their ways.”

      “Why are you trying to be friendly with them?”

      “Because I like organizing things. It has taken me so long to be accepted on to the committee and I like being part of the group that puts on all of the entertainment. It’s exciting. It keeps me busy.”

      “Ah, retirement isn’t working so well for you is it?”

      “It is, and it isn’t. I do feel like I need something to do all of the time. Before I retired I looked forward to having less responsibilities and more free time. But now, I have no idea what to do with it. So it’s nice to have some kind of plan for the year. I know when the parties will be, when we have to start getting ready for them, approximately how many people will be included in them. That’s all stuff that can keep me on my toes.”

      “I understand. That’s why I enjoy my garden so much. I participate in a certain cycle. I know when things need to be planted, when they need to be watered, when they need to be harvested. That all makes a big difference in my daily life. I guess, not having some kind of routine or schedule to follow can make anyone feel unhinged.”

      “Anyone but Eddy.” Samantha shook her head. “He seems to handle things just fine.”

      “Does he? That’s because he hasn’t retired.”

      “What do you mean? He’s as retired as the rest of us.”

      “He may claim he is, but all of those true crime books are just a way to hone his skills. He’s constantly solving cases, whether he gets paid for it or not. Haven’t you ever noticed the way he’s always got his eye on someone or something? He never just sits back and closes his eyes, or looks at the scenery.”

      “You’re right. I hadn’t noticed that. Probably because I was too busy looking at the scenery.”

      “He’s just a very alert guy. I hope one day he learns how to relax a little though, because he’s missing out on fun.”

      “Well, maybe his trip to the bar will help with that.” Samantha stretched. “I say we unpack and then head down to join him.”

      “Sounds good. Should I put my suitcase in the bathtub?”

      “Only if you plan on soaking it.” Samantha grinned. “Don’t worry, this place is spotless!”

      “Hm.” Jo glanced around the room again. It was quite beautiful, but she knew better than to be fooled by the appearance of things.
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      Eddy was relieved to find that the bar was not very populated with people from the bus yet. Most had likely gone to settle in their rooms and prepare for dinner. Since there were free welcome drinks he was sure they soon would be arriving in droves. However, for the moment, there were only a handful of other people in the bar. He settled on one of the stools at the bar, and nodded to the bartender. If he saw Eddy’s nod, he showed no sign of it, as his focus was elsewhere. There was a table with a small group of men and women, dressed in rather strange clothes. It appeared to Eddy that the clothes were dated, as if they came straight out of the twenties. A ripple of laughter rose up from the table, and the bartender shook his head. Only then did he notice Eddy.

      “Hi there, what can I get for you?”

      “Beer please.” Eddy held up the voucher Samantha had given him.

      “Sure. In the bottle?”

      “Yes please.” One thing that being friends with Walt had taught him, was never to trust the glasses at a bar. They often were not cleaned properly. The bartender handed him an ice-cold beer. “What’s the deal with that group?” Eddy tilted his head towards the strangely dressed people.

      “Oh, those are the actors. They put on the murder mystery. They’ve just finished their dress rehearsal for tomorrow.”

      “Oh, how nice.” Eddy took a sip of his beer and looked over at the group again. “Which one is getting offed?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.” The bartender grinned. “I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.”

      “All right, fair enough.” Eddy sipped his beer as the bar began to fill up.

      One of the men at the table with the other actors stood up and walked up to the end of the bar.

      “Excuse me.” The bartender walked over to serve the man. “A free beer? You know they’re on the house for all of the actors.”

      “No thanks. Just a water please. Is that on the house, too? I guess it’s better than being on the floor.” He chuckled at his own joke. Eddy looked back towards the group of people. There was a time when his only friends were police officers. After retiring it took him some time to make friends with people that weren’t in law enforcement. Now that he had a small but tight knit group around him, that sense of security that someone always had his back, had returned to his life. As the actor rejoined the others, Eddy finished his beer and continued to observe the people around him. It was in his nature to blend into the background while constantly keeping an eye on everyone else.

      For Eddy’s second drink he ordered a soda, and kept his attention on the door. He thought perhaps Jo, or Samantha would wander in, but when neither did he decided to head for the dining hall. As he stood up he put a few folded bills on the bar.

      “Oh, no need for a tip, the drinks were complimentary.”

      “There’s always need for a tip.” Eddy winked at him.

      “In that case, don’t be afraid to ask for me. Ben.” He held out his hand to Eddy. Eddy gave it a quick shake.

      “Eddy.”

      “Are you here for the murder mystery?”

      “Yes, in fact, my friends and I will likely be the ones to solve it.”

      “Confident, huh?” Ben chuckled.

      “I’m a retired police detective, if I can’t figure out a fake murder, who can?”

      “Good point.” He cleared his throat. “Good luck to you and your friends.”

      “Thanks.”

      Eddy made his way through the crowd to the door of the bar. As he headed in the direction of the dining hall, he spotted Walt, Samantha, and Jo coming from the opposite direction.

      “If you’re going to the bar, don’t bother. It’s getting way too crowded in there.”

      “No, going to dinner. I reserved a table for the four of us.” Samantha smiled.

      “Oh good. I’m starving.”

      “Do you think I could speak to the chef first?” Walt scrunched up his nose. “I’d like to know how he checks the temperature of his meat.”

      “I think the chef might be a little too busy for that, Walt.” Samantha pointed out the crowded dining room. “Not only is our group here, but there are some others staying here as well. Only our group is taking part in the murder mystery though.”

      “Good, I can’t wait to get it solved so I can settle in with some books.” Eddy held the door for Samantha, Jo, and Walt so that Walt wouldn’t have to touch the knob. Once they were seated the dining hall began to fill up even more. The wait staff rushed around providing drink orders and taking orders.

      “I really do think this is a nice place.” Jo sat back in her chair. “Even though it’s crowded, I haven’t heard one cross word from any of the staff. Everyone is friendly.”

      “Oh, I got a preview of the actors who will put on the murder mystery tomorrow. They were in the bar,” Eddy said.

      “How exciting.” Samantha leaned forward. “Do you know who the murderer is?”

      “No, I asked the bartender who the victim was and he said he couldn’t tell me.”

      “Well, that’s good, we don’t want to spoil the fun anyway.”

      “I hope it’s at least a little challenging.” Jo glanced over her shoulder, then lowered her voice. “Maybe I’ll get to use some of my special skills.” Eddy cringed slightly at the reference to Jo’s past career as a cat burglar.

      “I think we’re all going to get to use some of our special skills. I’ve heard about this group, and they put on a fantastic mystery. Some people don’t figure it out at all, until the reveal.” Samantha smiled at the waitress as she brought their food. Once she was gone, Walt used a fork to inspect his food.

      “Well, I can tell you, I want the chance to show the housekeeping staff here how to actually clean a bathroom. Our room is very nice, but the bathroom has been neglected.”

      “Is there any bathroom clean enough for you, Walt?” Eddy met his eyes.

      “Not even my own, I’m afraid.” Walt sighed. As Samantha took the last bite of her meal she heard a commotion near the front of the dining hall. When she looked in that direction she caught sight of a man in an old-fashioned suit, and another man. They appeared to be arguing, but she couldn’t hear exactly what they said.

      “Well, that was delicious.” Eddy patted his stomach. “But I’m stuffed.”

      “Are you going up to your room? Jo and I were going to use our free drink tickets in the bar.”

      “I used mine already. I’d rather have a nap.”

      “Okay, but if you change your mind, come and join us.” Samantha looked across the table at Walt. “Are you going to join us?”

      “Absolutely. I want to check the temperature of their beer. Did you know that sour beer can lead to at least ten different kinds of health problems?”

      “Walt!” Jo laughed.

      “It’s true. You’ll appreciate it.”

      “I’m sure we will.” Samantha grinned at him. Eddy waved to them, then left the dining hall. The moment he was gone, Samantha frowned. “I don’t think he’s going to have any fun while he’s here. I feel guilty for convincing him to come along.”

      “Oh, don’t let that tough attitude fool you.” Jo finished the last of her drink. “He’s happy to be here. He just can’t let you see it. What else would he be doing back at Sage Gardens?”

      “That’s true. Just about anything he could do there, he can do here, too.”

      “Exactly.” Jo smiled.

      The three left the dining hall and entered the bar through a door that shared a wall with the dining hall. Once inside, the noise level raised considerably.

      “Wow, it’s crowded in here.” Samantha lingered close to Jo.

      “Not my kind of crowd.” Jo frowned. “Maybe we should skip the free drinks.”

      “But they’re free.” Walt pushed his glasses up and looked between the two of them. “Do you know how few things are free in life?”

      “I guess he has a point.” Jo squinted. “I think I see some open stools over there at the end of the bar.”

      “Let’s try to get them before someone else does.” Samantha cut right through the crowd while Walt and Jo picked their way through. Once they reached the bar stools, Walt whipped out a wipe and cleaned off the seat and the bar in front of him. “Want me to do yours?” He looked over at Jo.

      “No thanks, I’ll risk it.” She smiled as she settled on the stool beside him.

      “Just a second, I’ll be right with you.” A young man rushed past them to the other end of the bar.

      “Poor guy is getting overworked tonight.” Jo skimmed the people around them. “I recognize a lot of these people, but there are many faces I don’t. I wonder why it’s so crowded?”

      “When I got the tickets for the murder mystery, the rooms were dirt cheap. I guess in the winter season they sell the rooms for cheaper.”

      “I wonder why that is?”

      “I think I may have an idea.” Walt held up his phone. “I just received a weather alert.”

      “For what?” Samantha peered at his phone.

      “A blizzard.” Walt lowered his phone and met her eyes. “Did you know anything about this?”

      “No, of course not. I didn’t even look at the weather really. I figured it was too early for any big snows.”

      “Not here it isn’t. Blizzards are common this time of year.”

      “Oh no.” She groaned. “If we get snowed in, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “I’m sure it’ll pass. Right Walt? What does the warning say exactly?” Jo asked.

      “It says, warning, you’re about to be snowed in.” He stared at them both.

      “What? Really?” Samantha peered at his phone again.

      “No not really, but that was funny, wasn’t it?” He grinned.

      “Oh, Walt told a joke!” Jo clapped her hands and winked at him. “Sounds to me like you’re really starting to relax and enjoy yourself.”

      “Yes, actually I am.” Walt nodded. “But the warning is pretty direct. There’s not much chance that the snow storm is going to miss us.”

      “Oh well.” Jo shrugged. “We were going to spend the weekend inside anyway. We can make the best of it. Try not to worry, Sam.”

      “Thanks Jo.” Samantha stared down at her own phone as the weather report paraded past. The massive blob that represented snow was headed straight for the resort.

      “Put that away, let’s have our drinks, and have some fun.” Jo tapped the top of Samantha’s phone.

      “All right, I will.” Samantha tucked her phone into her purse and tried not to think about the storm that was coming. There was nothing that could be done about it now.

      The music shifted from peppy, to wild. Samantha noticed a large group from Sage Gardens having a good time as they clustered around tables in the bar. At least things were going well so far. Suddenly, a spotlight shone on a group of people near the back wall of the bar.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, a round of applause for our talented actors who will be hosting a one of a kind murder mystery tomorrow.” The people at the table all stood up as everyone applauded. Each person was dressed in old-fashioned clothing, and the women had updos that hovered a few inches above their heads. It was clear that the actors took their jobs seriously. Samantha started to get excited about the mystery the next day.

      “I think this is really going to be interesting.”

      “Oh?” The bartender leaned against the bar. “It might be more interesting if you let me make you our specialty drink.”

      “No, that’s all right, I don’t like fancy drinks.”

      “Who said it was fancy?” He laughed. “Just special.”

      “Well, all right, I guess I could try it. Thanks.”

      “Would you like one as well?” He looked at Jo.

      “No thanks.”

      “One specialty drink coming up.” He turned away from them and grabbed a glass. When he turned back he began flipping bottles of alcohol in different directions. Samantha cheered as he tossed one bottle under one arm, and the other under the other. Then he managed to catch them both. Walt cried out and shook his head.

      “That’s so reckless!”

      “It’s amazing.” Samantha grinned. “You’re very talented.”

      “Thank you.” He offered a small bow, then topped off her drink with a pink, plastic flower. “Something special, for someone special.” He handed her the glass.

      “Wow.” She ducked her head and hoped that he didn’t notice the flush in her cheeks. As she took a sip of the drink, she smiled even wider.

      “Yum, this is very interesting.”

      “You’re right.” The bartender smiled at her. “It’s about to get even more interesting.” He winked, then walked away.

      “What do you think that means?” Samantha glanced at her friends.

      “Either he’s coming back to ask for your number, or…” The light in the bar suddenly dimmed. A disco light lowered from the ceiling as a few staff members cleared some tables out of the way. “Or that.” Jo laughed.

      “Flickering lights are responsible for seventy-five percent of seizures, did you know that?” Walt shook his head.

      “You just made that up because you don’t want to dance, didn’t you?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “Maybe.” Walt squinted through the dim light. “It would be nice if I could order another water, but the staff seem to be occupied. I think I’ll head back to the room.”

      “Wait for us, we’ll walk up with you.” Jo grabbed her purse. “Unless you want to dance, Sam?”

      “No way, I want to be well rested for the murder mystery tomorrow.” As the trio began to make their way through the crowd, Samantha noticed that there were a lot of people dancing. All of the smiles and laughter indicated that so far, the weekend was off to a great start.
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      The room was spotless, thanks to Walt, and it was also very comfortable. There were several little touches that made Eddy feel as if he was home, especially the recliner. It wasn’t as soft and broken-in as his recliner back home, but he sunk into it fairly well. As Eddy began to relax, he flipped on the television and settled back in the chair. His peace was disrupted seconds later when a shrill sound carried through the speakers on the television. A dark red bar ran across the bottom of the screen, detailing a severe weather warning.

      “Oh, that’s not good.” Eddy frowned as he watched the weather radar on the television. He reached for his phone to text Samantha about the incoming storm, but discovered it was dead. He searched the room for his phone charger, but he couldn’t find it anywhere. Frustrated, he decided to just head down to the bar to talk to Samantha in person. As he left the room he noticed that the hallways were empty. In fact the entire resort was quiet. He could only guess that just about everyone was in the bar. That guess was proven to be true when he reached the dining hall and discovered that there wasn’t a single person in it. It had been tidied up and all of the chairs were pushed under the tables. As he rounded one of the tables to head for the bar, his foot caught on something. He looked down, puzzled, to see a shoe.

      “Who would leave a shoe behind?” He started to walk past, then realized there was more than a shoe. The shoe was attached to a body, half-hidden by a tablecloth. His heart raced as he saw something sharp and long sticking out of the chest of the man on the floor. He reached for his phone, then remembered that he didn’t have it on him.

      “Help!” He crouched down to check the man’s pulse, and found that his skin was warm. But he didn’t feel anything against his fingertips. “Help!” He jumped up when he realized there was no one around to hear him. He ran to the bar and shoved the door open. Going from the bright light of the dining hall to the dim and flickering lights of the bar, made him dizzy for a second.

      “Help!” He shouted as loud as he could, but the music drowned out the sound of his voice. He grabbed a woman near the entrance. “I need you to call an ambulance, someone has been stabbed.”

      “What are you talking about?” She pulled free of his grasp. “Don’t touch me! Are you drunk?”

      “Someone’s been stabbed, please call an ambulance,” Eddy said when he spotted Amber walking past him.

      “Stabbed?” Amber asked skeptically.

      “Yes. Please call an ambulance!” Eddy said with urgency.

      “I don’t have my phone, but I’ll go tell security,” Amber said as she pushed through the crowd as she walked away from Eddy.

      “Samantha!” Eddy shoved through the crowd towards the bar. “Jo!”

      “Is that Eddy?” Samantha strained to see around the people in front of her. “Eddy?”

      “Sam, call 911, there’s a body in the dining hall.”

      “A body?”

      “Someone’s been stabbed! Do you have your phone?”

      “Yes, I do, hold on.” Just as Samantha pulled it out, the lights in the bar turned back on and the music stopped. A ripple of shrieks carried through the crowd in reaction to the sudden change.

      “Everyone calm down please, calm down!” Ben stood on top of the bar. “There’s been a report of a crime. If you could all please exit the bar through the side doors in an orderly fashion we can get this sorted out.”

      Security staff began to pour in from the opposite door. A man with a badge on his suit jacket walked up to Eddy.

      “My name is Bart, I’m head of security here. Are you the one that reported finding a body?”

      “He’s in the dining hall.” Eddy gestured towards the dining hall. “On the floor, by one of the tables.”

      “The dining hall? Are you sure about that, sir?” Bart looked into Eddy’s eyes.

      “Yes, I’m certain. He was on the floor, with something sticking out of his chest.”

      “Sir, we just came through the dining hall, there was no one there.”

      “You must have missed him. I almost did, too. Here, I’ll show you.” Eddy stepped back through the door with his friends right behind him. The security guard surveyed the dining hall as Eddy walked through it. He stared with disbelief at the empty floor. He walked between each table, and then shook his head.

      “Someone must have moved the body. He was right there. I saw him. I even checked for a pulse.”

      “Sir, perhaps you were confused. Can you give me a description of the man that you saw?”

      “He was uh, in his fifties I think. He had short brown hair. Oh, and he was wearing one of those old-fashioned suits.”

      “Old-fashioned suits?”

      “Yes, like the actors that were in the bar earlier.”

      “Oh. Like a costume?” The security guard cleared his throat.

      “I don’t know if it was a costume or not, but that was what he was wearing.” Eddy growled. “Are you going to shut this place down and do a thorough search or do I need to call in the FBI?”

      “Eddy.” Samantha rested her hand on his elbow. “I’m sure he’s doing everything he should be.”

      “It’s possible that the man you saw was one of the actors in the murder mystery. Sometimes they practice their role before the opening act.” The security guard pulled out his radio. “Stand down, there’s no body.”

      “There most certainly is a body! You just have to find it, that’s your job isn’t it?” Eddy asked.

      “Sir, I’m sorry, but it’s clear that you were mistaken. Perhaps you had a little too much to drink?”

      “I did not!” Eddy’s voice raised so loud, that Walt took a step back, and Jo put her hand on Eddy’s other arm.

      “Settle down, Eddy, we’ll figure this out. Obviously, there’s been some kind of mistake. Maybe it was just an act,” Jo said.

      “Oh, is there some kind of new acting trick that can keep a person from having a pulse?” Eddy gently pushed off both Samantha and Jo’s hands as he approached the security guard. “Now you listen to me! Every second that passes is an opportunity for someone to get away with murder. You need to get your men to conduct a thorough search of this entire resort. If you can’t handle that, then you should call in law enforcement, who can. If you won’t, I will. Samantha, give me your phone!” He turned back to face Samantha, who handed over her phone without argument. Eddy’s flushed cheeks and sharp tone warned all of his friends that he was not to be silenced.

      “I’m afraid that will not be possible, sir.” The security guard crossed his arms.

      “Excuse me? You can’t stop me from reporting a crime.”

      “No, sir, I can’t. But there is no way law enforcement is going to be able to come out here at this time. All of the roads leading to the resort have already been closed due to the heavy snowfall.”

      “Oh no.” Eddy groaned. “I forgot about the storm. That was the whole reason I came down to the bar.”

      “It’s very important to us that you feel safe here, Eddy.” The security guard offered his hand. “I’m sure if we work together we can figure out what happened here. If you give me some time, I will ensure there is a search of the grounds, and I will also make contact with the actor that I think you might have seen. Everything will be fine.”

      “Unless you’re planning to break out some kind of séance you’re not going to be making any contact with the man that I saw dead on this floor.”

      “Eddy, he’s just trying to be helpful. Try to think this through. If there was a body here…”

      “If? If Samantha?” He stared straight into her eyes. “Are you saying that I didn’t see what I know I saw?”

      “I’m not saying that at all.” Samantha looked him straight back in the eyes. “I’m telling you that you need to calm down if we’re going to figure this out.”

      “You’re right.” He heaved a deep sigh and nodded. “I’m sorry. Obviously, something strange has happened here. I know what I saw, but the body is gone. So someone must have moved it.”

      “I will have my security team scour the grounds, but in the meantime, it would be best if you returned to your rooms.”

      “All right.” Eddy frowned and joined his friends as they walked towards the hallway that led to the rooms. His heart raced as he knew that every second that passed was a second longer for the killer to escape. “I can’t believe they’re being so casual about this. Someone has to find the killer.”

      “And they will, Eddy.” Samantha pushed the button to call the elevator. “But we have to let them do their job.”

      “Why? So they can cover up a murder on their property? That’s all they want to do. It’ll be bad for sales if someone was killed in their resort,” Eddy said.

      The elevator doors slid shut.

      “Eddy has a point, it does cause a huge problem if there is a murder in a luxury resort,” Walt said.

      “Still, I doubt that the security staff would go to the lengths of moving a body in order to protect the resort. That would mean they could all be going to prison for their interference,” Samantha said.

      When they reached the second floor Samantha held the doors open until all of her friends walked through.

