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I
 grabbed the damn beeping phone off my nightstand. Dispatch gave me the bad news—I had a dead body waiting.
Damnit.
As a detective for the San Sansolita Police Department, sleeping in on a Saturday morning was a luxury I didn’t get to enjoy often. The phone call was a complete, if half-expected, buzzkill. I’d been hoping to spend the morning doing nothing more taxing than soaking up the warmth of my new bed, which I’d purchased a few weeks ago after moving into the house I bought from my boyfriend Brad.


The door to the San Sansolita Pediatric and Internal Medicine Clinic stood wide open. A golf bag lay on the floor, and some of the clubs had fallen out. Palm fronds and leaves from a nearby oak tree littered the tile floor.  Coloring books and crayons sat on a table made for younger children and tiny chairs in primary colors surrounded the table.
I approached the office manager, Tonya Riggs, who’d called in the incident. A squat woman in her mid-thirties with short brown hair streaked with light-blonde highlights, she sat in a plastic chair in the corner of the clinic’s waiting room. She stared at me, her thick glasses magnifying the swollen lids of her red-rimmed green eyes. She released her grip on the chrome arms of the plastic chair and began twisting a tissue.
I pulled out my notebook and sat in the chair next to hers. “I’m Detective Sydney Valentine. I just need to ask you a couple of questions. What time does Dr. Ball usually arrive?”
Tonya swallowed. “He … usually gets here about seven, but the office is closed today. I came in to do some billing.” She blew her nose. “Who would do something like that to him?” She pushed her glasses to the top of her head and dabbed at her eyes. She picked up a magazine from the stack on the table next to her and fanned herself with it before placing it back on the table and straightening the pile.
“That’s what we’re trying to determine. Has there been any trouble around here or any disturbances?”
The seemingly distraught woman shook her head. “Not that I know of.” Her gaze turned toward the window and she watched the uniformed officers place crime scene tape around the perimeter outside. “You know, we … we have had trouble with transients lately.”
“What type of trouble?” Most of my encounters with  transients had been uneventful. However, we recently had a problem with one wielding a knife at customers in line at a fast-food restaurant drive-through. We’d taken the transient into custody without anyone being injured.
“They lie on the grass out front. Sometimes they sit under the tree in the shade. We catch them asking people for money when they arrive or left from their appointments. Dr. Ball usually showed up first and would make them leave the property before patients began arriving.” Tonya swiped at a tear rolling down her cheek. “They always came back, though. Do you think one of them did this?”
“It’s too early to say. Was he a solo practitioner?”
“There are two other doctors here—Drs. Rush and Gold.” She continued to gaze through the window, her face a tortured mask.
I saw nothing to make me think her anguish wasn’t genuine.
“Can you give me their contact information?”
The office manager in her surfaced, and she scrolled through her phone, squinting. She blinked and widened her eyes before lowering the glasses from the top of her head and balancing them on her nose. She pulled a piece of paper from her purse, jotted the information down, and handed it to me. “I already tried calling Dr. Rush, but there was no answer. I haven’t had a chance to call Dr. Gold yet.”
The paramedics pushed an empty gurney through the doors, heading toward their ambulance. There was nobody for them to help this time. The coroner’s vehicle was pulling into the parking lot, and my partner, Detective  Russell “Bernie” Bernard, rolled in behind them. He parked on the outside edge of the lot, beyond the crime scene tape.
“Was Dr. Ball married?” I asked, turning back to Tonya.
Nodding, she sniffled then wiped her nose with a fresh Kleenex she’d plucked from a box on the table. “Yes, he was married, but his wife wanted a divorce. I heard it might be a bitter one.”
A bitter divorce could mean many things—custody battles, spousal support, and property division. I needed to investigate further. The divorce could provide a motive. “Were there any children?”
“No, no children. But I overheard him talking to Dr. Gold about Trixie—that’s Dr. Ball’s wife. She was demanding a lot of spousal support, and he thought she shouldn’t get anything. To tell you the truth, I don’t think he wanted a divorce because it seemed like he still loved her. They still lived together, and he held out hope.” She watched a woman rushing through the parking lot, pulling a small child by the hand.
Tonya frowned and stood. “I know them.”
The woman tried to breeze past the officers in the lot, but one stopped her before she reached the cordoned-off area. Tonya rushed through the door and met the woman and her son in the parking lot. I followed her out to overhear the conversation. At this stage in the investigation, any information I could gather might prove invaluable.