      The four friends stepped into Walt and Eddy’s room and closed the door behind them. “Moving the body is too big of a risk to take, for anyone.” Walt shook his head.

      “Depending on how much they’re paid.” Jo shrugged. “Maybe the payoff is worth the risk.”

      “I don’t know, this is a nice place, but it’s not exactly the playground of billionaires. I really don’t think that the staff moved the body.” Samantha shook her head.

      “If there was a body, where did it go?” Walt sat down at the table and took off his glasses to clean them.

      “If? I don’t see why we’re even debating this, I know what I saw. All of you are acting like I didn’t see what I saw, but I know what I saw.” Eddy looked between his three friends in search of an explanation.

      “I don’t know what you expect us to say, Eddy. You say there was a body, but there isn’t one. There’s no blood, no sign of a crime being committed. So how can there be a murder with no evidence? Not even a body?” Jo asked.

      “I saw one, that’s how. I’m not sure how you can question it.”

      “It’s not that we’re questioning you, Eddy, we’re looking for the logical explanation.” Walt wiped his glasses clean, then placed them back on his face. “Of course you saw what you saw, no one is doubting that.”

      “Really? Because it seems like all of you are.”

      “You’re just wound up, Eddy. You know us better than that. If you think we’re not going to support you then you’ve really lost touch with reality.” Jo patted his shoulder. “But the point is, what you saw is now gone. So, we are going to have to figure out why that is, and where it might be. Maybe if you go over exactly what you saw one more time, we could piece something together.”

      “But first have some tea.” Walt walked over with a cup. “Just drink it, and sit down for a few minutes. The security team is running a search of the resort and the grounds. There’s nothing else we can do, other than to try to think this through.”

      “Thanks, Walt. You’re right. I’m sorry for barking at you guys. I just got so upset when that security idiot acted like I was seeing things. Over twenty years with a badge, but I’m making things up?”

      “Nobody thinks that, Eddy.” Samantha sat down beside him at the table. “Just try to calm your nerves a little bit.”

      “No one here believes you’re making anything up.” Jo sat down across from him. “None of us doubt what you saw. But keep in mind, sometimes what we see can be an illusion.”

      “So you think it was some kind of prank that I fell for?”

      “Stop taking things so personally, Eddy. It’s not about you. It’s about the victim, isn’t it?” Jo asked.

      “The imaginary one?” Eddy shook his head.

      “Jo’s right, Eddy. You need to calm down and think this through. No matter what, something strange has happened here, and we’re the only ones that believe it,” Samantha said.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll try my best to keep things straight in my mind. I’ll admit, I’m pretty wound up about this. I don’t like to be treated that way.”

      “No one does, but no one is immune to it either. Why don’t you tell me again, exactly what you saw?” Jo met his eyes.

      “I saw a man on the floor with something sticking out of his chest.”

      “Something?”

      “I can’t say exactly what it was. It was some kind of tool.”

      “But you’re sure it was in his chest?”

      “Yes, of course I am. Then I checked for a pulse. His skin was still warm, but there was no pulse. So he’d just been killed.”

      “Or maybe you just felt in the wrong place?” Samantha sat down on the other side of him.

      “Samantha!”

      “Eddy.” She put her hand on his. “We all make mistakes sometimes. Not every human being is designed the same. Maybe this man has some kind of defect which makes it hard to feel his pulse in his neck. Did you check his wrist?”

      “No, I didn’t.” He frowned. “I didn’t have my phone. I wanted to get help as fast as I could.”

      “That’s totally understandable. Do you think it’s possible he was alive?”

      “No.” Eddy’s lips drew into a straight, thin line. “I saw his chest, I saw the body, I know he was dead.”

      “All right, then we can all agree to that.”

      “You can?”

      “Yes.” Samantha looked at the others. “Can’t we?”

      “Yes, if you say so, Eddy, I believe you.” Jo nodded.

      “Yes, I agree as well. However, I want to also point out, that dead bodies don’t just disappear, so we need to get to the bottom of this,” Walt said.

      “I agree.” Eddy sighed. “If it wasn’t the security staff, then maybe.” He paused.

      “What is it, Eddy?” Samantha prompted him.

      “Maybe I interrupted the murder by arriving when I did. Maybe the killer was hiding somewhere in the dining hall. When I ran to get help, maybe the killer moved the body. It’s the only time that it could have been done.”

      “And if the killer moved the body, it had to be done fast. So that limits the options,” Walt said.

      “But now that we’ve wasted time waiting for the security staff to believe me, there’s a good chance the killer has found another way to hide the body.”

      “Good point. The body might have been hidden temporarily, and then moved again.” Walt cleared his throat.

      “So, not only do we have a body floating around here somewhere, we have a desperate murderer as well, who may consider Eddy the only witness to his crime.” Jo looked across the table at him. “You need to keep that in mind. Your safety could be at risk.”

      As if to punctuate her words, there was a loud knock on the door. Walt jumped. Samantha stood up and walked over to the door. Eddy followed after her. When she answered it, the head of security greeted both of them.

      “I thought you might want an update. Our security team just finished the search, and there is no sign of any body anywhere on the property. Of course the grounds are inaccessible because of the storm. We have yet to reach Howard, the actor we think you saw, but that’s not surprising. He’s a bit of a drunk, and he is probably off somewhere sleeping it off. Listen, he probably got liquored up and decided to pull a prank, I’m sorry that you were the butt of it.”

      “There’s no way it was a prank. You’re really not going to do another search?” Eddy asked.

      “I don’t have anything to look for. Maybe in the morning, we’ll take another look around. But I’m sure by then we’ll have found Howard, and we can put all of this to rest. For tonight, just try to relax, and trust me when I tell you, what you think you saw, wasn’t actually a murder victim.”

      “Sure.” Eddy crossed his arms. “Thanks for your efforts.”

      “If you have any more concerns please don’t hesitate to call the front desk. We have staff available all night.”

      “Great. If I need a cup of warm milk, I’ll be sure to ring.”

      “All right, sir.” He nodded, then turned and walked out of the room.

      “Eddy, you didn’t have to be so brusque, he’s only doing his job.” Samantha closed the door behind him.

      “I know, I know, I’m the bad guy here. But are you forgetting that someone is dead, and no one is trying to figure out why, or who did it?” Eddy shook his head. “That doesn’t seem like something that I should be nice about. If it seems like that to you, then it’s not my attitude that you should be worried about.”

      “You don’t need to attack me,” Samantha said.

      “I’m not attacking you.” He groaned with frustration.

      “Enough. Eddy is right. If there was a murder we can’t just pretend there wasn’t. We have to figure out what happened to the body. The security staff isn’t taking this seriously. I say we do our own search,” Jo said.

      “How are we going to do that? There’s three foot of snow outside,” Walt said.

      “And the snow was already falling when Eddy saw the body.” Samantha snapped her fingers. “Which means that whoever moved the body wouldn’t be able to get it off the property. So, it more than likely has to be hidden here somewhere inside of the resort.”

      “If we do a floor by floor search we might be able to find something. Most of the guests will already be in their rooms for the night so it should be easy to accomplish. If I can look up the floor plans of the resort, then we can split up and each take a section to search.” Walt pulled out his laptop and began to search for the plans.

      “Always prepared.” Samantha smiled.

      “That’s a great idea, Walt. Let’s do it.” Jo paced through the center of the room.

      “There’s four of us, and four floors, but one of the floors has a separate wing with the kitchen, bar and dining hall. It is on the ground floor and it also has some rooms for the staff as well as the lobby, recreation room and café in the main wing.”

      “I should take the separate wing on the ground floor as it is probably locked up for the night,” Jo said.

      “You’re going to break in?” Samantha frowned. “What if we get caught? We might get kicked out.”

      “Do you really think they’re going to throw us out in the snow?” Jo shook her head. “That wouldn’t exactly be good business. Can you picture the headline? Guests found frozen after getting the cold shoulder.”

      “Good point.”

      “So, it’s a plan then?” Eddy glanced between the group.

      “Yes.” Walt nodded. “Eddy, which floor would you like?” Walt showed him the floor plans on his computer. “The first floor has eighteen rooms and four supply closets. The second floor has fifteen rooms and the gym and only two supply closets, and the third floor has fifteen rooms, two supply closets, and the stairs that lead to the roof.”

      “I’ll take the first and third floors. It’s possible that the murderer decided to hide the body in one of the supply closets, or even on the roof,” Eddy said.

      “I think I should take the rest of the ground floor, so Jo can concentrate on the dining wing,” Walt said.

      “Good idea.” Eddy nodded.

      “Okay, that leaves you the second floor, Samantha. Does that sound okay to you?” Walt asked.

      “Yes, that’s fine. I’ll head out now.” She stood up and grabbed her purse.

      “Be cautious.” Eddy met her eyes. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with here.”

      “I understand, I’ll be careful.” As she headed out the door, she could feel Eddy’s eyes on her. He was always so protective, not just because they were friends, but because she’d confided in him a few times of her adventures as a journalist. She’d pushed the boundaries of safety and sanity on a few occasions. She didn’t regret it, but now that she was in her sixties she was a little more cautious about things.
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      Samantha took her time as she walked along the hallway of the second floor. Although the hallway was empty, she still listened closely. Voices would drift through the closed doors, and though she doubted that anyone would be discussing a missing body, she listened just in case. As she continued down the hall, her mind shifted back to Eddy’s words. He said he checked for a pulse. That was the part that bugged her. Even the best actor couldn’t conceal a heartbeat. So, either Eddy was mistaken, which was unlikely to her, or there really was a missing body. She paused outside of the gym and peered inside. There were several types of equipment, televisions, and a vending machine. It was a wide open room, and she didn’t see anywhere that a body could be hidden. Still, she opened the door and stepped inside.

      In the back of the gym there was a door that she assumed led to a closet. She tried the knob, but it wouldn’t turn. She turned it as hard as she could, and it still didn’t budge. With a frown she wished she had Jo’s lock-picking skills. She made a note about the closet being a potential hiding place. However, there was nothing else in the room that appeared to be disturbed. With its glass front walls, she guessed that it would be the last place someone would choose to hide a body. There was too much exposure, and too much of a chance that someone could randomly walk in. As she turned to leave she noticed a camera in the corner of the room near the entrance. That was another reason to doubt that the closet was the hiding place. She left the gym and continued down the hall. She checked the other supply closet that she passed. It was filled with cleaning supplies, and an assortment of extra furniture. There was nothing inside it that held her attention. A couple headed towards her from one of the rooms at the end of the hallway. Both looked a little tipsy as they leaned on each other for support.

      “Hey, hey!” The man waved his hand at her. “Do you know if they opened up the bar again yet?”

      “No sorry, I think it’s closed for the night.”

      “Darn, all because some drunk guy had a breakdown.” He chuckled. “Poor sap was probably using more than alcohol. What fun is a blizzard if you can’t spend it in a bar?”

      “I don’t know really.” Samantha shrugged. “I’ve never been in a blizzard before.”

      “Trust me, you want to be drunk, as drunk as you can be. Just ask my buddy Howard, he’ll tell you.”

      “Oh, is he experienced?”

      “Sure, he and I used to hole up in a bar for every blizzard. We practiced our lines, all of the ladies loved it.”

      “Marty.” The woman beside him rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to hear about that.”

      “Sorry hon, but it’s true. Me and Howard, we had a blast. You haven’t seen him have you?” He rubbed his head for a moment as if he might be confused. “I’ve been calling him, but he isn’t answering.”

      “I’m sorry, no I haven’t.”

      “Oh well. I bet we can get some booze from room service. Let’s go back to your room.” He tugged the woman back towards the room. Samantha did her best not to judge. As a rule she tried to accept people as they were. But she had a difficult time with drunks. She turned her attention back to the other rooms in the hallway. As she passed by one room, she noticed that the door was propped open a few inches. She also heard a rather angry voice.

      “What do you mean you can’t find him? We came all the way here. You promised me that you were the best. You better find him, and fast, or we’re going to have a real problem here.”

      “I’ve been asking everyone. Someone mentioned that he pulled a prank on one of the guests, but hasn’t been seen since.”

      “It’s not your job to ask questions. It’s your job to know the answers. I hired you, for quite a bit of money, and I want results.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      “Find him.”

      Samantha ducked out of the way as a tall figure emerged from the room. He didn’t appear to be in any mood for introductions as he brushed past her towards the stairs. He wore a long leather coat and a hat with the brim pulled down. It could have just been to protect him from the winter weather, but it struck her as odd that he was wearing it inside. She lingered for a moment close to the door. Maybe if the woman inside came out she would be able to find out some more information. However, after a few minutes slipped by, the door pushed shut and Samantha heard a lock engage. She frowned and continued down the hallway. It sounded like a private argument, not something that she would usually stick her nose into, but in this situation, she felt it was required. Maybe if she could figure out who the woman was, she could find out more about the meaning of the conversation.
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      Eddy checked his watch. Samantha had been gone for a few minutes. He wondered for a moment if he should have gone with her. “I’m headed to the first floor. Let me know if you two come across anything.”

      “We will.” Walt tapped his chin. “I just want to check the plans one more time.”

      “Good idea.” Eddy stepped out the door and closed it behind him.

      “Here Jo, I don’t want you to go in blind. These are the entrances to the areas that you want to search,” Walt said.

      “So, do you think through the bar is the best way to access all areas?” Jo leaned over Walt’s shoulder and looked at the computer screen.

      “I think so. It will give you an entrance to the kitchen, an entrance to the dining hall, and an entrance to that storage room.” He pointed out the room on the screen.

      “Perfect. It shouldn’t be too difficult to get in.”

      Walt reviewed the floor plans again, then looked over at Jo.

      “Are you sure you want to do this alone? I could accompany you.”

      “Thank you for the offer, Walt, but I can handle it.”

      “I know you can.” He sighed. “I guess it’s just in my nature to be protective.”

      “I appreciate that.” She held his eyes for a moment, then tilted her head towards the door. “Let’s go. Now is the best time, the sooner the better.”

      “You’re right.” He led the way through the door and down to the ground floor. As Jo headed towards the separate wing, Walt trailed behind her.

      “Are you going to follow me?” She flashed a smile over her shoulder at him.

      “Maybe?”

      “I’ll be fine, I promise. Just do me a favor, and if you see anyone in the area, keep them occupied.”

      “I can do that.” He nodded. “Just be careful.”

      “Aw Walt, it’s sweet of you to worry about me.” She met his eyes.

      “Statistically, people who pick locks are far more likely to be shot dead than the average person.” He cleared his throat.

      “Oh, thanks for that.” She raised an eyebrow. “I guess I beat the statistics since I’ve been picking locks for a very long time, and I’m still here.”

      “True, you are above average.”

      “Thanks, Walt.” She hugged him, then headed down the hallway towards the wing with the kitchen, dining hall, and bar. Walt paced back and forth through the empty hallways of the ground floor. Most of the ground floor was taken up by the lobby, the recreation room, and a small café and juice bar where breakfast and snacks were sold. The café was closed, the lobby was populated by only one person behind the front desk, and the recreation room was empty. As people sheltered in their rooms for the night, he wondered whether they knew that the murder mystery had already begun. Or was one of them holed up behind a closed door, the killer? His skin crawled at the thought. It was one thing to risk a bedbug infestation, it was quite another to be sharing a roof with a murderer.

      When he heard a strange squeaking sound, he followed it down another hallway towards a small section of rooms which from the plans he knew accommodated the staff. The hallway was empty. So where did the sound come from? He walked along the corridor, and listened. He heard a squeak deep inside one of the rooms. As he paused in front of the door, the squeak drew closer. He took a step back just before the door swung open, and a cart was pushed out into the hallway. One of the wheels squeaked.

      “I can oil that for you.” Walt’s eyes widened with desperation. “You don’t have to put up with that.”

      “Excuse me? With what?” The young woman before him stared back.

      “That horrible squeak. Just a little bit of oil, or maybe some WD-40, will have it rolling smoothly.”

      “Oh, I don’t even notice it, I guess I’m just used to it.”

      “You shouldn’t have to be.” He crouched down and looked at the wheel. “Not to mention what it does to those that have to listen to it as it rolls past. I mean, that kind of grating noise can really wear on the psyche of anyone who is forced to listen to it.”

      “Are you trying to say that the squeaky wheel on my cart is going to make me crazy?” She laughed. “I’ll be sure to tell the boss that. If you don’t mind, I have more rooms to clean.”

      “Oh? What are you using?” He stood back up and eyed the bottles in the top of her cart. “Hmm, not a bad selection, although I would stay away from anything with a pine scent. Research shows that scented cleaning products can cause headaches.”

      “Huh, really? It doesn’t bother me.”

      “You must have an amazing tolerance level.” He studied her for a moment. “Are you a mother?”

      “Of two.” She smiled.

      “That explains it. Mothers are generally too traumatized to be sensitive to small disturbances.”

      “Traumatized?” She laughed again. “I guess that’s one way to put it.”

      “It’s the truth. Your nerves, senses, and stress hormones are so overworked that you become immune to things that used to be intolerable.”

      “Interesting. I guess that’s why I can put up with all of the screaming.”

      “Oh yes.” He cringed. “I give you credit for that. However, you may want to consider therapy.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, I mean no offense, I’m just concerned for your mental state. Not enough people are. Mothers are seen as infallible, and as a result many women who are mothers suffer with feelings of hopelessness that are rarely recognized or treated. Do you ever have feelings of hopelessness?”

      “Who are you?” She shook her head. “I’m a little concerned about your mental state.”

      “Oh right, you should be. I have detachment issues and border on obsessive compulsive disorder. But hey, we all have our things, right?”

      “Right.” She smiled. “As I was saying, I need to move on to the next room.”

      “Sure, sure. But could I ask you a few questions about your bedbug situation first.”

      “My bedbug situation?” She blinked.

      “Well, not yours personally, although if you work here, it’s very likely you could bring them home with you, I was referring to the resort’s bedbug situation.”

      “Okay.” She sighed. “But I only have a few minutes.”
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      Eddy checked the first floor, but found nothing suspicious. The supply closets were filled with towels, little shampoos, conditioners and other toiletries for the guests. The rest of the floor was guest rooms and there weren’t any guests in the hallways.  He took the stairs down to the ground floor and walked up them to the third floor. Even though it left him winded, he assumed that the elevators would have cameras. If someone wanted to move a body, they would likely use the stairs. However, by the time he reached the landing of the third floor he hadn’t found any sign of foul play. The stairs were dusty, as if they were rarely used, which meant if someone had pulled a body up them, there would be quite a noticeable streak along the wood. Instead things seemed undisturbed, but for the footprints he left behind.

      When Eddy emerged on the third floor he found that there were a few people in the hallway. Two women, and two men. One of the men was dressed in a very fine suit with a suit jacket that draped more like a cape than a jacket. Both women were young, and dressed in short skirts with tight shirts that barely did the job of covering them. The other man was so large he nearly hid both women from view as he stepped in front of them. The tension in his broad shoulders and sharp expression on his face made Eddy think he was accustomed to intimidating others.

      “Boss, we’re stuck here, there’s no way out.”

      “There has to be a way. Get a helicopter.”

      “Helicopters don’t fly in a blizzard, honey.” One of the women leaned on the boss’ arm. “We’ll just have to find a way to get nice and cozy here.”

      “Sure baby, we can have...” The other woman leaned on his other arm.

      “Enough.” He brushed them both off. “I don’t want to stay in this hovel. If I say I want a helicopter, I’m going to get a helicopter.”

      “Boss, there’s nowhere to land it. The weather forecast is predicting three feet of snow.” The thick man shook his head. “We’re stuck.”

      “Great.” The boss sighed.

      “All right, go and demand that anyone in rooms near mine get moved. I don’t want anyone in my business. Understand, Vinnie?”

      “No problem, Boss, I’ll get right on it.”

      “Take care of our little problem first, hmm?” He locked eyes with Vinnie. “You need to find him.”

      “Yes, I understand.” Vinnie opened one of the doors in the hallway for his boss and waited until all three were inside. Then he turned to walk down the hallway. He stopped short when he saw Eddy. “What are you looking at?” He scowled.

      “Nothing, just on my way to my room.” Eddy hurried past him. He knew better than to take the bait of a man that size. There was no way he could physically compete with him.

      As Eddy continued down the hallway he zeroed in on the two supply closets. When he reached the first one, he tried the doorknob but it was locked. He wiggled the knob a few times but the lock didn’t budge. Was it possible that the body was hidden inside? Why else would a simple supply closet be locked? He pulled out his pocket knife and opened the blade. Just as he was about to attempt to pick the lock, he heard footsteps approaching down the hall. He stepped away from the door when he saw it was a staff member. With a nod, he ducked into a short hallway and pretended to be purchasing something from a vending machine. As he perused the options he heard a key slide into the lock. Then the door swung open. He held his breath, though he wasn’t quite sure what he expected. Maybe a scream, when the body was discovered? Maybe some kind of guilty utterance? All he heard was the shuffle of boxes, followed by the sound of a key in a lock. As he heard the footsteps fade into the distance, he realized there was no body in that closet.

      He moved along down the hallway to the next closet. When he tried the knob, it turned with ease. He found several shelves of towels inside. There was nowhere to hide a body. With a sigh of frustration he closed the door and continued down the hallway. As he neared the end of it he noticed a sign over one of the doors that indicated stairs. With one quick glance over his shoulder, he opened the door to the stairway. A light flickered above the cement stairs. The walls were bare except for a sign that demanded only authorized personnel should proceed. He ignored the sign and made his way up the stairs. At the landing there was another door, with another sign. He pushed in the long handle on the door, and it opened about an inch, then stopped. He pushed harder, and the door swung open a little further, just enough for him to peer through it.

      Cold air blasted him in the face accompanied by snow that swirled so forcefully it began to spill onto the landing. The snow was up to his knees, and essentially blocked the doorway. He shoved his whole body weight against the door, and managed to get it open a few more inches. However, there was no way he could fit through it. Neither could he possibly fit a dead body through it. It occurred to him that if the murderer was quick enough he might have gotten the body outside, and if he did, the snow would have covered it in no time. But that seemed like a huge risk. If someone wanted to hide a body, they wouldn’t normally choose to toss it in the snow. Snow melted, eventually. He pulled the door shut and shivered. As he rubbed his hands together to warm them, he wondered if the killer planned to move the body out of the resort, but was surprised by the blizzard. In panic the killer might have been desperate for a place to hide it, which meant he wasn’t likely to take it up to the third floor, or the roof. The most likely place he would have hidden it was on the ground floor, in the dining area. But the bar was so crowded at the time of the body’s disappearance, would the killer risk being caught? He headed back down to the ground floor. In the hall that led to the bar, he ran into Walt, who was deep in conversation with a housekeeper.

      “But what I’m asking is, how can you guarantee that you’re bedbug free if you don’t run daily checks on all of the rooms?”

      “We run monthly checks on a handful of rooms, and there haven’t been any reports of bedbugs, sir.”

      “But that doesn’t mean they’re not there. It just means you haven’t found them. That’s not a guarantee that there aren’t any.”

      “Have you found any bedbugs in your room, sir?” She smiled.

      “Well, no. Not yet. But I’m still looking.”

      “Careful, Walt, or you might just find what you’re looking for.” Eddy paused beside him. “Instead of what we’re actually looking for.”

      “Oh Eddy, right yes. This is Belinda. She was just telling me about how often the rooms are checked. Now, what if a guest has gone missing? Is there any procedure in place for that?”

      “Well, we don’t track our guests. People can come and go as they please, unless there is a blizzard of course.” She laughed, though her laughter faded when she noticed Eddy’s grim expression. “However, if someone is reported as missing then the resort will go into lockdown while the person is searched for. In those cases, it’s usually a child or an elderly impaired person that triggers a lockdown. We’re not in the business of hunting down angry spouses.”

      “So, you won’t look for someone unless they’re vulnerable?”

      “Honestly, at that point it’s the police’s decision. If they feel there is reason to search then of course we will comply with their requests. Is someone you know missing? Could they be outside? I hope not.”

      “But the police can’t get here.” Eddy frowned. “They’re snowed out, just like we’re snowed in.”

      “Wait a minute, is this about that false claim of a body?” She looked between the two men. “I thought that was just a prank.”

      “It was no prank. I saw the body, and I know that someone has been killed.”

      “Oh no!” She gasped and covered her mouth. Then a light giggle escaped her hand. “How was that? I’m trying to get a role in the murder mystery. I’ve been working on my horrified reaction.”

      “This is not a joke.” Eddy hissed his words through clenched teeth.

      “Oh, you’re serious?” She shook her head. “Listen, this happens from time to time during these murder mysteries. People underestimate how real it’s going to look. They don’t think there’s going to be blood, or a weapon. They assume there will be some kind of overly dramatic death scene. But that’s not how it works. Some people have even called the police, thinking that a real murder has been committed. You’re not alone in being shocked by all of this. But it is just acting. Some of the actors have a little competition to see who can be the most realistic victim. They take turns you know. Try not to worry, about that, or the bedbugs.” She smiled at Walt, then rolled her cart into the next room. Eddy stared after her. He felt the urge to convince her that he was telling the truth, but he knew that it wouldn’t make any real difference.

      “Sorry Eddy, if it helps any, she didn’t believe me about the bedbugs either.”

      “Yes Walt, that does help, a little.” He sighed. “Have you seen or heard from Jo?”

      “No, she said she was turning her phone off so that she wouldn’t risk drawing attention to herself.”

      “I think the killer would have hidden the body somewhere nearby. I don’t think he would have risked taking it upstairs.”

      “Walt! Eddy!” Samantha ran down the hall towards them.

      “So much for not drawing attention.” Eddy grimaced. “Sam, what is it? Are you okay?”

      “Yes!” She tried to catch her breath. “But I just overheard something that might have to do with our victim.”

      “What is it?”

      “Someone, a very angry someone, is looking for a man. She’s hired someone to find him, but the man is missing.”

      “No names?”

      “No, I’m sorry, but I know what room she is in.”

      “Then we can’t know for sure if it’s our victim, Howard.” Walt shrugged.

      “No we can’t, but if the man she’s looking for is missing, and our body is missing, I think we can for the moment assume that they might be one and the same.”

      “And if she’s angry enough to hire someone to find him, she might just be angry enough to kill him.” Eddy patted her on the back. “Great job, Sam. Let’s hope it can lead us somewhere.”

      “If we can find out what her name is, that is.” Samantha frowned. “I’m not sure that will be so easy, since the security around here is pretty tight.”

      “We can just do things the old-fashioned way.” Eddy grinned. “When I would work a stakeout and we wanted to make sure that the suspect was actually in the room, we would place a fake call from the front desk, and ask for confirmation of their name so that we could send up a complimentary treat. People are always willing to give up information for a treat.”

      “Oh, what a great idea! I can call the main line and ask to be connected to her room. Then I can pretend to be the front desk.”

      “Good, see what you can find out, and take Walt with you, make sure you’re both out of sight when you make the call. I’m going to see if I can catch up with Jo.”

      “Okay, I’ll make it from my room. What about the rest of the search? I didn’t finish the second floor,” Samantha said.

      “Don’t worry about that, we can do it later. If the body is anywhere in this building, I’m getting more and more certain that it’s going to be in the separate wing on the ground floor, in the area by the dining hall. I’m going to take a good look around. Anything suspicious, I’m going to check it out.” Eddy looked back at his friends. “Good luck, guys.”

      “Let’s go, Samantha.” Walt led her back down the hallway towards the stairs. Eddy headed towards the dining hall.
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      Breaking into the bar had been easy. It was a simple lock to pick, and Jo had been careful to point the surveillance camera on the door away before she began to pick it. When she entered the bar, it was empty and the lights were dim. Casually she looked around the areas she hadn’t noticed earlier, such as the supply closets and the bathrooms. However, there was nothing to be found. She went through a door behind the bar that led to a large storage space for both the bar and the kitchen, which connected to the space through another door. She had begun her search of the large space when she heard the sound of something hard being kicked across the floor. It had made her stomach sink. There was no question that someone kicked it. It slid, it didn’t drop. When the object stopped in front of her she recognized it as a rolling pin. Several more objects crashed or slammed in quick succession, followed by a booming voice.

      “I don’t want to hear any of your excuses! I don’t want to be told what you can’t do!”

      Jo could hear the tremble in the man’s voice and realized just how angry he was. Violently, angry. She hadn’t wanted to risk opening the door to the bar as it might let in light, or make a sound. Instead she had climbed into the open cabinet of a rolling cart, and pulled the door closed behind her. Jo crouched down in the cabinet and held her breath. Squashed into a squatting position, she pressed her hands against the metal sides of the cabinet to keep her hands from shaking. As the voice continued to carry through the open space, it seemed even louder in the small cabinet. “I’ve warned the three of you, if you don’t find him and handle this, I’m going to handle you. You got us into this mess, and you’re going to get us out.”

      “We couldn’t have expected the blizzard. You can’t blame us for that.” A thin whiny voice responded. Another loud crash followed his words, followed by a cry of pain.

      “Anyone else want to argue with me? We have to get out of this. No excuses, only solutions.” She heard heavy footsteps draw close to the cabinet. With every step her heart shuddered. Would he notice her breathing? Would he open the cabinet for some reason? Finally, the footsteps continued past. She heard the door to the bar open and close. She breathed a sigh of relief. Then, to her surprise, the cart lurched. It rolled forward. The door to the bar opened again, and the cart rolled forward.

      “He didn’t have to break his nose.”

      “Carlisle does whatever he wants to do. You know that. Jamie knew better than to question him.”

      “But he was right. We couldn’t have expected the snow, could we? It’s not like we control the weather.”

      “That’s not the point. The point is that no matter what happens, we need to be able to fix it. So you either do that, you fix it, or you stop complaining. If you’re going to keep on complaining, then you’ll end up dead.”

      “Great. If the pay wasn’t so good, I’d quit.”

      “There’s no quitting.”

      “I know.” He grunted. “All right, what did they order?”

      “A bottle of rum, two glasses, and a bottle of soda.”

      “Great. I’ll get the rum and the glasses, you get the soda.”

      Jo could hardly draw a breath as she realized they might open the door to the cabinet to put the items inside. She grabbed the inside edge of the door and held on to it as tight as she could. Right after she did, one of the men tried to open it. The cabinet door almost jerked out from under her fingertips, but she clung on as tight as she could. These two men worked for a man who considered death to be the only way out of his employment, she didn’t want to be caught eavesdropping.”

      “Barney, what’s the hold up?”

      “This stupid thing won’t open.” Barney tugged at the door again.

      “Kick it.”

      “I’m not going to kick it, what’s that going to do, Kent? It’ll just get it even more stuck.”

      “Whatever, just put the stuff on top. Solutions, right?”

      “Solutions.” Barney stopped tugging on the door. Jo relaxed a little, but not much. She couldn’t, as the muscles in her legs trembled from being stuck in the same position for so long. Even though she wanted to believe that she was as limber as she once was, her muscles begged to differ. The cart began to roll again. She wondered if she shoved the door open and rolled out would that create enough of a diversion for her to escape unharmed. She didn’t really want to risk it and find out. The cart stopped. She heard the sound of the elevator doors. She knew if they got on the elevator, she would really have no way out.

      “What the heck is in this thing? It’s heavy.” One of the men grunted as he tried to roll the cart onto the elevator.

      “I don’t know. Like I said, the door is stuck. I’m going to check in with Jamie.”

      “All right, I’ll take care of this.”

      Jo saw the door start to move. She grabbed it just in time. Then the entire door shook. The strike of the man’s foot against the door made her ears ring.

      “Hey, what’s all of the commotion about?”

      Jo’s eyes widened at the familiar voice. Eddy, it was Eddy.

      “Just trying to get this door open, it’s stuck. Sorry to disturb you.”

      “Here, let me give you a hand.” Eddy walked over to him. The cabinet on the cart looked big enough to hide a body, if it was contorted into a pretzel.  A cart would be the easiest way to transport a body throughout the resort as well.

      “No, that’s all right, I can handle it.”

      “Well, kicking it isn’t going to work. I saw someone from the maintenance staff down the hall. Why don’t you go see if he has something to force it open? I’ll stay with the cart so no one steals your stuff.”

      “I don’t know.” He frowned.

      “Okay, you can just keep kicking it.” Eddy shrugged.

      “All right, all right, I’ll go grab the staff member.”

      As soon as he walked off, Eddy reached for the door. But before he could grab it, the door popped open. Eddy gasped and stumbled backwards as Jo sprang forward and nearly bumped into him.

      “Oops, sorry Eddy.” Jo caught herself on the wall, then caught him by the elbow to steady him. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you.”

      “I think I have some idea.” He quirked a brow. “What were you doing in there?”

      “Not now, we need to get out of here before those guys come back. They’re bad news.” She quickly turned the camera by the bar door back to the position she had found it in.

      “They were just delivering room service.”

      “That might be what they’re pretending to do, but trust me, that’s not what is happening here. We need to go.”

      “All right, let’s go back to your room, Walt and Samantha are already there.”

      “Okay.” Jo grimaced as her sore legs struggled to support her. She wasn’t sure exactly how long she’d been in the cabinet, but she knew that it was long enough to cause quite a bit of pain. They walked into the room just as Samantha hung up the phone.

      “Jennifer Candin, that’s the woman in room 217.” She turned to face Eddy and Jo.

      “Interesting, but what’s even more interesting, is where I found Jo. She was wedged into the cabinet of a metal cart.”

      “What?” Samantha rushed over to her. “Are you okay?”

      “I opened the door expecting to find a dead body, and out popped Jo.”

      “Jo, it’s not good for you to put so much strain on your body.” Walt studied her.

      “I think it would have been worse for those four men to get their hands on me. That would have put a lot more strain on my body.”

      “Oh Jo! What happened?” Samantha grabbed her hand.

      “I broke into the bar, as planned. Then went into the shared storage space, and there was a guy in there throwing a full on temper tantrum. He was kicking things, throwing things, he broke the nose of one of his men.”

      “What guy?” Eddy narrowed his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know, I think they called him Carlisle. But whoever he was, he was bad. The men working under him were terrified of him, basically under the threat of death if they disobeyed. He was very upset with them.” She recounted the conversation as well as she could remember it.

      “That sounds similar to what I overheard. Except, in my case, it wasn’t as violent,” Eddy said.

      “It seems to me that several people are missing one particular man. Do you think it’s possible that they’re all looking for the same person, the victim that we’re looking for?” Walt looked between his friends.

      “I’m not sure. No one actually said his name. Actually, one person did. A man who was very drunk. He mentioned to me that he was looking for Howard, and said that they always get drunk together during blizzards,” Samantha said.

      “Our Howard?” Eddy raised an eyebrow.

      “I think it must be. He said that his friend was an actor in the murder mystery as well.”

      “So he’s a drunk, like the head of security claimed.” Jo frowned. “Maybe he really is just missing.”

      “If he’s a drunk and just missing, he certainly has a lot of enemies looking for him,” Walt said.

      “We don’t know that yet. No one said for sure who they were looking for.” Samantha began to pace. “I think we need to spend some time finding out as much as we can about Howard. Clearly, we’re not going to find his body.”

      “Are you back to thinking there never was a body?” Eddy sighed.

      “No, I’m not thinking that at all. But what I am thinking is that at this point it’s going to be easier to focus on who might have killed Howard, instead of where his body is. Finding his body isn’t really going to change much is it?”

      “At least the security team will start taking me more seriously.” Eddy crossed his arms.

      “Maybe, but they still won’t be able to bring the police in, we’re snowed in. Not much will change if we find the body, other than that the murderer will know that he or she is about to get caught,” Samantha said.

      “That’s true. As long as there is no evidence of a crime the murderer is going to feel confident, as if the crime will never be solved. That will change the moment the body is found,” Jo said.

      “And let’s keep in mind that by tomorrow afternoon, if Howard doesn’t turn up, people are going to start putting two and two together on their own. I mean, where else could he be? No one can leave.” Walt opened his computer. “Let’s find out what we can about Howard.”

      “A last name would be a good start,” Eddy said.

      “I might know how to get that,” Samantha said. “Can you search the murder mystery on the computer, Walt. It might have the names of the actors.”

      “Sure.” Walt typed away on the computer. “Bingo! Howard Brance.”

      “Good work, Walt!” Eddy glanced at his watch. “I’ll see if I can find someone to talk to about Howard, but it’s getting late.”

      “Can I quickly use your computer first to do some research on Jennifer Candin?” Samantha looked at Walt.

      “Of course.”

      “And I am going to take a bath.” Jo rubbed her arms. “I need to relax my muscles after that tight fit. Does anyone mind?”

      “No, of course not. Be sure to wash the tub out first though, who knows who bathed in there last.” Walt shuddered.

      “Thanks for that, Walt.” Jo rolled her eyes. “If you find anything out just let us know, Eddy, I can be out of the bath in a snap.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Jo. We probably won’t have much to go on until tomorrow. I’ll find out what I can about Howard though,” Eddy said.

      When Eddy left the room he could feel a pressure building deep inside him. For the first time he questioned himself. Was it possible that he didn’t see what he thought he saw? All of his friends were supporting him, but what if he was wrong? Maybe Howard really was alive, and the entire search had been a waste of what could have been relaxation time.
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      On his way to the lobby, Eddy paused in the dining hall. It was still empty. He stared at the place on the floor where he’d first seen the body. The memory of it flashed through his mind. In that second, he realized that he’d seen Howard before. In the bar. He refused the offer of an alcoholic drink from Ben, the bartender. He just wanted water. But the person Samantha talked to, claimed he was a heavy drinker. That was a little odd. But the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that the body on the floor belonged to the same man he’d seen in the bar. He shivered as he realized he was one of the last people to see Howard alive.

      As Eddy turned to leave the dining hall he noticed a shadow cast by someone in the adjoining hallway. For an instant he froze. He thought he was alone, and hadn’t even sensed that there was someone else there. That was unusual for him. Maybe his instincts really were off. As he rounded the corner he nearly walked into the man who approached. He recognized him right away. It was the bartender.

      “Hey, Eddy right?”

      “Yes. Ben?”

      “You’ve got it. What are you doing out wandering this late?”

      “I’m having a hard time sleeping.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you’re the one that thought you saw a body, right?” He locked eyes with Eddy. “What exactly did you see?”

      “I saw a body, Howard’s body, to be specific.”

      “Howard, the actor?”

      “Yes, the man who was in your bar not long before I saw him dead on the floor in the dining hall.”

      “But it was a mistake.” Ben chuckled. “Obviously, dead men don’t get up and walk away.”

      “They’re not supposed to be able to, no. However, that does appear to be what happened here.”

      “Maybe he’s a zombie?” Ben laughed again.

      “I doubt that. But I do think that someone managed to move the body before I had the chance to get help. Maybe you could tell me a little bit about Howard. Did you know him well?”

      “Pretty well. I mean, I know all of the actors pretty well. They like to hang out in the bar.”

      “I noticed that Howard declined your offer for a drink. Was he sober?”

      “I doubt it. He’d been talking about it, but no one really took him seriously. In fact, my best bet as to where he is right this second, would be that he’s passed out somewhere, sleeping off a very large amount of alcohol.”

      “So, you think he wasn’t being serious in the bar? He was just putting on a show?”

      “Maybe. It’s hard to say for sure. This is his first show back after some time off so maybe he did change, but I doubt it. But anyway, he isn’t the most reliable. He is always making some kind of declaration, but then he doesn’t follow through with it.”

      “I bet that upset quite a few people. Did you notice him having problems with anyone in particular?”

      “You’d be better off asking who he doesn’t have problems with. Everyone is after Howard.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s in debt up to his eyeballs, from what I understand, and to dangerous people.”

      “Like?”

      “Like loan sharks, and casinos, and anyone who has ever loaned him money.”

      “Poor guy, sounds like he’s had a rough time.”

      “He brings it on himself. He gets drunk, and makes bad choices. Then everyone else has to pay for it. I can’t tell you how many times he didn’t show up in time for a show or a rehearsal.”

      “That must upset his co-workers.”

      “Yes, it does. But most of them are used to it. If he doesn’t show up they just scramble to find someone to cover him.”

      “Why doesn’t he get fired?”

      “Because, he’s a really good actor. Even though they get annoyed with him, no one wants him gone.”

      “Well, at least he has one talent then.”

      “Yes, he does.” Ben frowned. “Sorry if it sounds like I’m putting him down. It’s just that I want you to understand, if you made a mistake, it’s not your fault. He’s a great actor, and an even more talented drunk.”

      “I appreciate that, but I didn’t make a mistake. Do you think there’s some way I could speak with the other actors in his group?”

      “Sure. They have breakfast together in the café at six on show days. If you are willing to get up early you can catch them for autographs.”

      “Great. I think I’ll do that.” Eddy nodded his head. “What about a girlfriend? He must have someone around here that he likes to spend time with.”

      “No one in particular that I know of. He used to spend time with a few different women, but I rarely saw him with a woman more than a few times. Lately, I haven’t seen him with anyone.”

      “All right, thanks for the information.”

      “Sure. Like I said, don’t be down on yourself. Everyone makes mistakes, especially around here. Come see me after lunch tomorrow, I’ll hook you up with a great dark beer that I only keep for special customers.”

      “That sounds delicious. Thanks again.” Eddy headed back to the second floor. As determined as he was to solve the case he realized he’d hit a dead end for the night. No one was going to give him any more information even if he managed to wake them up. Instead he headed back to the room.
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      Samantha only had to dig a little bit in order to get a lead on Jennifer. “Well, it’s not too hard to figure out who Jennifer Candin is.” She sat back in the chair, and looked up at Walt. “She is Howard’s ex-wife.”

      “How did you find that out?” Walt pulled up a chair beside her.

      “It wasn’t hard. She has a public profile online, and she listed more than one last name. I followed that to the record of her marriage, and discovered that she’s recently divorced from Howard Brance.”

      “Wow. That sounds like motive to me.”

      “There’s more. It seems that the divorce was pretty messy. I should say, it was a massacre.”

      “Oh? How so?”