Tonya kneeled next to the little boy and took his hand. “Mrs. Lewis, is something wrong with Tommy?”
His lip trembled. “Mommy said I got sick again.”  Tears threatened to spill as he shook his head. “But I don’t remember.”
Tonya patted his hand and gave him a tremulous smile. “It’s okay, Tommy.”
“It’s not okay. I’m scared.”
“Oh, Tommy.” Tonya hugged him, and he clung to her, still sniffling.
Mrs. Lewis smoothed Tommy’s blond hair and looked down at Tonya. “He had a seizure this morning. It was a mild one, but I wanted to bring him in to see Dr. Ball. I wasn’t sure if you’d be open. I think we need a stronger prescription. Why are the police here?” She looked around, and her gaze landed on me, but she didn’t say anything. Perhaps she thought I was a patient waiting for my appointment, although I had my badge clipped to my belt. Surely, she saw the holstered weapon.
Tonya stood. “There’s been an accident, and we’re not open today.”
“Oh no. I hope everyone’s okay.” Mrs. Lewis pulled Tommy closer, as if she feared someone would snatch him despite all the law enforcement personnel in the area.
“I’m sorry,” Tonya said. “Detective Valentine, this is Mrs. Lewis.”
Mrs. Lewis looked at me warily. “Hi.”
“Hello. I’m sorry you won’t be able to be seen here today. Why don’t you take Tommy to the emergency room?”
Tommy’s eyes grew wide as he stared at the pistol holstered to my hip, and he clung to his mother’s leg.


Mrs. Lewis took in the police activity and nodded but a look of concern clouded her eyes. She hurried to a red car and helped Tommy climb into his car seat.
I turned to Tonya. “Ms. Riggs, perhaps you could sit in your car until we’re done. We may have more questions for you.”
“Do you mind if I run across the street to the convenience store for a hot chocolate first?” She hugged herself. “I’m freezing.”
I nodded my approval and she ran across the lot toward the store. Bernie moved past her and headed my way. His dark hair was wet and combed back, and he wore black cargo pants and a leather jacket.
He rubbed his face, scratching the stubble. “What do we have here?”
I filled him in with what Tonya had told me.
“Can we go inside?” he asked. “Guess, I’d better see the body.”
We pulled on our disposable gloves and shoe covers and marched along the hall toward the doctors’ offices. Bernie and I looked in the examining rooms as we passed them. Tongue depressors, paper gowns, and cotton balls littered the floors. It looked as though someone had been searching for something.
Drugs maybe?
I pointed at the examining room as the coroner’s assistant was leaving. “In here.”
We stepped over a Dodgers cap on the floor and entered the room. Roger, the medical examiner’s assistant, was kneeling by the body. He sat back on his heels and looked up at us .
Bernie squatted next to Roger. “Do you know how he died yet?”
“It appears that he might’ve been hit in the head with the golf club—a driver—at least twice.” Roger pointed. “Here and here.” He peered up at me. “Any questions, Detective Valentine?”
I pulled open a drawer and looked inside but only found tissues. “Did he have a wallet?”
Roger picked up a paper evidence bag from a table and handed it to me. “I removed a wallet and keys from his pockets.”
I checked the wallet. There was no money inside, but there were several credit cards. The lack of cash made me think it could’ve been a robbery, but thieves typically took the wallet and tossed it once they got what they wanted. I’d never seen a case where a killer murdered someone then returned the wallet to the victim’s pocket. Also, thieves rarely left credit cards behind.
I stood over the body of Dr. Chad Ball and made notes. He was sprawled on the floor, and his head was badly damaged. Blood had pooled on the floor tiles beneath him and speckled the wall and ceiling. Some of his dark, curly hair had clumped together with the congealed blood. He lay on his back, and red spots, probably blood, dotted his white button-down shirt. Urine had stained his light gray slacks. Broken wire-framed glasses, their lenses crushed, lay on the floor next to him. Several blood-soaked sheets of paper stuck out from underneath his body. One corner of a small, cluttered desk was clean, as though he might’ve swiped the papers off as he fell, then dropped to the floor on top of them. A golf club lay  near the body. I sidestepped around him, careful not to step in the blood. I headed down the hall and rounded the corner then entered the waiting room with Bernie on my heels.
“We need to find out where they kept their meds,” Bernie said.
As we were heading out the door to speak to Tonya, a tall, thin, dark-haired man was trying to enter the clinic. He waved his arms and pointed at the building, his face flushed. Officer Gonzalez stood about a foot shorter than him, but she held her ground, refusing to let him inside.