      “From what I gathered from her rants, he was a drunk with a gambling problem. He gambled most of their savings. She won everything in the divorce. House, car, cat.”

      “Oh, not the cat.” Walt chuckled.

      “I was also able to get some financial information on him from one of my old contacts. So you can use your magic skills to use that information to get more information.”

      “Well done!” It always surprised Walt how Samantha managed to get information. Her past as an investigative journalist still meant she had some very handy contacts.

      “Thanks.” Samantha smiled at his enthusiasm.

      “Okay, let me work my magic and I’ll see what I can find out about their financial situations. It seems pretty clear that Howard was left with nothing, but if that’s the case, what motive would Jennifer have to kill him?”

      “Maybe just the bitterness over a bad marriage?” She frowned. “But it does seem odd that she would go to all of this trouble to hunt him down, just to kill him. I don’t see how she benefits from it, unless she just wanted to settle a score of some kind.”

      “I guess that’s also a possibility. Maybe he hurt her so much that she wanted revenge. Maybe there were things that went on in their marriage that she can’t forgive and move on from. It’s not logical, but relationships aren’t always logical.”

      “That’s for sure.” Samantha switched into Walt’s seat so that he could sit in front of the computer. She barely noticed as he wiped off the keyboard before he began to type. Walt’s habits rarely drew her attention anymore. Now that Walt had Howard’s full name and some financial records, it wasn’t hard for him to begin to pull together his financial profile. One of the first things that he noticed was that Howard had several closed accounts on his credit report. Some were in good standing, but most were due to lack of funds, and some had fees piling up. His credit was low as a result of missed payments, and also several open and maxed credit cards.

      “This isn’t looking good for Howard.” Walt frowned. “This man was losing money left and right.”

      “I imagine he must be paid pretty well for his role here.”

      “You would think, but as it looks right now, I’m not seeing anything but loss. I’m not sure where he’s putting his paychecks, but none of it is being used to pay off his debts. I can’t track his recent spending, because none of it seems to have been done through a bank account or credit card. The only thing I did find on him recently is that he purchased a plane ticket. However, I don’t think that the ticket was for him. It was for someone else.”

      “Jennifer?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that the flight originated in Colorado, and flew here. There’s no record of a flight out, so I can only assume that someone was flying in.”

      “Maybe.”

      Walt continued to skim through the information that he found. When he clucked his tongue, Samantha looked over at him.

      “What is it?”

      “It appears that our friend had a problem with a casino. I see several legal actions taken against him by one casino in particular, Sheron’s.”

      “Sheron’s? Isn’t that in Nevada?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Any evidence that Howard was in Nevada?”

      “Let me take a look.” As Walt continued to search, the door to the room swung open. Eddy walked in and sat down at the table with them, but remained silent as Walt held up a finger. After some time, Walt lowered it. “It appears that Howard was engaging in online gambling, which explains what happened to his paychecks. Sheron’s offers a direct payment service and paychecks can be deposited electronically into the system.”

      “He was depositing his entire paycheck into a gambling account?” Samantha gasped. “He must have been drunk to do something like that.”

      “That’s what he was doing, until he lost big, I don’t see any record of any further deposits. However, he has an outstanding balance of three hundred thousand dollars.”

      “Three hundred thousand?” Eddy looked between the two of them. “That’s a huge amount of dough.”

      “Yes it is, and the owner of Sheron’s has a reputation for ensuring that all debts are paid. The posts I’m reading are vague, but all imply violence.”

      “I wonder if that might have been who Eddy overheard in the hallway,” Samantha said.

      “It could be. Would a casino owner come all this way to collect?” Eddy shook his head. “Seems like a stretch.”

      “Maybe for most, but Tad Billings, the owner of Sheron’s, is known for taking things personally,” Walt said.

      “One of the men I overheard on the third floor had a very powerful demeanor. So, maybe Sam is right and it was him,” Eddy said.

      “Now that we have some names we might be able to check the guest registry.” Samantha jotted down the name of the owner of Sheron’s. “If he owes money to so many people, the suspect list could be endless.”

      “True, but the thing to keep in mind is that whoever killed Howard, did so in this resort, and is very likely still trapped here in this resort,” Eddy said.

      “Don’t forget about the wife.” Jo stepped out of the bathroom. She rubbed a towel through her hair. “Sorry, I was listening in. We know the ex-wife is here, we don’t know who else is here. It’s possible the guys in the storage room were from a casino, and just as possible that they work for a loan shark. The key is, everyone wanted money from Howard.”

      “Even the wife?” Eddy stood up from the table. “Did he swindle her out of a settlement?”

      “No actually. The wife made out very well in the divorce.” Walt tapped his fingertips together. “We considered that perhaps the motive had more to do with emotion than with money.”

      “Maybe.” Eddy shook his head. “Without more information, there’s nowhere we can go with any of this.”

      “I think our best solution at the moment might be to call it a night.” Samantha stifled a yawn. “Our minds will be sharper in the morning, and maybe by that time, the security team will have come to their senses.”

      “Let’s hope so.” Eddy nodded to Walt. “Let’s allow the ladies their privacy. We’ll meet in the café in the morning? Six? I was told the actors will be there. It will be a good time to question them.”

      “Good plan.” Jo walked with them to the door. “And be careful, Eddy. As of right now, you’re the only one that saw that body. The killer might be watching you.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “Good night, Walt.”

      “Good night, Jo, Samantha. Don’t forget to check your mattresses!”

      Jo pushed the door closed and turned back to Samantha in time for them to exchange grins at Walt’s dedication.

      “He’s passionate, that’s for sure.” Samantha shook her head.

      “Yes, he is.” Jo wiped a hand across her forehead. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Me too. I hope the morning brings some clarity to all of this.”

      “Sam.”

      “Yes?”

      “You do think there was a body, right?”

      “Yes, I do.” Samantha sat down on the edge of her bed. “If Eddy says there was, I believe him.”

      “Good. I do, too. I just hope he believes that we believe him.”

      “Me too.”
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      When Eddy woke up the next morning, the events of the day before struck him before he even opened his eyes. His thoughts were plagued with the memory of Howard’s body and who his killer might be. As he climbed out of bed he found Walt by the window with a cup of tea.

      “Walt, did you sleep at all?”

      “Yes, but I got up early, it’s the easiest way not to miss anything. We only have about twenty minutes before we need to be down at the café.”

      “All right, I’m going to grab a quick shower to help wake me up. Or do you need to go first?”

      “Already did, and scrubbed the shower down, so you’re good to go.”

      “Thanks Walt.”

      “I’ve also been looking into Howard’s financial records a little deeper. I discovered that he’s worked for this acting company fairly steadily for the past two years.”

      “Fairly steadily?”

      “I can only assume that the breaks in employment are due to his drinking problem.”

      “That would explain things. But somehow he always ends up back here. I wonder if there might be a reason for that?”

      “He must have a good relationship with his boss, to still have his job.”

      “All right, I’ll be out shortly.” Eddy disappeared into the bathroom. Walt continued to dig through what he could find about Howard. With a bit of effort he was able to access a copy of the divorce agreement between Howard and Jennifer. Outlined in the agreement was what Howard needed to pay Jennifer. He skimmed over the usual alimony, the house, and froze when he saw another entry that detailed a ninety thousand dollar savings account that was to be turned over to Jennifer. However, he couldn’t find any record of the money being transferred to her. In fact he found records of her filing law suits in an attempt to get the money. By the time Eddy emerged from the shower, Walt had run out of time to search. They met up with Jo and Samantha in the hallway.

      “I found something odd in Howard’s divorce agreement with his ex-wife. It seems to me that ninety thousand dollars might be missing.”

      “That sounds like a pretty good motive for murder.” Samantha pushed the button on the elevator. The doors slid open and the four stepped inside.

      “Yes, it does. And, she’s here. So obviously she was up to something.”

      “What about those men in the storage room, though?” Jo narrowed her eyes. “They were vicious.”

      “True, but we don’t know for sure who they were after.” Walt led the way out of the elevator.

      “And the man I ran into in the hallway was pretty intense, too.”  Eddy trailed after his three friends as they headed towards the café. He couldn’t help but stare into the dining hall as they passed it. Everything was undisturbed. There was still no sign of a murder. No police tape, no memorial, nothing. His stomach twisted at the thought. They were almost to the café, when Bart walked up to them.

      “Morning, you’re all up early.”

      “We have a murder mystery to solve, don’t we?” Eddy smiled.

      “Like I said, we didn’t find a body yet to lead us to believe there was a crime of any kind committed. However, we also have yet to find Howard. I thought perhaps you could take a look at this picture for me, and see if you think it was who you saw last night.”

      Eddy gritted his teeth. Several words flew through his mind that he would have liked to say out loud, but he decided against it.

      “Sure.” He gazed at the picture on Bart’s cell phone. “Yes, that’s the man I saw last night.”

      “Okay.” Bart shut his phone off and tucked it back into his pocket. “At this point, because of his reckless behavior, the resort has decided it will press charges against him. The manager would like to speak with you directly and apologize for the disturbance.”

      “Instead of pressing charges against a dead man, why not consider that Eddy could be right?” Samantha studied the man before her.

      “It is hard to consider that when no body has been found.”

      “Are you aware that Howard’s ex-wife is staying in this resort? Or that he owed large amounts of money to ruthless debtors?”

      “Uh, well. No, I wasn’t aware of that.” Bart frowned.

      “While you assumed that Howard was just missing, we’ve been trying to figure out why he might have been killed. Trust me, it is more likely that someone murdered him, than it is that Eddy made a mistake.”

      “But without evidence…”

      “Without evidence we have no proof.” Walt nodded. “But we still need to investigate based on what we do know. Sometimes you have to take the risk of being wrong, in order to find the truth. Something to consider.”

      “I’ll review whatever security footage I can find throughout the resort.” Bart shook his head. “I’m not saying there was a crime, but if there was, it would be best to find out as fast as possible.”

      “Yes, it would be.” Eddy held his gaze. “Because if, as you say there might have been a crime, which as I say there was, then you have bigger problems than a body in your resort. You have a murderer, snowed in with the rest of your guests.”

      Bart’s eyes widened. He turned and walked away.

      “I think he’s starting to catch on.” Jo crossed her arms. “Maybe we’ll be getting some help with this soon.”

      “There might be something on the surveillance footage. There are plenty of cameras around here.” Samantha led the rest of the way to the café. The cast members of the murder mystery were gathered around two small tables pushed together. Samantha counted seven members, and guessed that the only one missing was Howard.

      “Good morning.” She smiled at them. “I’m here with the group from Sage Gardens, who you will be performing for today.”

      “How nice.” A woman with long, blonde hair, and sharp features, held out her hand to Samantha. “I am the host of the murder mystery today, Denise. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Samantha.” She shook her hand and smiled. “I’m sure that you will all put on a wonderful show.”

      “It’s more than a show to us, we take it quite seriously.” An older man, with a gruff tone looked from Samantha to the others gathered behind her. “We’re not ready for autographs yet.”

      “Victor, don’t be so rude.” Denise rolled her eyes. “They’re just saying hello.”

      “Will you be able to continue with the performance? I understand one of your actors is missing.” Eddy kept his gaze on Victor. If he took acting so seriously, perhaps he’d had enough of Howard’s flaky ways?

      “We have all played the different roles more than once. Howard is one of our best victims, but he can be replaced.” Victor’s lip curled into a mild smirk. “It’s not the first time he’s been a no-show.”

      “It’s ridiculous.” A younger man on the opposite side of the table from Victor shook his head. “I just can’t believe he would do this.” Samantha noticed Marty, the man that was looking for Howard the previous night, sitting next to the younger man.

      “Try not to worry about it, Jeremiah, it’s just how Howard is. Once you get to know him, you’ll understand.” A petite, black-haired woman reached out and patted Jeremiah’s hand. Jeremiah pulled his hand away and narrowed his eyes.

      “I’m not worried about it, Callie, I just think it’s irresponsible and unprofessional.”

      “Well, maybe if you hadn’t gotten into a fight with him last night, he’d be here this morning and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Denise crossed her legs under the table and fixed Jeremiah with a steady glare.

      “That’s not why he’s not here.” Jeremiah flipped his hair out of his eyes and stared off in the other direction.

      “Sounds like there were some issues?” Eddy frowned. “Co-workers sometimes struggle to get along.”

      “The only way to get along with Howard is to accept him for who he is. Actors are a different breed. They are whimsical, irrational, and impulsive. We all are. Howard’s no different,” Callie said.

      “Oh, that’s the excuse?” Jeremiah stood up from the table. “I don’t want to listen to this anymore. I’ll be back in time for rehearsal.” He stalked off, out of the café. Samantha glanced at Jo, who nodded. Then Samantha followed after Jeremiah. Jo sat down in Jeremiah’s empty seat.

      “I have to admit I am fascinated by actors. I once thought about going into acting myself.”

      “Oh really?” Callie smiled. “You have the bone structure for it.”

      “Acting isn’t all about being pretty enough, Callie.” Another woman beside her huffed. “It’s about talent, imagination, and dedication.”

      “That’s true, Marsha.” Victor nodded. “You have to forgive Jeremiah, he’s young, and hasn’t been involved in the acting life long.”

      “Is there a reason why he and Howard argued?” Jo glanced between them. Eddy and Walt stood back as Jo blended right in with the group.

      “Howard has been on this kick lately, claiming that he’s not drinking anymore. But it’s just one of his usual ploys.” Denise waved her hand dismissively.

      “I really thought he was going to pull it off this time.” Marsha sighed.

      “Usual ploys? Did he have a habit of swearing off things?” Jo asked.

      “He had a habit of doing everything.” Callie giggled. “The man manages to get addicted to anything and everything. Cards, ponies, alcohol, you name it.”

      “Callie, watch it.” Victor rapped his hand on the table. “Gossip is the fastest way to create a problem.”

      “It’s not gossip if it’s true, Victor.” Denise laughed.

      “Anyway, Jeremiah is a bit of a straight arrow. He thinks acting should be treated like religion, pure and obedient. He doesn’t yet know what real acting requires from a person. So, when he found out that Howard fell off the wagon, he was upset. Thought he could strong arm him into behaving himself. But the thing with Howard is that he doesn’t take direction well. If he did, he would have been in the movies, not in some little murder mystery.”

      “Hey, it’s a very highly acclaimed little murder mystery.” Denise sniffed.

      “Everyone at this table knows that Howard is the real star here. If he ever gets his life together, he’ll be famous,” Callie said.

      “Had anyone else been upset with him lately? Did he know his ex-wife was here?” Jo watched for the reactions of the people at the table.

      “Oops.” Callie giggled again. “I guess everybody knows now.”

      “Callie? What did you do?” Marsha frowned.

      “All I did was come to the aid of a woman scorned. We all know that Howard has been doing his best to hide from her.”

      “You just love to cause drama, don’t you, Callie?” Denise sighed. “Acting isn’t enough for you, you need the real life soap opera, too?”

      “It does make things interesting, doesn’t it?” Callie shrugged.

      “Do you know if Howard met with Jennifer since she’s been here?” Jo held Callie’s gaze.

      “I don’t know anything about anything.” She widened her eyes. “I’m just the messenger, I delivered the message, whatever happened after that is not my business.”

      “No wonder Howard took off. This is your fault, Callie!” Victor stood up from the table. “No matter how many of us you pick off, you’re never going to be the star of this show.”

      “Everyone, just settle down.” Jo placed a hand on Victor’s shoulder. “I’m sure we can figure all of this out if we work together.”

      “Ha!” Victor snorted. “I have no interest in working with this woman. She is a con artist and a traitor. Why would you tell Jennifer that he was here?”

      “Because he stole her money. That was her money. She earned it, and she deserved to have it. He gambled it away, and the poor woman was about to lose her house. Was she supposed to just endure that?”

      “Did Howard know she was coming?” Jo asked.

      “No. He didn’t. But when Jennifer got here, I told him. I didn’t want him to be totally blindsided,” Callie said.

      “So that’s why he took off. He wanted to get away from his ex. Mystery solved.” Victor waved his hand through the air. “Anything else you want from us?”

      “No, that should do.” Eddy slid his hands into his pockets. “Just keep in mind that there may be more to Howard’s disappearance than you assume.”

      “Don’t worry, my friend, if we hear a word from our dear Howard, you will be the first to know.” Denise patted his hand.

      “Thank you.” Eddy nodded as he turned away. Walt followed after him, but Jo lingered.

      “I’m looking forward to your show.”

      “Good.” Denise smiled. “I’m sure that you will enjoy it. We really do work hard to make sure that it’s as entertaining as possible. I know right now you probably see us as chaotic and competitive, but the truth is, we’re really all a family. We may have our problems, just like any family, but when it comes down to it, we would do anything for each other.”

      “Anything?” Jo looked between the faces around the table.

      “Just as you would look out for your friends, we look out for ours. If any of us truly believed that Howard was in any trouble, we’d all be hunting down the person who hurt him.”

      “That’s good to know. Good luck today, with the show.”

      “Thank you. Good luck with solving the mystery.”

      Jo followed after Eddy and Walt. They stood close to the tall front windows of the lobby.

      “It’s amazing isn’t it?” Eddy gazed out the window. “Millions of snowflakes, and each one is unique.”

      “That actually isn’t exactly true. While no two snowflakes are identical, many are very similar. In fact thirty-five types of snowflakes have been identified so far.” Walt sighed. “But, they are all still quite exquisite.”

      “Interesting, but that doesn’t solve our murder.” Jo looked back over her shoulder at the actors. “It’s hard to decide what to believe and not believe about that group. They’re trained to pretend and create illusion.”

      “They seemed pretty raw to me.” Eddy shrugged. “Lots of infighting. I think if one of them had something to do with it, it won’t be long before something leaks out.”

      “Too bad we don’t have much time to wait.” Jo looked back out at the snow that was still falling. “We may be snowed in now, but the blizzard is forecast to let up tonight or tomorrow. Then the roads will be cleared. We’re on a deadline if we want to find Howard’s killer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jeremiah, wait.” Samantha caught up with him as he neared the elevator.

      “What is it?” He turned to look at her. She was startled to see tears in his eyes. “I don’t have time for autographs right now.”

      “No, of course not. You’re quite upset. Is there anything I can do?”

      “No, there’s nothing. I just made some bad decisions and now I’m paying the price.”

      “What kind of bad decisions?”

      “What do you care?” He sighed and wiped at his eyes. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude. I know that you’re just being considerate. But there’s nothing that you can do for me. I never should have come here in the first place.” He stepped into the elevator.

      “If you want to talk about it, Jeremiah, I could listen. I’m very good at that.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks.” The elevator doors slid shut. Samantha stared at the doors for a moment. She was tempted to follow after him. It seemed odd to her that he would become so emotional over an argument with another actor. Maybe he knew what the other actors didn’t, that Howard really was dead. If that was the case, then he was likely the murderer. She made a note to look into Jeremiah. She wanted to know where he came from, and what his connection to Howard was. As she turned back towards the café, her friends walked towards her.

      “Anything from Jeremiah?” Eddy paused in front of her.

      “Only that he’s very upset over something. I doubt that it’s just about that one argument. I want to find out more about him.”

      “And how about Callie?” Jo scrunched up her nose. “She directed Jennifer right to Howard. Maybe Howard found out and confronted her about it. She could have killed him during the fight.”

      “Maybe, but any kind of yelling and screaming would have been heard, don’t you think?” Eddy frowned.

      “Not necessarily.” Walt held up a finger. “If the murder took place during the time we think it did, the bar was quite crowded and loud, and there was loud music on. There is a very good chance that any shouting or cries for help would not have been heard by anyone inside the bar.”

      “Good thought.” Eddy shoved his hands in his pockets. “Well, if there’s one thing I’ve learned through years of investigating, it’s that the bartender always knows more than he reveals. I’m going to speak with Ben again. Maybe he knows something about the argument between Howard and Jeremiah. Someone had to have seen or heard something.”

      “Oh my, I think we did!” Samantha’s mouth dropped open for a second. “Remember? Last night at dinner?”

      “Oh, that’s right, it looked like two of the actors were having a heated discussion, maybe even an argument. That could have been Howard. I didn’t really pay attention,” Jo said.

      “Yes, it could have been. We should talk with the wait staff of the dining hall as well. They may have seen or heard more than we did.” Samantha glanced between them. “I think it’s going to be best if we split this up. I’ll research Jeremiah, and see if I can find a connection with Howard.” Samantha pulled out her phone to make a few more notes.

      “I’ll talk to Ben since we already know each other fairly well,” Eddy said. “Jo, do you think you could find out from Bart the names of everyone on the wait staff?”

      “I doubt it, but I can try. Plus, anyone that was working last night, has to still be here. I can try to find out exactly where they’re staying and talk to whoever is available.”

      “Good. Walt, maybe you could use what you know about Jennifer and Howard’s divorce to get some more information from her.”

      “Sure, I’ll give it a try.”

      “Let’s not forget about the loan shark and casino angle. Jo, can you find out from Bart if any high profile criminal types are staying here? He should have been aware of that if they are.”

      “Sure, if he’ll talk to me.”

      “I’m sure he will. Didn’t you see the way he was looking at you?”

      “Whatever, Eddy, I could be his mother.”

      “Hardly.” Samantha clucked her tongue. “He’s at least in his forties.”

      “And?” Jo laughed. “All right, I’ll do my best.”

      “Let’s meet back in the dining hall for lunch. Remember, everyone be careful. Howard’s murderer is not exactly going to like people asking questions about him.” Eddy looked between each of them. “Don’t take this lightly. We’re going to solve this, but there are a lot of dangerous people under this roof.”

      As Eddy, Samantha, and Jo headed out to their assignments, Walt tried to ignore his racing heartbeat. Could he really handle talking to Jennifer? What if he slipped up and revealed too much? After a few deep breaths he did his best to focus on the task. Then he checked his reflection in the mirror. He made sure that every hair was in place, his glasses were straight, and that his collar was smooth. Once he was satisfied with the way he looked, he stepped out of his room and walked down the hallway. When he reached room 217 he paused outside and listened. If anyone was inside, they weren’t making any noise. After a swift but heavy knock he waited for Jennifer to answer. After he wiped off his knuckles, he took a breath, and counted down from thirty. When Jennifer didn’t come to the door, he knocked again, this time a little harder. The door swung open before he had a chance to wipe his knuckles again.

      “What is it?” Jennifer stared into his eyes. He recognized her from the photographs he’d found online of her. She was a pretty woman with strong features and shoulder-length blonde hair. Walt could tell from the color tint that it was dyed, but the shade suited her.

      “My name is Walt, I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”

      “About what?” She narrowed her eyes. “Is this some kind of religious thing? Does that even happen at places like this?”

      “No, not religious. I am here about your ex-husband, Howard.”

      “Oh? Do you know where he is?”

      “That’s something I’m trying to find out. I thought you might be able to help me with that.”

      “You’re one of a long list of people that are trying to find Howard. I know he’s here somewhere in this resort, but I haven’t been able to pin him down. He’s slippery.”

      “Why are you looking for him?”

      “Because he owes me money from our divorce settlement, money that wasn’t even his to begin with. I’m sure he doesn’t have it, with all of his gambling, but I need him to sign a piece of paper attesting to that so that I can initiate a lawsuit. One of these days that buffoon is going to hit it rich in Hollywood and I want my money back when he does.”

      “I can understand that. A man owes what he owes. Perhaps though, he didn’t want to sign that paper.”

      “I wouldn’t know if he wanted to sign it or not, because I haven’t found him. Apparently he’s missing. But I suppose you already know that, or you wouldn’t be here talking to me. Did you talk to Carlisle yet? Or Tad?”

      “Uh, no I haven’t. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to. Are the others looking for him as well?”

      “Sure, and Howard better hope I find him first, because if Carlisle finds him he’s dead, and if Tad finds him he’s just going to disappear off the face of the earth.”

      “They sound like dangerous men. How do you know them?”

      “How do I know them?” She rolled her eyes. “By making the worst mistake of my life and marrying Howard. I used to be a normal person, with a future, and a good savings account. But I fell for Howard and I believed his lies. As a result, I got introduced to some of the seediest characters out there. I didn’t ask for these people to be in my life, but in the pursuit of Howard they have destroyed my property, my sanity and any chance I had at a good credit rating. So, if you want to find Howard you’re going to have to wait your turn.”

      “I’m not here to compete, I’m here to offer my help. I have some very good research skills and with a little information from you I might just be able to figure out where he took off to.”

      “I don’t need your help. I hired my own help. I have a private detective on the case, and he has assured me that he will find Howard first so that I can get my paper signed before he has the chance to disappear again, or be disappeared by someone else.”

      “Your private detective, are you sure that he didn’t find Howard already? When was the last time he checked in?”

      “Last night. He hadn’t found him yet. But he said that there are some rumors going around that he might have forced his way outside into the snow.”

      “Do you think he would do something like that?”

      “Honestly, no. Howard hated to be cold. He would always bundle up when he had to go out in the snow and complain the entire time. I don’t think, even drunk, that he would have gone outside knowing that he might not be able to get back in.”

      “Did you know that he’d been trying to stop drinking?”

      “Sure. I knew. He sent me a long text, telling me he had changed, that he was sorry for everything that happened in our marriage, and he hoped I could forgive him.” She frowned. “But obviously, he didn’t stick to it.”

      “Did he text you often to apologize?”

      “No, just that once. I almost believed him. I thought maybe when I found him, we would be able to hash some things out. But clearly, it was just another lie.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I spoke to Ben, the bartender. He said that the last time he saw Howard he looked drunk. I’m guessing a bartender would know. Don’t you think?”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right about that.”

      “Anyway, if you’re hoping to get any money out of him, good luck. As far as I know he’s still broke. Do me a favor, if you find him first, let him know that I’m here and I’m looking for him.”

      “Sure, I will.” Walt nodded to her, then turned and headed down the hall. Now that he’d spoken with Jennifer he doubted that she had the cruelty in her to kill Howard, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t hire someone to do it. Maybe her private detective was more of a private assassin.
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      Jo walked towards the security office. It was nestled in the corner of the ground floor on the opposite side of the lobby. She’d noticed it the moment she entered the resort. It was well disguised with a few plants and a plain door, but she recognized its strategic position. When she opened the door she found a bank of screens and a security guard positioned in front of them.

      “Excuse me, you can’t be here.” He stood up from his chair.

      “I know, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to interrupt, but I was wondering if Bart might be in?”

      “He’s in his office.” He pointed to a door in the back of the room.

      “Thanks.” Jo knocked on the door then pushed it open. Bart sat behind his desk with his eyes on his computer.

      “Bart, do you have a minute?”

      He looked over at her with surprise, then glanced at his watch, then back at her. “Just.”

      “Great, that’s all I need.”

      “Come on in.” He stood up from his desk as she stepped into the office.

      “Thanks for your time.” She closed the door behind her. “As you know, my friends and I are very concerned about Howard.”

      “Yes, I understand that. However, I still think that Eddy was mistaken.”

      “Maybe so, but Howard is still missing, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, he is.” He frowned.

      “I’ve been told that Howard had an argument at dinner last night, with one of the other actors, Jeremiah. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Any altercation is reported to security if it’s witnessed by staff. So yes, I do know about the verbal argument that took place at dinner last night.”

      “Do you know what it was about?”

      “Honestly, I haven’t looked into it just yet. I have been focused on trying to assure everyone stirred up by last night’s mistake, that no murder has taken place.”

      “Okay, forget about the murder theory. No matter what, Howard is missing. Don’t you think that he would have turned up by now?”

      He pursed his lips for a moment, then sat back down behind his desk. “Can you keep what I say between us?”

      “Sure.” Jo sat down across from him and met his eyes.

      “We have reason to believe that Howard might have stumbled out into the snow. If he was drunk enough, he might have passed out. The truth is, we may not find Howard until after the snow begins to melt. It’s a horrific thing to think, I know. I apologize if it upsets you, but it’s the reality of living in a blizzard prone region. Sometimes missing people aren’t found until the first thaw.”

      “But the snowstorm was pretty bad by the time Howard went missing.”

      “Yes, but as you said, he’d had an argument, maybe he was trying to get away.”

      “Did anyone on the wait staff hear what the argument was about?”

      “I haven’t talked to them, yet.”

      Jo shifted forward in her chair and rested her hands on Bart’s desk. “Are you aware that there are some dangerous men in this resort?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I overheard a conversation that involved threats of death, and criminal intent. Do you have a record of everyone who comes in and out of here?”

      “Only if they reserve a room, or if the camera catches them.”

      “Did you review the camera feed?” Jo asked.

      “I did. I don’t see Howard leaving anywhere on camera. But there are some places, such as the dining hall, that do not have cameras. The resort is quite expansive and not every exit can be covered.”

      “Do you run a check on everyone who works here?”

      “Yes, I do.” He studied her for a moment. “And some guests as well.”

      Jo’s heart skipped a beat. With her criminal history she couldn’t help but wonder if he was referring to her.

      “Why would you run a check on a guest?”

      “I like to know who is staying here.” He shrugged.

      “Anything interesting?”

      “You could say that.” He cleared his throat then glanced away from her. “Look, I don’t usually share information about guests, but since you four are insisting on asking questions about this, you should know that the owner of a casino is staying here. He’s quite a colorful character.”

      “Yes, the owner of Sheron’s.” She nodded. “We know about him already. Howard owed him some money?”

      “Owes. He still owes him some money. Which is another reason why he might have dug his way out into the snow.”

      “What about a man named Carlisle? Do you know anything about him?”

      “Carlisle.” Bart’s cheeks flushed. “Why do you ask?”

      “Why don’t you answer?” Jo looked into his eyes.

      “Carlisle is a very dangerous man. I’ve dealt with him before because of Howard. As far as I know he is not in the resort.”

      “Well, you’d better start looking harder, because I know for a fact that he is.”

      “How?” Bart returned her gaze.

      “I heard him threatening two men who are posing as resort employees. They were delivering room service.”

      “Are you certain about this?”

      “Yes, and there was a third. I think he had a broken nose.”

      “How do you know so much about all of this? Do they know that you saw them?”

      “No. They didn’t see me. I was hiding.”

      “It sounds like a very odd story, but I will look into it.”

      “Please do. This Carlisle doesn’t seem to be the type that pulls any punches. I think if Howard had a problem with him, then that might be why Howard’s missing.”

      “I think that’s a big assumption. I’ve yet to speak to anyone, besides the four of you, who doesn’t think Howard just wandered off.”

      “So if he wandered off, he’s dead under the snow, and if he didn’t, he’s dead inside this building. Either way you have a problem on your hands, Bart, and I think you’re going to need to do something about it, don’t you?”

      “Yes, of course. Unfortunately, if you and your friends spread the details of this situation I think it may create panic, and as you’re aware there’s no way to leave the resort at this time. Are you interested in having mass panic while snowed in?”

      “No, I’m not.” Jo frowned.

      “Neither am I. So forgive me if I am not ready to jump to the very big conclusion that Howard was actually killed rather than the unfortunate victim of a drunken mistake. Perhaps with your lifestyle you are more accustomed to intrigue and drama, but knowing Howard the way I do, I’m more inclined to assume he did make that drunken mistake.”

      “I’m not sure what you think you know about my lifestyle, but I can tell you that my friends and I are only here to offer you help, not to hinder. However, I do think that you should consider how it’s going to look when the police begin a murder investigation and find out that you ignored the possibility that Howard was murdered, despite having an eye witness.”

      “All right. Enough.” Bart stood up from his desk and walked over to the door. “When you come to me with more evidence of a crime, I will decide whether to treat this investigation as a missing person or a murder. If you want to play detective, then be a real detective, and gather some actual evidence.”

      “I thought that was your job?” She paused between Bart and the door as she looked him straight in the eye.

      “My job is to maintain a peaceful and safe environment for the guests and staff of this resort. I believe I am doing that just fine.”

      “I see.” Jo started to step through the door, but he leaned forward just enough to block her.

      “I’m serious. If you do come across something, I’d like to be informed.”

      She turned her head to meet his eyes and found there wasn’t much distance between them. She thought about asking him about the staff who worked last night, but didn’t think she would get any information out of him, and if he knew that she wanted to talk to the staff he might try to stop her. Walt had mentioned that there were staff rooms on the ground floor. After Bart’s cold reaction she decided that she would try and talk to the staff first before asking Bart more about them.

      “We’ll keep you up to date.” She ducked past him and out into the hallway. She didn’t turn back until she heard the click of the door behind her. Then she paused and stared for a moment. Bart was a strange man. She couldn’t help but wonder if he might have actually moved the body himself to protect the resort. He seemed to be very dedicated to his job, but even more dedicated to the owners than to the guests. Maybe he wanted to be informed, just so he could do damage control if they found anything. Jo shook her head as she walked down the hallway. She couldn’t be distracted. There was too much at stake. She walked towards the staff rooms hoping that she might be able to find some staff who worked last night.
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      Eddy made his way to the bar. It was too early for it to be open, but the door was unlocked. When he stepped inside he noticed Ben behind the bar.

      “Hey Ben, I need your help again, buddy.”

      “Oh?” He wiped a tall glass with a cloth and offered Eddy a sidelong look. “With what? The bar is not open yet.”

      “I was hoping you might be able to tell me a little bit about the other guests that are staying here.”

      “Shouldn’t you know them better than me? They’re your friends and neighbors right?”

      “Not those guests. The other guests staying here.”

      “Hmm, okay.” He set the glass down on the shelf behind the bar and turned to face him fully. “Why don’t you just ask me directly whatever it is that you’re getting at?”

      “My friend almost had a run-in with some unsavory characters. She mentioned one went by the name of Carlisle.”

      “Carlisle?” He narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t realize he was here. Where did she see him?”

      “Near the bar.”

      “Huh.” He picked up another glass and began to wipe it clean. “It’s strange to me that he would be here, right when Howard goes missing.”

      “So, you know him?”

      “Not personally, no. But I do know of him. He’s a bit of a monster, to be honest.”

      “And now he’s snowed in with all of us?”

      “Well, the one good thing is that Carlisle keeps a low profile. Unless you’ve done something to upset him, he usually doesn’t cause you any trouble.”

      “Do you think Howard had done anything to annoy him?”

      “Sure. Carlisle is a loan shark, and Howard has a tendency to deal with those types. He is probably mixed up with Carlisle. I’d say that’s very likely.”

      “If that’s the case, then could Carlisle be involved in his murder?”

      “Disappearance.” Ben set the glass down beside the first one. “You need to stop throwing that murder word around. You’re going to get the wrong people upset.”

      “Are there people I should be afraid of upsetting?”

      “Well for one, the group of actors that are about to put on the murder mystery. You’re going to steal all of their thunder with your own murder mystery, aren’t you?”

      “I would think they would be concerned about their fellow actor.”

      “I would think that, too. But they know Howard well enough to be certain that he’s off drunk somewhere.”

      “Even though he refused the drink that you offered him?”

      “Maybe he refused one, maybe someone was watching that he wanted to put on a show for, that doesn’t mean he didn’t binge drink later to make up for it. Trust me, I’ve seen it enough.”

      “Sounds like you were fed up with him.”

      “Not really.” Ben sighed. “Honestly, it’s a little complicated. I started working here pretty young, and Howard became a bit of a father figure to me. Not a great one, but you know, the closest thing to a father I’ve had.”

      “So, you two were close?”

      “More like, we come to blows now and then. I try to keep him in line. But he’s just a loose cannon. No one can ever predict what he’s going to do next.”

      “What about Jeremiah? Do you know much about him?”

      “He’s new. A good kid, I guess. I mean, he takes his acting very seriously.”

      “Are there often new actors?”

      “Actually, no. It’s been the same crew for years. A few have come and gone, but very few.”

      “Why is that?” Eddy watched as Ben picked up the same glass he’d already cleaned, and began to clean it again.

      “You know, once a crew has worked together so long, they become like a machine. I think it’s just easier not to add new blood to the group. Plus, they’re all very picky about who they will work with. Usually people aren’t brought into the group unless there’s some kind of personal connection to one of the actors.”

      “Did Jeremiah have a personal connection with any of the actors?”

      “I’m not sure. From what I heard, no, but he did spend an awful lot of time with Howard.”

      “I noticed they argued at dinner. Do you know anything about that?”

      “I heard something. Jeremiah was probably upset about Howard being drunk again. He was all about the performance. As soon as he arrived, Howard started acting like he was on this straight and narrow kick.”

      “Do you think Jeremiah would ever cause him any harm?” Eddy asked.

      “No, I don’t. I think the only person who caused Howard harm, was Howard. If there was anyone else out there that wanted to do damage to him they would have to wait in line, because Howard does a bang up job of it himself. Excuse me a second.” Ben turned to another man behind the bar. “We’re going to need a few blocks of ice for the lunch rush, can you bring them up front?”

      “Sure.” He stepped through the door that led to the storage room.

      “Anything else I can do for you, Eddy?” Ben looked back at him.

      “Do you think Jeremiah and Howard had some kind of history?”

      “It’s possible I guess. Now that I think about it, he could have invited Jeremiah. Since no one else claimed to, I guess he might have.”

      “If he did, why would he keep it under wraps?”

      “I’m not sure, maybe Jeremiah didn’t want to be associated with him.”

      “Thanks for the information, Ben. Just let me know if you overhear anyone talking about Howard. That would be very helpful.”

      “Sure, no problem. It’s going to be a busy lunch, since the murder mystery starts this afternoon. I’ll listen close.”

      “Thanks Ben.” Eddy stood up and headed for the door of the bar. As he pushed it open he almost ran into a well-dressed man with two beautiful women, one on either side of him. He recognized him immediately as one of the men he had overheard on the third floor, when he had done his initial search. He could not see the other thick-set man so presumed he wasn’t with him. “Excuse me.”

      “Did you get any service in there? That bartender won’t even give me a beer.”

      “I don’t think he’s allowed to serve before a certain time.”

      “I’m sure he lets the employees dip now and then. He wouldn’t even take a bribe.” He shook his head.

      “Eddy.” Eddy offered him his hand. “Are you here for the murder mystery?”

      “Tad.” He shook Eddy’s hand. “No, I’m here for a mystery of my own. You haven’t seen this guy around have you?” He held up his phone with a picture of Howard on it.

      “No, sorry, not since yesterday.”

      “Oh, you did see him yesterday?”

      “Sure, before dinner.”

      “But not after that?”

      “No, I haven’t seen him since.” Eddy narrowed his eyes. “Except on the floor of the dining hall, dead.”

      “What?” Tad lowered his phone. “What are you talking about?”

      “Howard is dead. I saw it for myself.”

      “You’re crazy. If Howard was dead, I would know about it.”

      “Someone moved the body. Someone, who didn’t want to be caught.”

      “Look, I don’t know what you’re getting at here, but I don’t like the tone of your voice. If you’re going to accuse me of something, you ought to just come right out and say it,” Tad growled.

      “I know that you wanted Howard dead. Now he is.” Eddy shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “Is that a coincidence?”

      “I had nothing to do with Howard going missing, or his death. As far as I know the little pipsqueak is still alive, and I hope that’s the case, because I want my money.”

      “Howard is broke, you know that you’re not going to get anything from him.”

      “No, he’s not broke. I know for a fact that he had a fifty thousand dollar windfall recently, that’s why I’m here,” Tad said.

      “Where would he get that kind of money?” Eddy asked.

      “An inheritance, I was told. Some distant relative died, and he was left the money. As soon as I heard about it I knew I had to collect, before he either gambled it away, or someone else came to collect. So no, I would not have killed Howard, that would defeat my purpose for being here, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yes, I guess it would, unless you got your money, and still wanted to get rid of him.”

      “That’s a rather rude assertion to make. Do you think I’m a murderer?”

      “I think things can get heated when there are large sums of money involved. Perhaps you lost control.”

      “No sir, I did nothing of the kind. I always get my money, but I am not a murderer. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have more pressing matters to attend to.” He pushed past Eddy. Eddy stared at him for a moment, then turned and walked away. If Howard really did have money, then things had changed again. If Carlisle and Jennifer also knew about the money, then either of them could have been driven to kill in an attempt to get it.
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      As Jo walked down the hallway, away from the security room her attention was caught by a couple of staff members going into a room. She walked towards the room, but the door was closed. She could hear laughter from inside. She knocked on the door. When a young woman opened it, she was surprised to see several people around her. For a small guest room, there were quite a few staff members crammed inside.

      “Hi, do you have a minute?” Jo smiled at the woman who opened the door.

      “A minute for what? We’re not on shift until lunch. If you need something you can call down to the front desk.”

      “Oh no, I don’t need anything. I just wanted a chance to talk with all of you, if that’s okay?” She smiled at the other staff members in the room.

      “Talk to us about what?” One of the young men glanced at the others in the room. “What’s this about?”

      “I was just wondering if you might be able to answer a few questions for me.”

      “We’re not involved in the murder mystery.”

      “It’s not about the murder mystery. It’s about one of the actors, Howard. Did you know him?”

      “Howard? Sure we all do. He’s a trip.” The young man laughed. “It’s hard not to miss him.”

      “Is he? How so?”

      “Oh well, he’s always getting himself into some kind of trouble. I guess you could say he’s the comic relief around here.”

      “Only when he’s drunk. He’s hilarious.” A woman seated on the couch laughed. “If you ever need cheering up just give Howard a drink.”

      “What about last night at dinner? He didn’t seem very funny then.”

      “No, he wasn’t.” She frowned. “He got into it with Jeremiah, and he knows better. I told him to get out before Bart got hold of him.”

      “Oh, what would Bart do if he got hold of him?”

      “Bart has his ways.” The first man she spoke with rolled his eyes. “He doesn’t fire people, he just coerces them into doing what he wants.”

      “Is he always so strict?” Jo asked.

      “Bart’s all right. He helped me out when one of the guests was harassing me.” Another woman stood up. “And yes, he has to keep Howard in line, because when he’s drunk he does stupid things. Jeremiah shouldn’t have said those things to him though.”