I stepped through the door. “Is there a problem?”
Gonzalez pointed at the man. “He said this is his medical practice.”
“What’s going on here?” the man asked. “Why can’t I go in?”
“Who are you, sir?” Bernie asked.
The man narrowed his eyes. “I’m Dr. Raymond Gold. I own this place. What happened?”
We led him away from the building to the edge of the parking lot.
“Dr. Gold, may I see some ID, please?” I asked.
He sighed heavily but pulled out his wallet and handed me his driver’s license. I jotted down his address, which turned out to be right there in San Sansolita, before returning it. “When was the last time you were here?”
“Yesterday morning. Why?” He tried to see around us and into the building.
“What time?” I asked.
“I arrived at about seven thirty and stayed ’til around one. ”
“Was anyone here when you left?”
“Our last appointment was at noon. Chad and Tonya were still here, but they told me they’d be leaving soon. What’s going on?”
I studied him closely as I gave him the news. “I’m sorry to inform you that Dr. Chad Ball has been found deceased inside the clinic.”
The doctor’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. He ran his hand through his hair and lowered his gaze to the ground, shaking his head. He seemed to be gathering his thoughts, then he stared at me. “What do you mean? How?”
“We’re at the beginning of our investigation, and I can’t divulge any information.” I turned to look around the parking lot to check if anyone else had arrived and to see what Tonya was doing. She was in her car, talking on her phone. “Ms. Riggs indicated the clinic is closed today. She said she came in to do billing. Is Dr. Rush expected in for any reason?”
Dr. Gold looked out toward the street, frowning. “I don’t think so. There are no appointments for him on the schedule and I’m unaware of any office tasks he had planned for today.”
“Why are you here?” I asked.
“My daughter and son had sleepovers at their friends’ homes last night. We were on our way to get them and saw the commotion.”
“When did you last see Dr. Ball?” Bernie asked.
“Last night, around eight o’clock or so. We were at a medical conference in Palm Springs. I returned last night, but Chad said he planned to stay overnight because he  wanted to play an early round of golf with some of the others this morning. I was planning to return to the conference this afternoon after my son’s ball game.”
“You said we were on our way to pick up our children. Who’s we ?” I asked.
“My wife, Sheila, and I. She’s in the car.” He pointed to a white BMW with dark-tinted windows.
“I’ll need to speak with her. Can you give Detective Bernard the names of the people Dr. Ball was supposed to play golf with?”
I went to talk to Mrs. Gold. I couldn’t see her, but I tapped on the passenger window. The engine was running.
She rolled down the window halfway. She was reclining in the seat. When I showed her my shield, she rolled the window down all the way and sat up. Cool air drifted through the window.
“May I help you, Officer?”
She had a smooth, pale complexion, and her blonde hair was styled in a messy bun. She wore dark sunglasses even though it was a cloudy day. Was she hiding something? A black eye?
“Your husband told me you were here. I’m Detective Valentine, and I need to ask you a couple of questions.”
She frowned. “All right.” She looked around, suddenly aware of the activity around her. “I’m sorry. I was asleep. Where’s my husband?”
“He’s over there.” I pointed. “Can you remove your sunglasses, please?”
She touched the stem of her sunglasses and shook her head. “I’d rather not. ”
I couldn’t force her and let it drop. “Okay. Do you know where your husband was yesterday evening?”
“I do, but what is this about?”
“Please answer the question.”
“He was at home with me once we returned from the medical conference at nine o’clock. Why are you all here?”
“I’m sorry to tell you this. Dr. Ball was killed.”
She covered her mouth with her hand then removed it. “How?” Her gaze drifted in the direction of her husband.
“We’re still investigating. Did you know Dr. Ball well?”
“Not really. I knew him as my husband’s business partner, and he was at the medical conference last night, too.”
“Dr. Gold told me Dr. Ball was planning to play golf this morning. Why do you suppose he came back here last night?”
“Raymond told me Chad forgot his golf clubs. He’d taken them out of his car because he was having car repairs done while he was working yesterday. He didn’t trust the mechanics at the shop, so he took the clubs out of his trunk. I guess he forgot to put them back in.”
“How was their business relationship?”
“It seemed fine to me. Raymond never said otherwise.” She glanced at her watch. “How much longer will he be? We’ve got to pick up our children.”
“A few more minutes. Thank you for your time.”
She reached for the door handle. “Should I go out there with him?”