      “What did Jeremiah say?” Jo met her eyes.

      “He told him that he was a worthless drunk, and that he had ruined everything. That he didn’t deserve to be alive. He said something about how he shouldn’t have invited him here if he wasn’t going to change.”

      “Howard shouldn’t have invited Jeremiah?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. I thought that was a little strange because I didn’t think they even knew each other, but that’s what he said.” She shrugged. “Anyway, if Jeremiah knew anything about Howard he’d know better than to talk to him like that. Howard doesn’t like to be yelled at. He’s usually a happy drunk, but if he gets angry, you don’t want to be around him.”

      “Have you heard any chatter about guests looking for Howard?”

      “Well.” One of the young men hesitated as he spoke. He ran his hands over his knees and frowned. “Everyone knows that Tad Billings and his ex-wife are here because of him.”

      “Word gets around?”

      “Yeah, especially since Tad Billings offered a reward to any staff member that could find Howard and bring him to his room.”

      “What?” Jo’s eyes widened. “Did anyone find him?”

      “No, of course not. Bart got wind of the offer and he warned all of us that if we do anything to help Tad, we’re going to lose our jobs and possibly face arrest.” He shook his head. “I don’t know if he can really arrest anyone for that, but if there is a way Bart will find it.”

      “It sounds to me like Bart is very protective of Howard.”

      “He’s protective of everyone here.” One of the women nodded. “He looks out for us. If we get out of line, we know it, but he’d rather retain his employees than hire new ones.”

      “The owner of the resort pretty much lets Bart run the place?” Jo asked.

      “Yes. I don’t think he really reports to anyone.”

      “Interesting. So he’d have a lot to lose if something bad happened here?”

      “Maybe.” The woman glanced at her watch. “We’re running out of time before lunch.”

      “All right, thanks for your time everyone. If you think of anything, and you want to reach out.” She offered a card with her name and number to the woman who answered the door. “Please feel free to contact me.”

      “No reward?” The young man behind her asked.

      “I wouldn’t want to upset Bart.” Jo winked, then left the room. As she headed down the hallway she decided to take the stairs up to the second floor. As she started walking up the stairs she heard the scuff of a shoe behind her. She turned around to see a man on the landing behind her. It took her a moment, but she recognized him as Bart.

      “Were you following me?” She stared down at him.

      “Shouldn’t I be?” He looked up at her with a frown. “You’re determined to put yourself in danger.”

      “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Maybe not, but be aware, I have my eye on you.”

      “Thanks, I’m aware. I think I’ll take the elevator.” She climbed the last few steps to the first floor and ducked into the hallway. She tried to shake off the uneasiness he left her with as she pressed the button for the elevator. She wasn’t sure if he was being considerate, controlling, or downright creepy. When she reached the room, Eddy, Samantha, and Walt had just arrived.

      “Walt, did you find any record of an inheritance in Howard’s financial history? I was told by Tad Billings that he had a recent windfall.” Eddy sat down at the table beside him.

      “No, but maybe I missed it if it was a small amount.”

      “It wasn’t. It was a large amount. Fifty thousand”

      “Wow! Hmm, no I didn’t see anything, but I’ll look it back over again. I don’t think I could have missed something like that though. Maybe he kept it in cash somehow,” Walt said.

      “If he had money like that, then there is even more motive for everyone who came here to collect.”

      “But if he had the money, why wouldn’t he have paid off some of his debts?” Samantha asked.

      “It wouldn’t have even covered half of it,” Walt said.

      “Maybe he was trying to hide the money to give himself something to survive on.” Eddy scratched the back of his neck. “That could really cause some anger in those that he owed money to.”

      “I think we should consider Bart as well. He’s very involved with Howard, and highly protective of his position here at the resort. I think he might have been up to something. Not only that, but I found out that Howard is the one who invited Jeremiah here,” Jo said.

      “Oh really, Ben mentioned that might be the case. I think we need to have another conversation with Jeremiah.”

      “Yes, I agree. But we’re getting tight on time.” Jo glanced at her watch, then frowned. “The murder mystery is going to start in about an hour.”

      “Good, that means that Jeremiah should be heading down to the lobby soon.” Eddy stood up. “Let’s see if we can catch him before he gets there. Walt, do you know which floor Jeremiah is staying on?”

      “Uh, I think all of the actors are on the third floor. But let me just confirm that.” He clicked through a few screens on his computer, then nodded. “He should be on the third floor.”

      “Good, let’s head up there and wait for him by the elevator. We can act like we just happened to be there, and it will be less confrontational.”

      “Good idea, but I don’t think we should all go, Eddy. Just you and Sam,” Jo said.

      “You think?” Samantha looked up.

      “You two make a good team. Eddy gets to the point and you can keep people calm, Sam. I’ll stay here with Walt and keep digging into things.”

      “All right, let’s go now before we miss him.”

      Eddy and Samantha stepped out of the room and headed to the third floor. When they stepped off the elevator the hallway was empty.

      “It seems like Jo is really getting suspicious of Bart.”

      “I don’t blame her. He acts strange.”

      “Who doesn’t in this place?” Samantha sighed. “I’m not sure we’re ever going to figure this one out.”

      “Don’t give up, we’re getting close, I can feel it.” Eddy tilted his head towards a door that opened at the end of the hallway.

      “Here he comes. Pretend we don’t see him,” Samantha suggested.

      “All right. I guess I just said something very interesting.”

      “Yes, you did. I’m very interested. I’m not even paying attention to the man walking down the corridor towards us.”

      “How close is he?”

      “Just seconds now, and go.”

      Eddy turned to face Jeremiah. “Ah, Jeremiah, it’s good to see you again.”

      “I don’t have time to talk, I need to get down to the lobby.”

      “Well, we just have one question for you.”

      “No, no more questions.” He looked between Eddy and Samantha with red-rimmed eyes. “I have nothing more to say.” He started to push past him, but Eddy blocked his way.

      “It’s time to tell the truth, Jeremiah. I know that Howard invited you here. So how did you really know him? There’s much more to this story than you’re telling.”

      “It’s none of your business.” He scowled as he stepped around Eddy in an attempt to get to the elevator.

      “Wait just a minute.” Eddy placed his hand over the elevator call button. “It is our business. A man is dead.”

      “He’s not dead. He’s missing. Because he went off and got drunk again. Now let me pass before I call security.”

      “He is dead. I’m sorry to tell you this, Jeremiah, but he is very much dead. I saw him with my own eyes, I checked for a pulse, and I know for a fact that he is dead.”

      Jeremiah looked over at him. For just a moment his expression flickered with shock.

      “That’s not true. You’re just trying to upset me.”

      “Would that upset you? How did you know Howard?”

      “You’re sick, you know that? You come here for the murder mystery, but the show isn’t enough? You have to invent a crime and try to rub it in everyone’s faces? There’s nothing normal about that.”

      “Jeremiah.” Eddy stared hard into his eyes. “I’m not inventing anything. I can tell that you cared about Howard, and you should know the truth. He’s dead. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re wrong.” Jeremiah shook his head. “It can’t be true. Move.” He pushed Eddy’s hand out of the way of the button and pressed it in. “I have nothing else to say to you.” The elevator doors slid open, and he stepped inside. “If you cause me any more trouble I will go to the resort security and file harassment charges. I need to get in character, not to be hassled by you.” The elevator doors slid shut again. Eddy looked over at Samantha.

      “I guess we’re not going to get much more out of him.”

      “Fine, if he’s not going to tell us, then we’re going to find out for ourselves. Let’s go.” Eddy pushed open the door to the stairwell and they climbed back down to the second floor.

      Once inside the room again, he fixed his gaze on Walt.

      “All right, that’s it, we need to figure out what Jeremiah’s connection to Howard is. It is obviously more than just a friendship, or even Jeremiah having a problem with Howard’s professional behavior.”

      “I agree.” Walt nodded. “I think Howard has a lot of secrets that we haven’t dug up yet. I’m going to go back through his life year by year and see what changes and moves he made. Maybe there’s something there that will give us some insight into Jeremiah’s relationship with him.”

      “Okay Walt, good idea. While you do that, I’m going to see if I can get some more information on Tad Billings, from the people he keeps closest, his girlfriends. Sam, maybe you should come with me.”

      “Me? Why? I was going to help Walt with the search for information on Jeremiah.”

      “Because, I need a woman there. I don’t want those girls to get the wrong impression.”

      “You mean you’re afraid you might be distracted by their beauty?” Samantha smiled.

      “I didn’t say that at all.” Eddy shrugged.

      “Okay, I’ll tag along.”

      “I’m going to find out where Carlisle is hiding. He hasn’t made any appearances since the first time I overheard him in the storage room. If he’s laying that low it might be because he knows that Howard’s body could be found at any moment.” Jo narrowed her eyes. “Plus, I don’t feel safe with him roaming the resort.”

      “Use extra caution, Jo, we know what Carlisle is capable of, and if he feels threatened he will come out swinging.” Walt caught her arm and met her eyes. “No one needs to be a hero here, Howard is already dead.”

      “I hear you, Walt, I promise.” Jo turned and left the room.

      “Don’t worry, Walt, Jo will be careful. Let’s go, Eddy, before it gets too close to the start of the murder mystery.”

      “All right. Let us know what you find, Walt.” Eddy tipped his hat to Walt, then held the door open for Samantha.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Walt stared at his computer for a moment. The kind of research he intended to do would normally take him quite some time. He wanted to get it done as fast as possible. Instead of going year by year, he decided to start with major life changes. First, when Howard moved out of his childhood home, then when he got married, and finally when he got divorced. Each life event could put enough pressure on him to make him change direction, or get involved with someone new. Walt dug into the information on the house Howard grew up in, when it was purchased, when it was sold. His father struggled to keep ownership of the house, and sold it when Howard was fourteen. He died five years later, in a car accident. Howard was on his own at a young age, and his troubles began early as well. He had a record for petty theft, and disorderly conduct. He was arrested with another young man, Dan Baxter. A quick check confirmed that Dan Baxter attended the same high school as Howard, and was the same age. Walt assumed they were friends. This was confirmed when Howard’s first apartment was co-leased with Dan. Dan was on record as a witness at Howard’s wedding.

      Howard and Dan also opened a business together, a car lot, about five years into Howard’s marriage. The car lot only lasted about two years. He looked into why it shut down and discovered a financial mess.

      Walt sighed and skimmed through the employee list to see if Jeremiah might be one of them. Jeremiah was young, but he could have been eighteen when the business failed. However, he wasn’t listed on any business records. So far he hadn’t found a single trace of a connection with Jeremiah. As Walt’s frustration built he decided to take a walk. Moving, and changing environments helped him to clear his mind and come up with new ideas. As he made his way down the hall he noticed one of the doors was open. It only took him a moment to surmise that it was room 217.

      “That’s it, I’m done. I’m not paying you a single dime more if you can’t bring me more information than that.”

      “I did find out something.”

      “Something that is completely useless to me. What do I care if Howard had a love child? He and I had a terrible marriage. It doesn’t surprise me in the least that he would have knocked boots with someone else, or that he would have been a dead beat to his own child.”

      “Still, it might lead to Howard.”

      “How?”

      “His son is here, in this resort.”

      “And?”

      “And maybe he’s the reason that his father is missing.”

      “You think he might have killed Howard?”

      “According to one eyewitness Howard is dead. Now, the guy could be a nut job, but I looked into him. He’s a retired cop with no reason to make up a story. I’m more inclined to believe it now that I know Howard had so many enemies here. Between the casino owner, the loan shark, and you, I can’t believe that no one has found him yet.”

      “I can’t believe that I ever paid you a dime. You’re done, you’re fired.”

      “You can’t fire me because your ex-husband is missing.”

      “You’re a private detective, you’re supposed to be detecting. Since you’re not, yes, I absolutely can fire you. As soon as this dreadful snow melts, I am putting Howard in my rear view mirror and leaving him there. I don’t care what you do, but I don’t want to see you again, understand?”

      “Sure, I understand. Just remember, no refunds.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just more money wasted on that fool, now get out.”

      Walt ducked to the other side of the hallway as the detective stepped out. If the man noticed him, he didn’t offer a signal that he did. Walt had to question his merit as a detective since his observation skills were not great. The door to 217 slammed shut. The sharp sound jolted Walt into action. Someone at the resort was Howard’s son, which meant someone had a lot more at stake than they claimed. He hurried back to the room and settled at the computer again. Now he had a new direction to search in.
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      Samantha and Eddy stood just inside the bar. Tad was certainly there, with his entourage, and in a demanding mood.

      “How are we going to get them away from him?” Eddy frowned as he watched Tad at the bar. It had just opened for drinks before the murder mystery would start, and of course Tad was first in line. His two girlfriends flanked him.

      “Allow me.” Samantha smiled and walked towards the group. Eddy hung back near the door, and did his best to blend in with the wall. Samantha reached the bar and leaned her elbows against the top of it. She glanced over at the woman right beside her.

      “Hi, I’m Samantha.”

      “Hi.” The woman stared at her.

      “Are you here for the murder mystery?” Samantha asked.

      “The what?” She shook her head. “No. I’m just here to keep my honey company.”

      “That’s right.” Tad looked over at Samantha. “Is there something you want?”

      “Sorry to bother you all, I just wondered if you might be able to help me.”

      “Help you what?” Tad narrowed his eyes.

      “I seem to have lost my date.”

      “Your date?” Tad chuckled. “How are we supposed to help with that?”

      “He said he was coming to the bar. But he’s not here. I thought maybe you’ve seen him?” She displayed the picture of Howard on her phone. “He said he’d meet me here.”

      “That’s your date?” Tad stood up.

      “Yes, do you know him? Was he in here?”

      “Oh yes, I know him. Where did you see him last?”

      “Well, that’s what I’m asking you.”

      “Don’t get smart with me.” Tad scowled at her and stood so close that Samantha had to lean back to get some breathing room. “You tell me where he is, right now.”

      “I have no idea, that’s why I’m asking you. He said he was going up to his room on the third floor, and then would meet me at the bar.”

      “What room? Did he say what room?”

      “I think it was 305.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure though. I’m not the type of woman to go up to some random man’s room, even if he did take me to an expensive dinner a few nights ago.”

      “Oh really? He took you to an expensive dinner? With my money?” Tad’s hands balled into fists. “I’m going to find him for you, right now. You two, stay with her, don’t let her out of your sight.” He turned and stormed out of the bar. Samantha winked at Eddy and waved him over.

      “Hello ladies.” Eddy smiled at them as he leaned on the bar beside them. “Do you have a minute to chat?”

      “I guess, Tad told us not to go anywhere.”

      “Have either of you seen Tad with this man? Howard?” Samantha showed them the picture again.

      “Your date? No.” The woman closest to Samantha shook her head. “I know he’s looking for him though. He owes Tad a lot of money.”

      “I did hear him talking about Howard though with that creepy guy, Carlisle.” The woman beside Eddy nodded.

      “You met Carlisle?” Samantha raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes, he and Tad were in the room talking last night. Carlisle came in with a couple of guys and started threatening Tad to stay away from his payday. Then Tad started yelling at Carlisle that Howard owed him money first, and he had first dibs on him.”

      “Really?” Eddy frowned. “Did either of them mention Howard being gone, or hurt, or even dead?”

      “No. In fact, Carlisle agreed that when he found him, he would bring Howard to Tad and they could both have some fun with him.” She shook her head. “I don’t like that kind of talk. Tad’s not usually violent, but he is pretty mad at this Howard guy.” She lowered her voice. “I hope he doesn’t find him. I don’t know what he’ll do to him.”

      “It’s all right, don’t worry. He won’t find him.” Samantha sighed and looked over at Eddy. “I guess we’ve hit another dead end.”

      As they walked back to the room, Samantha and Eddy discussed their suspects.

      “It seems to me that we’re the only ones that know for sure that Howard is dead. If that’s the case, then who killed him? One of them has to know that he’s dead,” Samantha said.

      “Or they’re just putting on a show. At this point, if one of these people did kill Howard, the rest are going to be very angry that they didn’t get their chance to collect from him. So whoever killed him might just be pretending they don’t know he’s dead.”

      “That’s true, but if so, they’re doing a pretty good job of it. Maybe the murder mystery actors aren’t the only great talents around here.”

      “Criminals do tend to be very good at deceit and lying.”

      “Good point.” Samantha pushed the button for the elevator and they both stepped inside.
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      Jo lingered near the back entrance of the resort. It was used for deliveries, and equipment. If she wanted to sneak in and out of the resort, or find a quiet place to discuss matters the delivery entrance was where she would go. Since there was no chance of anything getting delivered due to the blizzard outside, it was an even better place to lay low. After several minutes slipped by, she wondered if she’d made the right call. She was just about to give up and head back to the room, when she heard footsteps approaching. The closer they came, the more anxious she became. There were plenty of places to hide, but she didn’t want to hide this time. Surprising a man like Carlisle, would only lead to bad things.

      “I think he’s lying to me. He’s got to know where Howard is. I don’t want this guy leaving here with him. I want my hands on Howard, understand?”

      “Yes, I understand, Chief, but what if Tad doesn’t have him? I haven’t been able to find anything that indicates he does.”

      “Howard has to be here somewhere. He’s either hiding really well, or someone has him.”

      “There’s only so many places, Chief. We’ve looked everywhere.”

      “No, you haven’t!” Carlisle’s voice raised so suddenly and fiercely that Jo jumped. “If you looked everywhere, then you would have found him!”

      “Chief, security thinks he might have wandered out in the blizzard.”

      “Then you go out in the snow and you find his body, because until you bring him to me, you haven’t done your job, and I don’t want to hear another excuse from you. If I leave here without Howard, I can tell you right now, there are going to be consequences.”

      “Chief, we’re trying…”

      Jo cringed at the sound of skin striking skin.

      “I said, no more excuses. Get out of my sight before I decide to make an example out of you.”

      Jo stood her ground as she heard one set of retreating footsteps, and another approaching her. When Carlisle rounded the corner he stopped, and stared at her.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m part of the murder mystery. I’m supposed to be here. Who are you?”

      “Clear out of here, there’s no need for you to be here,” Carlisle demanded.

      “I can be wherever I choose. You’re a guest, you shouldn’t be down here.”

      “Watch your tone.” He stepped closer to her. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

      “Just another guest at a resort, right? Unless there’s something else I should know?”

      “That depends on whether you’re going to cause me any trouble.”

      “I was going to ask you the same question.” Jo crossed her arms and studied him. “I heard the way you were talking to that guy. You think you’re some kind of tough guy?”

      “I don’t have to think it.” He chuckled. “But apparently you think you’re something yourself. What’s with the attitude?”

      “I just don’t like to hear people get pushed around.”

      “Why not? If he did his job, I wouldn’t have to push him around.”

      “Maybe it’s an impossible job. Maybe you know that.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I know who you are, Mr. Carlisle. I know who you’re looking for.”

      “Ah, so you’re not as ignorant as you claim. Then you should know better than to speak to me like this. Alone?” He glanced around the open concrete room. “Do you really think that’s wise?”

      “I’m not afraid of you, Carlisle. I’ve dealt with men like you many times before.”

      “Men like me?” He chuckled. “I doubt that.”

      “Feel free to underestimate me, it doesn’t usually end well.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “I know that Howard is dead. What I don’t understand, is why did you kill him?”

      “What do you mean why did I kill him? I didn’t kill him. He’s not dead, as far as I know.”

      “He is. But if he owed you money, why would you kill him instead of trying to get the money from him?”

      “Howard doesn’t have any money. But yes, he still owes me, and I will find a way to collect.”

      “You know something about him, don’t you?” Jo stared into his eyes. “What do you have on him?”

      “Listen, I have no idea who you are, but you’re not going to question me. I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      “No you don’t, but I know for a fact that Howard is dead. So either you can believe me and ask me how I know that, or you can just keep chasing a ghost, hoping for a shakedown.”

      “You know an awful lot for an actress.”

      “You know very little for someone who thinks he knows everything.”

      “There’s that mouth again.” He laughed. “I think I could enjoy your company.”

      “So, what do you know?”

      “I know that Howard did have something to lose.”

      “What’s that?”

      “His son.”

      “His what? Howard didn’t have any children.”

      “Oh, so there’s something that you don’t know? Surprise, surprise. Yes, Howard does have a son, and the moment I get my hands on Howard he’s going to find a way to get me my money, or his son is going to pay the price. So if you see our dear old dead Howard, please pass on that message to him. Until then, you need to stay out of my business.” He pointed his finger directly at Jo. “Or you’ll face your own consequences.” He turned and walked away. Jo stared after him, still stunned by his revelation. Was it bad information, or could he be right? She took the elevator back to the second floor. When she reached the room, she opened it to find Walt, Eddy, and Samantha, gathered around Walt’s computer.

      “Does anyone know if Howard had a son?”

      “We’re looking into that right now.” Eddy frowned as he straightened up. “How did you find out about it?”

      “Apparently, Carlisle knows about it, and knows who he is. He was going to use Howard’s son as leverage to get whatever he could out of Howard.”

      “Howard also had some money. I was able to confirm that he did receive an inheritance that he never put in any account that I can find,” Walt said.

      “That’s funny.” Jo shook her head.

      “Funny?” Samantha looked up at her. “Why?”

      “Howard lived his life broke and in debt, but he died a wealthy man.”

      “Wealthy might be pushing it.” Walt shook his head.

      “He had a lot more than he ever had when he was alive,” Samantha said.

      “That I can agree with.”

      “So, did you find his son?” Jo walked over to the table to join them.

      “No, not yet. We’ve been looking at all of the possibilities. So far only a few people come up as potential children. We’ve assumed that Howard’s son is here at the resort. So we’re checking employees and guests. We’ve only come across six that match the age range.”

      “Anyone we know?”

      “Two actually.” Walt turned the screen so Jo could see. “Jeremiah, and Ben.”

      “The bartender?” Jo tilted her head to the side as she surveyed the faces of both men. She brought up the picture of Howard on her phone and tried to compare their features. “Either one of them could pass for his son.”

      “So could the rest. Without having an idea of who the mother is, we really can’t base too much on genetics, given that none of them looks especially like Howard,” Walt said.

      “It would certainly explain Jeremiah’s connection with Howard. And the fact that Howard invited him to the resort,” Jo said.

      “Maybe, but if Jeremiah was his son, why wouldn’t he tell us?” Eddy asked.

      “Maybe, he didn’t know. Or maybe, he killed Howard when he found out.” Jo sighed. “Having an absent parent suddenly come into your life could be traumatic enough to cause a rash reaction.”

      “What about Ben though?” Eddy tapped the face on the screen.

      “Don’t touch!” Walt grimaced.

      “Sorry. But Ben seems to know an awful lot about Howard.”

      “And again, if he knew he was Howard’s son, he didn’t tell us.” Jo pursed her lips. “We have a bigger problem, too.”

      “What’s that?” Samantha glanced away from the screen.

      “As long as Carlisle believes that Howard is alive, whoever is actually Howard’s son, is in danger. Carlisle might get desperate and grab him, or hurt him in some way.”

      “Then we need to find out who he is. We know that Jeremiah has a connection with Howard, and Ben knows quite a bit about him. I guess the best we can do is ask each of them,” Eddy said.

      “But what if they don’t know?” Walt looked between his friends. “Maybe Howard never had the chance to tell them. I think our best bet is to see if we can find the mother. If we connect the mother to Howard, then we should be able to find the son.”

      “All right, but the murder mystery is going to begin soon, and we need to be there,” Samantha said.

      “You three head down, I’m going to keep doing some research. If I figure out who Howard’s son is, I’ll text you,” Walt said.

      “Okay, Sam, you and Jo go ahead. There’s something I want to check on, then I will meet you at the café,” Eddy said.

      “Okay, see you there.” Jo held the door for Samantha. They walked down the hallway to the elevator in silence.

      “Are you okay, Sam?”

      “I don’t know. I guess, it was easier to think of Howard just as some drunken gambler with no one to miss him. Now that I know he had a son, it makes things more real I guess.”

      “Yes, I wonder if his son even had the chance to meet him.” Jo frowned. “Some secrets we carry, aren’t meant to be buried with us.”

      In the elevator on the way down to the lobby, Jo took a call. She excused herself as she stepped out of the elevator. Samantha walked over to the front wall of the lobby. It had been some time since she actually looked out the window. The blanket of white that covered everything she could see dazzled her. In just hours, the entire landscape around the resort had been transformed. Even though it was daylight, the sky was dark with heavy clouds. Snow swirled past the glass in a constant barrage of mystical white flakes. It was beautiful, but also intimidating. Already, the snow was piled up to the base of the windows, and with the speed of the snowfall it appeared it would continue to pile even higher. When she stepped closer to the window she could hear the wind howl past. It wasn’t just an ordinary snowfall. It was a fierce storm, prepared to bring the entire area to its knees.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jo stepped up beside her.

      “Yes, it is.” Samantha frowned. “But also a little frightening. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much snow.”

      “Don’t worry, it’s supposed to stop in the next hour or two, then the plows will get to work.”

      “I guess we might not be staying that extra day.”

      “It depends on how much progress the plows are able to make. Some of the roads we took in may take a while for the plows to clear.”

      “Do you think that Howard could be out there?” Samantha’s eyes widened.

      “What do you mean? You believe he might have gotten drunk and wandered out?”

      “No, but maybe the killer had time to hide his body out there somewhere. If so, then we may never find the body. Or at least not for a long time. Any evidence will be ruined by the snow.”

      “It’s a possibility, but I’m hoping that’s not the case. It makes me uneasy to think that we’re trapped here with a murderer. The closer we get to finding Howard’s body, the more nervous the murderer is going to be,” Jo commented.

      “I agree. At any moment the murderer could panic and decide to do something rash. Is Bart any closer to helping us with this?”

      “He’s still claiming that Howard was just drunk, that there never was a murder, so no.”

      “Okay, then we’re going to have to ramp up our investigation. I think we should talk to Jennifer again. It’s just too convenient that she showed up now, and she had the motive of missing money, and bitterness for the failed marriage. Everyone else we suspect was just out for money. Killing Howard wouldn’t get them that.”

      “That’s true. But if they knew he didn’t have the money to pay back, they might have decided to use him as an example.”

      “Then why hide the body? Wouldn’t they want the murder to be known?”

      “Maybe they realized that they had no way out and they hid the body to try to protect themselves.”

      “Maybe.” Samantha shook her head. “Something just feels like it’s missing here. Poor guy had more targets on him than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “A lifetime of mistakes can certainly lead to that.”

      “Let’s head to the café, that’s where the murder mystery starts. Eddy is waiting to regroup with us there and plan out our next steps.”

      “All right. Any news from Walt on Howard’s son?”

      “No, not yet. Maybe Eddy knows something.”

      Jo led the way to the café, where Eddy and several other people were gathered waiting for the murder mystery to start.

      “Any news, Eddy?” Samantha sat down beside him.

      “Walt said he’s found a woman that Howard saw a few times, and right now he’s tracking down whether she had any children. We should know something soon. I think the best idea is for us to just play along with the murder mystery. That will give the impression to anyone observing that we’ve given up on the real murder mystery. Maybe someone will let their guard down.”

      “Okay, you two solve the mystery. I’m going to go check out the storage room by the dining hall again. If Carlisle did have something to do with this then he might have used that room to stash the body somehow,” Jo said.

      “All right, be careful.” Samantha met her eyes. “Make sure that you check in with us before you go anywhere else.”

      “I will. You and Eddy make sure that you win that cruise, and keep an eye on anyone acting suspicious.”

      “Will do.” Eddy nodded. “As Sam said, be careful.”
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      Jo walked off towards the bar as her friends stayed at the café. She wondered if Carlisle would tolerate another run-in with her. This time she planned to avoid being seen by him. When she neared the bar she noticed that the camera that usually pointed to the door had been turned away from it. Her heartbeat quickened, she had put the camera back in its original position so someone had to have moved it. Which meant that someone was up to something. She slipped into the bar, which was empty, then into the storage room.  As quietly as she could she backed into the shadows and surveyed the room. Maybe someone was in there with her, already hiding. After a few minutes of silence she decided that there was no one else there. She began to look through the storage area, then crossed over into the kitchen section. One of the large freezers had an out of order sign on it. She stared at it for a long moment. If she wanted to hide a body, somewhere that no one would see or smell it, a freezer would be a good option.

      An out of order freezer would be the best idea. If it wasn’t actually broken. She walked over to the freezer and placed her hand on the side of it. Right away she felt her skin cool. If the freezer was out of order, why was it still plugged in? Why was it still so cold? She bit into her bottom lip as she reached for the handle. When she opened the door there would either be a body or a lot of spoiled meat. She wasn’t sure which she preferred. A part of her still held on to a small sense of hope that Howard might be alive.

      Jo tugged at the handle until the door swung open. Right away she was hit with a blast of cold air. There was no way the freezer wasn’t doing its job. The space beyond the door was just large enough to be considered a walk-in freezer. There were several large blocks of ice, but no food. She inched a little further in, while trying to make sure that the door stayed open behind her. Beyond a few blocks of ice she noticed something much darker. Her stomach twisted as she realized it was a bedspread identical to the one she’d slept under the night before. Why would anyone put a bedspread in a freezer? They wouldn’t.

      Jo took a deep breath and stepped all the way into the freezer. It was easy to see that there was something hidden beneath the bedspread. She grabbed the corner of it, and tugged. But the bedspread was frozen to the floor, and to whatever was under it. She tugged again, and this time it was hard enough to discover a pair of shoes under the bedspread. Her stomach churned again as she noted the feet that were tucked into the shoes. This was definitely a dead body. This was definitely Howard.

      “Jo?” The voice echoed from the entrance of the storage area. She recognized it right away as Bart’s. Had he stashed the body in here to hide it? What would he do if he found out that she discovered it? Her heart raced as she backed out of the freezer. She pushed the door closed and turned to face Bart just as he walked up to her. “What are you doing in here?”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      “I saw you on the camera. I wanted to see what you were up to.”

      “Well, that’s a little unsettling. Are you watching me now?”

      “I just wanted to be sure you were safe.” He reached out to take her hand, and gasped when his fingertips grazed it. “You’re so cold. Were you outside?”

      “No, I just, uh. I was looking for some ice cream. You know, stress eating.”

      “Ah.” He nodded. “I’m very familiar with that myself. Here, let me show you where the chef hides his stash. It’s the best Dutch chocolate you’ll ever taste.”

      “That’s okay, I think my sweet tooth has passed. I’m just going to head up to my room.”

      “All right. Are you sure you’re okay? Did something happen?”

      “No, nothing. It just hit me that I’m not really hungry, I’m just tired.”

      “I’ll walk you up.”

      “Great, that would be nice.” As they left the storage room she glanced back over her shoulder for just a moment. Now that she knew where Howard was, the question was, who else did? If Bart knew the body was there, he was hiding it well. She was tempted to tell him what she found, but she couldn’t be sure if she could trust him. In the elevator on the way to the second floor, she rubbed her hands together to warm them.

      “I know you’re up to something, Jo. Whatever it is, I can help you if you need it. You don’t need to see me as your enemy.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Then, what were you really doing in the storage room?” He looked into her eyes.

      “Like I said, I wanted a snack.”

      He reached over and pushed the emergency stop button on the elevator. Her heart jumped up into her throat. Maybe he knew what she found. Maybe he was the one who put Howard in the freezer.

      “Why don’t you start telling me the truth? Is it because you don’t trust anyone in a position of authority?”

      “Excuse me? What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the update that you and your friends promised me. I know that you’re on to something. I want to know what it is.”

      “Why? According to you Howard’s out there somewhere under a snow drift.”

      “Maybe I have reason to believe otherwise now.”

      “What reason?” She studied him.

      “Is there a reason you’re holding back information? You keep looking at me as if I’ve done something wrong.”

      “I don’t know. Have you? Maybe you wanted to protect the reputation of the resort no matter what it took to do that?”

      “I can’t believe that you would even consider that.”

      “Why not?” She stood her ground as he took a step towards her.

      “You think I’m a murderer?”

      “Maybe not. Maybe you just hid Howard’s body to protect the resort.”

      “Wow!” He stared at her, then turned and restarted the elevator. “Never mind. I can handle the investigation on my own. Obviously, you’ve decided who I am based on a short time of knowing me. On the other hand, I know that you’ve committed crimes in the past, and yet, I didn’t assume that you were still a criminal. So which of us should be trusted?” The elevator lurched into motion. Jo grabbed on to the railing and watched him as he stared hard at the elevator doors. Had she misjudged him?

      “All I’m trying to do is find out what happened to Howard. What new information do you have?”

      “Like I said, if I’m on my own, then so are you.” He stepped off the elevator and headed down the hallway. She stepped off the elevator and followed after him.

      “Bart wait.”

      “What is it?” He looked over his shoulder. “Are you ready to tell me the truth?”

      “The plows are going to be here soon, and then we’ll be leaving. Are you just going to pretend that Howard wasn’t killed? Are you going to tell the police to investigate a murder, or a missing person?”

      “That’s entirely up to the evidence, isn’t it?” He stared hard into her eyes. “Unless you have anything new to add, I can only assume that Howard is missing. I’m sorry if that disappoints you.”

      “That’s all I need to know.” She started to walk towards her room, when she turned around and saw that Bart was no longer in sight she walked towards the stairs instead. She walked back down the stairs to the lobby. If he wasn’t willing to even consider the idea that Howard was dead, then she didn’t trust him. Any good security officer, or detective, would at least consider it. At least, she thought they would. In the hallway on the way to the lobby she caught sight of Eddy as he stepped out of the stairwell.

      “Eddy! Over here.” Jo waved to him as she approached him.

      “Jo, what is it? Did you find something?”

      “Yes, I did, sh.” She glanced over her shoulder to be sure no one was close enough to hear her. “I found him.” She tugged on his arm until he was away from a woman who hurried towards the lobby, most likely to catch the tail end of the murder mystery.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I found Howard.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “No. He’s in a freezer in the storage room behind the bar.” She shuddered at the memory. “It has a sign on it that says out of order. No one would have bothered to look in there. I decided to take a peek and I found him, very much dead.”

      “This is great news, well I mean, not great news, but at least we know what happened to him now.”

      “No, we really don’t. All we know is where he is. How are we going to find out who put him there?”

      “Have you told anyone about finding the body?” Eddy asked.

      “No, just you. But Bart suspects something. I was afraid to tell him, in case he’s the one who put Howard there.”

      “Now that we know where Howard’s body is hidden we can hopefully use that to figure out who killed him.”

      “The freezer is in the same room I was in when Carlisle and his goons were arguing,” Jo said.

      “They could have stashed the body there.”

      “Yes, it’s possible, but when I spoke with Carlisle he seemed to be genuinely surprised at the thought of Howard being dead.”

      “That can be faked, easily.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Let’s gather everyone and see if we can get to the bottom of this,” Eddy suggested.

      “Where’s Sam?”

      “She is still solving the murder mystery, I went to snoop around while most of the people  were preoccupied with the mystery.”

      “All right, I’ll grab Samantha and Walt. Where are we going to meet?”

      “Your room?” Eddy suggested.

      “No, there’s cameras everywhere. If Bart suspects that we know something he will likely be watching where we go. I think he said one of the few places that doesn’t have a camera is the dining hall. It’s still too early for dinner so it should be empty. Let’s meet there.”

      “Okay, I’m going to check on the body and make sure it’s still there.”

      “Eddy, do you think that’s a good idea? What if someone sees you?”

      “Did you get any pictures of the body?”

      “No, I didn’t. Bart was right outside, so I had to hurry.”

      “I understand, but I need some pictures of Howard’s body in case whoever put him there decides to move him again. I’m going to have proof this time, that he’s dead.”

      “All right, but be fast and be careful of the door.”

      “Okay, I will be.”  He headed off towards the storage room.
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      After Jo texted Walt to meet her she walked towards the lobby. She could hear the questioning being conducted for the murder mystery. One voice was quite familiar.

      “Sir Duncan, you claim that you were in the spa during the time of the murder, but upon review with the staff members that operate the spa, they insist that the spa was closed for repairs at that time. So dear sir, how could you have been in the spa if it was closed?”

      “All right, All right, I wasn’t in the spa.”

      The crowd gasped. Sir Duncan, played by Jeremiah, began to pace back and forth.

      “Tell us the truth, Sir Duncan. Where were you? Why did you lie?” Samantha asked.

      “I cannot!” Sir Duncan turned his back on Samantha.

      “Then you must be the killer!” One of the women from the event planning committee waved her hand through the air. “I want to solve the murder! It was Sir Duncan!”

      “No wait!” Samantha shook her head. “Give him a chance to defend himself. Sir Duncan?”

      He turned back slowly to face the crowd. His face was etched with shame as he looked towards Samantha.

      “You’re right, madam, I was not in the spa. I was with Rosita.” He looked towards the actress across the room. “I lied, because I didn’t want my wife to find out.”

      “You slime!” Marsha, in the role of Mrs. Duncan, hissed at him. “You are disgusting.”

      “Perhaps he’s not the disgusting one, Mrs. Duncan. Because you claimed that Rosita was with you at the time of the murder. Which leaves you as the only person without an alibi. I accuse you, Mrs. Duncan, of murdering your lover, Count Allistair,” Samantha said.

      “Your lover?” Sir Duncan gasped.

      The entire crowd gasped as well. The host of the murder mystery stepped forward.

      “An official accusation has been made. If the accusation is correct, then the game is over, if it is incorrect, the game will continue, however the accuser will be out of the game.”

      “Samantha!” Jo grabbed her hand. “We have to go.”

      “Wait, I just…”

      “Now.” Jo looked into her eyes.

      “Okay. Let’s go.”

      As the host continued to ramble on about the rules of the game, Samantha, and Jo, walked towards the door. As they opened the door Samantha heard the host congratulating her on winning the murder mystery. She wanted to celebrate, but she knew that had to wait, Jo had something important to tell her.

      As they walked towards the dining hall, they passed Walt in the lobby on the way and signaled for him to join them.

      “I found the body.” Jo announced as she turned to face them both. “It’s in a freezer in the storage room. Eddy’s gone to take pictures for evidence.”

      “Finally!” Samantha sighed with relief.

      “But that doesn’t tell us who killed Howard.” Walt frowned. “Were there any clues in the freezer?”

      “I don’t think so. Well, his body was covered in a bedspread.”

      “Hmm, that’s interesting. Maybe it was Howard’s, or maybe it was the murderer’s. If it wasn’t the bedspread from his room that was used, then maybe we can figure out whose it was,” Walt said.

      “How can we do that? There are hundreds of rooms here.” Samantha shook her head.

      “I’ve been in close contact with the housekeeping staff since I arrived here.” Walt smiled. “They told me that part of their bedbug prevention consists of putting the sheets and bedspreads through high heat before returning them to the beds. So they don’t have them just stored in the closets. If someone used their bedspread, and then needed to replace it, they would have had to request a new one from the staff, and the staff keep strict records of what comes in and goes out so they can ensure that all of the bedding has been put through the heating process. It’s actually a very impressive system.”

      “So we can find out who requested a new bedspread and that should at least tell us who moved the body?” Jo looked between the two of them. “It’s our best lead so far.”

      “All right, I’ll contact the staff, and find out who ordered new bedspreads.” He glanced at his watch. “How long has Eddy been gone? Shouldn’t he be back by now?”

      “Yes, he should.” Jo frowned. “I told him to be fast.”

      “We should go check on him. I want to see the body, too, maybe there’s another clue that might have been missed.” Samantha walked towards the door that led to the bar.

      “I’ll text you as soon as I hear anything from the staff. Let me know when you find Eddy please.” Walt walked towards the laundry room.

      When Samantha stepped through the door to the bar, she noticed Ben stocking the shelves.

      “Afternoon ladies. Interested in a drink?” He smiled at them.

      “No, thanks. Have you seen Eddy?”

      “Eddy? No. Should I have?”

      “He was on his way here about ten minutes ago.”

      “Oh, I might have missed him, I just got here a minute ago.” He shrugged. One of the other barmen walked towards him.

      “Baxter, we’ve got a problem with the ice blocks.”

      “What now?” Ben frowned.

      “There aren’t enough since the other freezer is down.”

      “That’s all right, we’ll just have to make them last. Go out to delivery and see if the road is going to be clear in time to bring more tonight.”

      “All right, I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” Ben nodded and turned back to Jo and Samantha. “Like I said, I haven’t seen him.”

      “Mind if we take a look in the back?” Jo locked eyes with him.

      “Why would you need to look in the back?” He laughed. “Do you think Eddy was raiding the storage room for booze?”

      “Certainly not.” Samantha studied him. “He might have been looking back there for evidence, related to Howard’s disappearance.”

      “Might have been? What do you think is back there?” He stepped around the bar and walked towards them.

      “Baxter.” Jo repeated the name. “I thought your name was Ben?”

      “It is. Baxter is my last name. Most of the guys behind the bar call me that. All of the guests call me Ben, so it helps me figure out who is trying to get my attention.”

      “If it’s no bother we’d really like to take a look. It’s not like him to just disappear.” Samantha’s cell phone buzzed in her hand. She glanced down at the text that Walt sent.

      The only request came from Ben’s room. The bartender.

      Her stomach twisted as she looked up from the phone to Ben, who paused right in front of both of them.

      “What are you two up to?” He grinned as he looked between them. “I can tell, you’re being sneaky.”

      “Oh no, we’re just looking for Eddy so we can celebrate.” Samantha shrugged.

      “Celebrate?”

      “Yes, I won the murder mystery.”

      “Oh? I didn’t think they announced the winner yet.”

      “Just a few minutes ago.”

      “I guess I missed it. I’ve been in here stocking for a little while.”

      “I thought you said you just got here?” Jo crossed her arms. Samantha nudged Jo’s foot with her own. Jo glanced over at her.

      “We should go. Eddy’s probably back up in his room by now.” Samantha grabbed Jo’s hand. “Let’s go, Jo.”