“No. Please stay here. ”
She rolled the window back up as I returned to Bernie and Dr. Gold.
Dr. Gold scanned the street and pointed. “Is that Tonya?”
“Yes, it is. She called the incident in. How long have you, Dr. Ball, and Dr. Rush been working together?” I asked.
He frowned in thought before answering. “Well, let me see. Chad and I have been together in this practice for a little over five years. Dr. Rush just joined us six months ago. We all get along well. No problems in our personal relationships.”
I found it interesting he’d volunteered the information so readily.
“What about the business relationship?” Bernie asked.
“We took care of our patients. Chad handled the payroll and general admin. I have no interest in it.”
“Was Dr. Ball married?” Tonya had already told me, but I wanted to see if Dr. Gold would provide any additional information. Perhaps Dr. Ball had shared more with him.
He nodded. “He’s married but, as I understand it, his wife is going to petition for a divorce. I guess she won’t have to worry about that now.” He bit his lip, and his eyes glistened.
“Was he contesting the divorce?” Bernie asked.
“He wasn’t exactly against it, but he had a problem with the astronomical spousal support she was demanding. My interpretation is he thought she was being unnecessarily greedy.”
“And he didn’t want to pay it? At all?” I asked .
“It’s not that, at all. He simply didn’t want to pay as much as she demanded. They’d only been married for two years, but she was demanding half his earnings. She wanted their house too. He’d bought the house before he met her. And she doesn’t work anymore.” He shook his head. “I warned him against marrying her so quickly. He barely knew her. In my opinion, she was nothing more than a gold-digger.”
“I see.”
Why are women called gold-diggers when they have less money than their husbands or boyfriends, but men aren’t when the roles were reversed?
“Would you happen to know how much she was asking for?”
Dr. Gold rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry, but I don’t have the exact figure. He just told me it was half. He had some investments, and he participated in lucrative speaking engagements, but I have no idea if he was including that in the amount he earned or if she even knows how much he made.” He shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know why he thought she’d let him get off easy. I mean, when he met her, she was giving lap dances for a living.”
Bernie was writing everything down but looked up. “Really? She was a stripper?”
“He told people she worked in ‘entertainment.’ I knew what she’d been, but he didn’t tell me. Actually, I saw her act myself, but I never told Chad that.” He glanced at me then looked away. “It was a bachelor party.”

Yeah, I bet .
“Why do you think Dr. Ball came back here if he was  supposed to play golf in Palm Springs in the morning?” I asked, to confirm the wife’s story.
“Apparently, he forgot his golf clubs. They were in his office.” He glanced at his car. “I’m sorry but I’ve really got to go. My wife isn’t feeling well, and we need to pick up the children.”
“All right. We’ll be in touch if we have more questions,” I said.
We needed to speak to Dr. Ball’s wife as soon as possible. If she was after his money, a life insurance policy might come into play. It would be stupid for her to kill him, though. Everyone knew the spouse would be the first suspect on the list.
We asked Tonya to point out Dr. Ball’s car—a black Mercedes sedan. It was unlocked. We made arrangements to have it impounded for forensics to sweep. Tonya also told us the medication was locked up in a different room than the trashed examination rooms. With her assistance, we checked it and found the meds locked away and all accounted for. I asked whether she noticed anything missing from Dr. Ball’s office, and she said he usually kept a dark-blue Nike gym bag containing his sneakers and workout clothes in the corner of his office. After we verified it wasn’t in his office or car, we told her she could go. It was possible Dr. Ball didn’t have the bag because he’d gone out of town and didn’t need the sports gear.
We crossed the street to the convenience store. The smell of burned coffee and hot dogs permeated the air. We waited while a pink-haired girl, who couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen, took care of an elderly gentleman .
Bernie wandered down the aisles, picking up snacks. When the customer left, Bernie dropped a shriveled hot dog, a twenty-ounce bottle of Coke, and a bag of Doritos on the counter. He turned to me. “I’m sorry. Did you want something?”
“No, I’m good.” I stepped forward as the girl rang up Bernie’s purchase. After flashing my badge, I asked her for a copy of the store’s external surveillance camera footage.
She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “Oh, I don’t know. I’d have to talk to my manager, Mr. Taylor, but he’s not here now.”
“Do you have a number where he can be reached?” I asked.
She gave us the man’s contact details, and I called while Bernie ate what passed as his meal. Nobody answered the phone, and there was no voice mail prompt. “I couldn’t reach him. I understand you don’t want to make a copy without permission, but could we just watch it?”