      “What? Are you sure?” Jo looked from Samantha to Ben.

      “That’s probably a good idea. There will be a pre-dinner rush soon. Unless you ladies would like to stay, and have a drink? On me?”

      “No thanks.” Samantha tugged harder at Jo’s hand. “We have to go.”

      “In such a rush.” Ben cleared his throat. “It makes me think you really are being sneaky.” He strode past them and closed the door to the bar, then he slid the lock shut.

      “What are you doing?” Jo scowled.

      “It’s him, Jo.” Samantha pulled her towards the door that led to the storage room. When she tried to open it, she found that it was already locked. Ben turned back to face them with a small, tight smile.

      “You have caused me a lot of trouble. I had no intention of hurting anyone, other than Howard, but since you insist, I have no other choice. You can join your friend.” He picked up an ice pick from behind the bar. Instantly, Jo wondered if that might have been the murder weapon. Eddy said it was a long tool. She could recall Ben using the ice pick to break apart blocks of ice for their drinks. She guessed there would be more than one of them.

      “Just what are you planning on doing, Ben?” Jo stared at him.

      “Come with me.” He gestured to the door that led to the storage room.

      Samantha opened her mouth to scream, but Ben slammed the ice pick against the door right beside her head.

      “Do you think you’re still going to be alive by the time help comes? Hmm?” He glared into her eyes. Samantha closed her mouth and looked over at Jo. Jo shook her head just enough for Samantha to see.

      “I’ll be quiet.”

      “Good. Now, let’s go.” He pushed them ahead of him to the door. Once he unlocked it, he pushed them through it, then pulled the door closed behind them. As soon as Jo saw the freezer her stomach sank. She was certain that would be where her life ended. He jerked the door open to the freezer, then gestured for them to step in. “Let’s go, inside.”

      “Ben Baxter.” Jo stared at him. “Your father is Dan Baxter, isn’t he?”

      “He was.” He locked his eyes to hers. “A long time ago, he was.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, because of Howard, I didn’t have a father.”

      “You mean, you’re his son?”

      “No.” He laughed. “I’d hate to be part of that gene pool. No, I’m not his son. I’m Dan Baxter’s son. A man who could have lived a good life, who could have been a great father, but instead Howard wrapped him up in his lies and his cons, and he lost everything, even the will to live.”

      “What are you saying?” Jo tried to keep his attention. “Did something happen to your father? Did Howard hurt him?”

      “Howard drained every bit of hope from my father. He took everything from him. He killed my father, even if my father was the one that pulled the trigger. Now get inside.” He gave Jo a light shove.

      “No.” Samantha took a step back. “I’m not going in there.”

      “Yes, you are.” Jo grabbed her hand and tugged her forward.

      “Jo! No!” Samantha struggled to escape her grasp, but Jo tightened her grip.

      “Sam, trust me.” She looked into her friend’s eyes.

      “That’s right, listen to Jo. She knows what’s best.” Ben shoved Samantha hard from behind until she stumbled into the freezer. She slipped on the icy floor and skidded across it until she slammed into something soft and cold.

      “Ouch.” With a grunt, Eddy opened his eyes.

      “Eddy?” She straightened up and looked into his eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m freezing.” He grabbed her and held her close to him. Jo rushed over to both of them and wrapped her arms around them as the door to the freezer swung shut.

      “What are we going to do?” Samantha moaned. “This is it, we’re never going to get out of here.”

      “Sh, I need to think.” Jo rubbed her hands along Eddy’s arms as Samantha stroked his cheeks and neck.

      “Have you been in here this whole time?”

      “Yes. Someone sneaked up behind me and shoved me in here. I didn’t even get to see his face.”

      “It’s Ben, the bartender.” Samantha shook her head. “I never would have guessed.”

      “He’s the son of Howard’s business partner, the one who he opened the car lot with.”

      “Ouch, they lost everything.” Eddy’s voice trembled with the cold.

      “From the sound of it, Dan Baxter lost a lot more.” Samantha rubbed her hands together.

      “There has to be a way out of here.” Jo rushed up to the freezer door. They weren’t dressed for the cold, and Samantha’s body already trembled from the temperature change.

      “Why didn’t you let me fight him, Jo?”

      “Because he would have killed you, Sam. You didn’t see the look in his eyes. He’s cold, very cold, and he doesn’t care who he kills. I could see it in him. If you had fought him, you wouldn’t have survived. At least this way we have a chance of escaping. Walt knows where we were going. He’ll find us, I know he will.”

      “Right, and get shoved in here with the rest of us.” Samantha shook her phone in her hand. “This thing isn’t working.”

      “No reception.” Eddy shivered. His lips had begun to turn blue.

      “Eddy, are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m better than him.” He tipped his head towards the body covered in the bedspread.

      “Not funny, Eddy.” Samantha nestled closer to him and tried to warm his exposed skin. Even though she was freezing, she knew he’d been in the freezer several minutes longer. “Please Walt, please find us.”

      “If anyone can, Walt can. Just try to stay warm. Don’t worry about me, Sam.”

      “I’m always worried about you, Eddy.” She held him closer.

      Jo wrapped her arms tighter around both of them.

      “We just have to stay warm. Just for a little while.”

      Eddy’s teeth chattered as he nodded. He wanted to be optimistic, but he wasn’t. Walt might figure out where they were, but what were the chances that he would discover them in time?
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      Walt waited eagerly for a text back from Samantha. He was sure that all of his friends would be impressed that he’d figured out who the killer was. After a few minutes passed with no text in return, he started to get anxious. They had been heading to the bar. What if Ben caught them? He hurried down towards the bar.  All of the guests in the resort were gathered in the lobby and café, discussing the murder mystery. He picked up snippets of conversation.

      “I can’t believe she figured it out so fast.”

      “It would have been more fun if it lasted longer.”

      “Next time, we leave the detectives at home.”

      Walt did his best to ignore the comments and headed through the dining hall to the bar. As he approached the door, he heard something slam against it. His heart lurched and he froze where he stood. He thought about calling out for Jo and Samantha, but his instincts told him not to. If Samantha hadn’t texted him back, then it was very likely she was in trouble. He tried the knob on the door, but found that it was locked. He recalled that there was another entrance to the bar, through the kitchen, and through the storage room. As quietly as he could, he opened the door off the dining hall that led into the kitchen. Once he was through it he remained very still. He could hear voices.

      “Jo! No!” He recognized the panic in Samantha’s voice, and was sure that something terrible had happened. He heard Ben’s voice next, then the sound of a heavy door closing. After a few minutes he heard Ben’s footsteps as he walked away. He waited another full minute to be sure that Ben was actually gone. Then he rushed in the direction he believed the voices came from. It was the storage area of the kitchen. There were multiple closets, and boxes piled all over.  It took him a few seconds to realize that the door he heard close, was the door to the freezer. He grabbed the handle and tugged. No matter how hard he pulled he couldn’t get the door to open.

      “Samantha! Jo!” He pounded on the door. “Are you in there?”

      He heard something that sounded like muffled voices from inside. His panic increased as he knew they wouldn’t survive long in the cold temperature. He looked for something to pry the door open with, but couldn’t find anything. He needed help. Without time to consider other options he dialed Bart’s number.

      “Bart! It’s Walt. Jo and Samantha are stuck in a freezer in the kitchen! I need security, I need help, I can’t get the door open.”

      “We’re on our way, Walt.” Bart hung up the phone. Walt wasn’t sure if he would come. Jo had been very suspicious of him. What if he decided to take his time to send help? He had to figure out how to get the door open himself. Again, Walt pulled at the door. He couldn’t understand why it wouldn’t open. It shouldn’t have been locked. Then he saw it. Ben had wedged a piece of metal in the hinge of the freezer to prevent it from opening. He kicked it hard until it was free. Just as he swung the door open to the freezer, Bart and two security guards arrived in the kitchen.

      “Walt? Walt! Where are they?” Bart’s voice carried through the kitchen storage area.

      “Back here!” Walt peered into the freezer. “Jo? Samantha? Are you in there?”

      “We’re here.” Samantha helped Eddy to his feet and tried to push him ahead of her.

      “I can’t, I can hardly move.” Eddy shuddered.

      “It’s okay, just keep trying, Eddy, we need to get you out of here.”

      “I’ve got you, Eddy.” Jo grabbed his cold hand and pulled him forward. The more Eddy moved the more flexible his body became. He stumbled out of the freezer and fell into Walt’s arms.

      “Yikes Eddy, you’re ice cold.” Walt struggled to support his weight.

      “Get a medic down here, now!” Bart barked into his radio.

      “It’s Ben, the bartender.” Jo shuddered and rubbed her arms. “He’s the one that killed Howard, and put Howard’s body in the freezer.”

      “Ben?” Bart swallowed hard. “I’ll be sure to find him.”

      “He put us in the freezer just a few minutes ago, he can’t be far.” Samantha narrowed her eyes. “He was going to kill all of us.”

      “Ben wouldn’t do that.” Bart cleared his throat. “I’ll find him!” He ran out of the room as the medical staff arrived to evaluate Eddy. After a few minutes and some warm towels, Eddy was finally able to feel his body again.

      “Wow, that was close. I wasn’t sure if anyone would come looking for me in time.”

      “Too close.” Samantha shook her head. “I had no idea Ben was behind all of this.”

      “I’m sorry, I never put the two last names together.” Walt’s shoulders slumped. “If I had maybe you never would have been in danger.”

      “Walt, it’s not your fault. You’re the only one that figured it out. Did you ever find out who Howard’s son is?”

      “It’s Jeremiah. I was able to find a record of his birth and confirmed it.”

      “Do you think maybe they worked together?” Samantha shivered and pulled the blanket that the medical staff gave her, tighter around her shoulders. “Maybe Ben and Jeremiah decided to get rid of Howard.”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think Ben worked alone.” Jo pursed her lips.

      “What do you mean?” Eddy looked over at her.

      “I’m not sure yet. Let’s go make sure that Ben gets arrested.”

      “There’s something happening in the lobby.” Walt poked his head out into the hallway. “Maybe they’ve got him.”

      When they reached the lobby they found Bart, with Ben in his grasp, and two other security guards around him.

      “You’re not going anywhere, Ben. It’s done, the police are on their way.” Bart shook his head.

      “Fine, I don’t care. Howard got what he deserved, and that’s all that matters.”

      A few of the actors and actresses as well as some onlookers gathered around the group.

      “Why?” Jeremiah called out from the crowd. “Why did you kill him? You didn’t have any right!”

      “Because, he killed my father first. Howard was his business partner, and he conned him and gambled all of the money away. My dad lost the business, the house, everything, all because of that drunk, greedy fool. So yes, I killed him. He deserved to die. He was worthless, and I decided to do the world a favor. When he told me who he was, I asked him how he could even look me in the eye. You know what he told me?” He stared hard at Jeremiah. “He said that he was sorry, and he had some money that he wanted to split between you and me. That’s why he’d come back to the resort. He wanted to split it between us. I told him, I didn’t want his money. I didn’t want anything to do with him. Nothing could bring my father back. He demanded that I listen to him. That I take his money, because he wanted to start over, he wanted to have a relationship with his son. When he said that, I just, I lost it.” Ben shook his head and lowered his eyes. “I will never get that relationship with my father, because of him. Why should he get to have one with you?” He looked up at Jeremiah again and glared. “I thought with his ex-wife, and the loan sharks, and the guy from the casino being at the resort, I had a good chance of getting away with it.”

      “You were wrong.” Eddy scowled at him. “Murdering him was terrible.”

      “It was nothing compared to what he did to my family. People can’t just get away with that!”

      “That’s not it though, is it?” Jo turned to face Bart.

      “What do you mean? We found the body, we found the killer, the murder is solved.”

      “The murder, yes. But Ben wouldn’t have been able to pull all of this off, not with your eyes constantly on the resort.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” He frowned.

      “Earlier, when I found the body, you said you saw me go into the bar on the camera. But the camera was pointed away from the door of the bar. I noticed it when I went inside. So why would you lie? You clearly didn’t see me on the camera.”

      “Uh, well, it must have been one of the other cameras as you headed for the bar.”

      “There’s no camera in the dining hall. All you could have seen was me walking down the hallway outside of it. So are you going to tell me that you were able to figure out exactly where I was based on that?” She gestured to the two men beside him. “Don’t let him get to his gun.”

      “Stop, this is nonsense. I did nothing wrong.” Bart sighed. He held up his hands as the two security officers turned towards him. “Put your hands on me, and you’re going to lose your jobs.”

      “Why don’t you tell the truth, Bart?” Eddy glared at him. “From the start you didn’t want to admit that I saw a body. You kept insisting that I might have been confused, or drunk. Ben’s admitted he was the killer, but I’m certain that he didn’t do it on his own. I’m betting when the police do a full investigation of this, they’re going to agree with me. It’s better if you admit it now.”

      “Okay, look, I didn’t kill Howard. I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      “No, you just wanted to protect the resort.” Jo rolled her eyes. “Money is more important than human life.”

      “No, that’s not it either. I wanted to protect Ben.” He looked over at the man in handcuffs. “He’s not a bad person. He really isn’t. He just snapped. When he first came here, he was a mess. He had no one to look out for him. I made sure he got a job, and got himself stable. Not many people can survive what he did.”

      “His father’s bankruptcy, and his suicide.” Eddy nodded. “Yes, that must have been hard on him.”

      “He looked at Howard like he was his hero. He had no idea who he was. But I did. I research everyone that gets hired here. I knew that Ben was Dan’s son. I knew that Howard was responsible for Dan’s death, but I didn’t think it would be a problem if Ben never found out.  I knew that Howard inherited the money and he said that he planned to tell Ben the truth. I told Howard to leave things as they were, but I was worried that he wouldn’t listen to me. That’s why I told Callie to contact Howard’s wife, and why I tipped off Carlisle and Billings. So they all knew that Howard was back. I even told Billings about the inheritance. I figured one of them would be able to take care of my problem, get rid of Howard, and Ben could keep living his life in peace. But it didn’t work out that way. I was too late and Howard decided he wanted to make amends straight away, and so he confessed who he was to Ben.”

      “He actually asked me to forgive him.” Ben growled. “Why should he get to have a relationship with his son when he took my father from me? Why should he get to clean up his act and be a better man while my dad is cold in a grave because of his schemes and addictions?”

      “It wasn’t his fault.” Jeremiah crossed his arms. “He didn’t put the gun in your father’s hands.”

      “No, he just stripped a good man of every ounce of his worth. My mother left him, and he thought he had nothing left to live for.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, Ben. Growing up without a father, I know what that’s like. But it didn’t give you the right to commit murder. When Howard told me who he was, I couldn’t believe it. I was so angry. I told him that he’d ruined everything, that he didn’t deserve to be alive, and I meant it in that moment. My mother struggled so hard on her own, and he never even cared. But he really was trying. At least, I thought he was.” Jeremiah lowered his eyes. “I guess I’ll never know now.”

      “I’m sorry, Jeremiah. I wouldn’t wish this kind of pain on anyone, but it was worth it. Howard had to pay. My father can finally rest in peace.”

      “You saw Ben moving the body, on the cameras, didn’t you, Bart?” Jo looked back at him.

      “Yes, I did. I saw him. There wasn’t time to think about it. I just knew we had to hide the body as fast as we could. I thought, Howard would have killed himself eventually, he would have ended up dead somewhere in a drunken stupor.”

      “Except, he did stop drinking.” Jeremiah frowned. “Who knows how long it would have lasted, but maybe he could have turned his life around.”

      “You’re just as guilty, Bart.” Eddy nodded to the security guards beside him. “Cuff him.”

      Bart didn’t struggle as the men beside him secured the handcuffs around his wrists. Instead he looked right at Jo.

      “I thought maybe you would understand.”

      “Not murder, no I will never understand that.”

      Outside the lobby there was a roar of an engine. Samantha looked over to see a large snowplow clearing the driveway that led to the front door. Behind the plow were several police vehicles. The blizzard had come to an end, and so had their real life murder mystery. Yet, she was no longer quite as excited about the cruise she’d won. Eddy wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

      “You did good, kid.”

      “Then why doesn’t it feel that way?” She tilted her head to the side to look into his eyes.

      “Because a man is dead, and there’s no way to feel good about that. But thanks to us, his son knows the truth, and his killer will pay the price. That’s the best that we can do.”

      “I guess that’s good.” Samantha frowned.

      “We did our best, Sam. It’s a very good thing.” Jo patted her shoulder.

      “Yes, I guess it is.” She sighed. “I think this was the last activity I’m going to plan for Sage Gardens. Clearly it didn’t work out well.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” Walt smiled. “You solved two mysteries in one weekend. That’s pretty great if you ask me.”

      “Samantha!” Amber waved to her from a small group of women gathered near the café. “Do you have a minute?”

      “Here it comes.” Samantha grimaced and slipped out from under Eddy’s arm. As she walked over to the women, Jo stepped up beside her.

      “We just wanted to tell you that this was the most amazing trip.” Amber smiled. “All of this drama and intrigue, it was better than watching a movie, it was like being part of it.”

      “I guess I can see that.” Samantha nodded and managed a smile. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourselves.”

      “We’ve decided you should be in charge of all of the activities.” Amber looked at the other women, then smiled at Samantha. “You handled the crisis like none of us could have, and still made sure we had a fun weekend.”

      “Wow? Really?” She braced herself for the laughter. Surely they had to be joking.

      “Really.” Amber nodded. “Thanks for all of your hard work.”

      “Thank you.” Samantha smiled. For the first time she felt welcomed by the women who she’d been trying to connect with since she had moved to Sage Gardens.

      “Come with us, let’s have some tea.” Amber turned towards the café.

      “Jo?” Samantha looked over at her.

      “You go ahead, I’m going to take a walk in the snow.” Jo smiled.

      “Do you want company?”

      “I think you’re occupied.” Jo laughed.

      “No. I’m not. Thanks ladies, I’ll catch up with you when the bus loads up.” She linked her arm through Jo’s. “Let’s go freeze our buns off together.”

      “Wonderful. Did I ever tell you about the time that I went sledding in shorts and a bra?”

      “What?” Samantha laughed as they walked away from the café. It was nice to feel included, but it was even better to know that she could rely on Jo’s friendship. As the two waded out into the snow, they were joined by Walt and Eddy.

      “Did you know that frostbite can begin to affect your skin in only…”

      “Walt!” Samantha and Jo laughed.

      “What? It’s very important information.”

      “Yes it is, pal, yes it is.” Eddy threw a snowball straight at him.

      “Don’t, it’s full of dirt and smog and…”

      “Ouch, better get that snow off your nose, Walt, you don’t want to get frostbite.” Jo laughed and wipe his skin clean with her hand.

      “Ugh.” He sighed and looked into her eyes. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll avenge you.” She scooped up a pile of snow and formed it into a tight snowball before hurling it at Eddy. Their snowball fight continued until all four were too cold to play anymore. That night they sat by the fire in the lobby and listened to memories of Howard shared by the staff and the actors. In the middle of their conversation Walt slipped away. When he returned some time later, he took Jeremiah aside, and gestured for his friends to join him.

      “What is it?” Jeremiah looked between them. “I don’t think I can take anymore shocks.”

      “Your father recently received an inheritance.”

      “And?” Jeremiah frowned.

      “And we had no idea where it might be. There’s no record of it being in any account. But I do know he planned to give it to you,” Walt said. “I also knew that if he had it in cash, he had to have it nearby. So I looked through his room. It didn’t take me too long to find the loose floorboard in his room. The money is there now along with a note explaining why he wanted you to have it. The police have already searched his room and didn’t find it.”

      “But what about all of his debts?”

      “They were his debts, not yours, Jeremiah. You were the only one willing to give him a second chance. I can’t tell you that he would have sobered up, or that you might have had a relationship, but I can tell you that he cared enough to try to make amends, and that’s something. So let him.”

      “Thanks, I will.” Jeremiah offered them a small smile. “Thanks for everything.”

      By the next morning the parking lot was clear and the bus was ready to take them back to Sage Gardens. Samantha made sure that everyone was on board, then waved goodbye to some of the staff members as she climbed on the bus as well.

      Walt settled into his seat with perfect posture. Eddy put his headphones on to drown out the impending singing. Jo opened one of the books she borrowed from Eddy, and Samantha sat down with a sense of gratitude for her friends. As the resort disappeared behind them, Samantha gazed at the large glass windows that sparkled with the reflection of the sun off the surface of the snow. It was a beautiful place, which now had its own tragic story. Maybe if they hadn’t been there, Howard would have remained a missing person forever. At least now his son knew that his father didn’t just disappear for a second time, and his killer knew that revenge wasn’t as sweet as he expected. The only question that lingered on her mind, was what kind of mystery would be waiting for them when they got back to Sage Gardens.
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        Thank you very much for reading the first ten books in the Sage Gardens Cozy Mystery Series. I loved writing them and I hope you enjoyed reading them. Ready for more Sage Gardens sleuthing adventures? The next book in the series is Tea Can Be Deadly. If you’d like to receive an email when I have a new release, please join my cozy mystery newsletter.
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