Her response was another headshake. “I don’t think I can do that. I’m sorry.” She averted her gaze.
We couldn’t force her to do it without a warrant, so we left our business cards and told her we would come back another time.
I headed for my car, and Bernie walked to his. We were going to drop his car off at the station before heading to Dr. Ball’s home to speak to his wife. I wanted to find out where she had been that morning and the previous night.
Clarification on the divorce and their relationship were also high on my agenda.
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B
 ernie and I stood at the door of the victim’s home—a huge two-story monstrosity with eight-foot-tall double red doors. Bernie rang the bell. Upbeat pop music blasted through an open window. One of the doors swung open. A tall woman with very long legs and blonde pigtails stood before us, wearing fluffy white slippers and gray yoga pants and nibbling on a slice of apple. A tight white T-shirt completed her outfit and appeared to cover a baby bump. Her smile revealed large white teeth and made her look like a blue-eyed Bugs Bunny.
“May I help you?”
I lowered my gaze to her belly, which she rubbed. Nobody had mentioned she was pregnant. I wondered if they knew. “Are you Trixie Ball?”
The rabbit nodded and continued to chew her apple.
Bernie flashed his badge and handed her a business card, which she didn’t read. He introduced us. “May we come in and talk to you? ”
Mrs. Ball frowned as she glanced at the card and nodded. “Come in. What’s this about?” She stepped aside and opened the door wider. “I was just dancing. My doctor says exercise is good for the baby.” She rubbed her belly again and closed the door once we were inside.
We followed her into the living room. Bernie and I took the chairs, and she sat on the sofa, slid out of her slippers, and tucked her legs underneath her. She dipped the apple into a small bowl on the table containing caramel and licked off the excess as it oozed over the edge. A plate containing another apple and a knife sat next to the bowl.
I slid my notebook and pen from my pocket.
“Were my neighbors complaining about the music again? It wasn’t even that loud this time.”
I leaned forward. “Mrs. Ball, I’m sorry to inform you that your husband has passed away.”
She paled, and her hand flew to her throat. “What … happened?”
“That’s what we’re trying to determine. We’re sorry for your loss.”
Her eyes darted between Bernie and me. “I-I …”
“Is there anyone we can call for you?” I asked.
She shook her head and took a deep breath.
“All right, then. We have some questions for you, if that’s okay.” I flipped a page in my notebook. “When was the last time you saw him?”
She swallowed and shook her head again. “I … um … sorry. Yesterday morning, before he left for work.”
Bernie jotted in his notebook. “What time was that?”
“Probably around seven, maybe … maybe a little earlier.” She set the apple slice aside, pulled the ties from he r hair, and shook it out, letting it cascade over the front of her shoulders. Then she ran her fingers through it.
I couldn’t believe she was grooming herself. Maybe it was nerves.
“How did he … die?”
Well, at least she asked. That was something.
“We don’t know yet. The medical examiner will perform an autopsy and determine the cause of death.”
No tears fell. Everyone handles grief in their own way, but I’d known very few people to remain dry-eyed after hearing their spouse had just died, no matter what the manner of death was. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask you this. Where were you between seven a.m. yesterday, when you last saw him, and this morning when we arrived?”
“I was here, and I haven’t left the house.” Her eyes grew wide. “Wait a minute! You think I killed him? You’re crazy! Both of you.” Her gaze bored into us.
“I’m not saying anything of the sort. We have to ask these questions as part of our investigation,” I said. “Were you alone?”
She was scowling but still didn’t cry. “Most of the time.”
Now that was interesting. “Who were you with? And how long was he or she here?”
“Lloyd Rush was here with me.” Her eyes narrowed. “He’s a doctor and works at the clinic with Chad.”
I began to wonder who was the baby’s father, her husband or Dr. Rush.
“When did Dr. Rush arrive, and when did he leave?” Bernie asked.
She fanned herself. “He left at about nine thirty last  night, or something like that. I really don’t recall. He arrived around eight.” She sighed and blinked rapidly. Usually, when people did that, they were trying not to cry, but I still saw no tears in her eyes. Maybe she would break down after we left.
“Why was Dr. Rush here?” Bernie asked.
“He was here to talk about my business. I mean, the business I’m trying to start.” She shrugged. “He’s been very supportive of me and my ideas.”
Well, well, well…
There were many ways of being supportive. Our next stop would definitely be Dr. Lloyd Rush.
“What kind of business is it?” I asked. “And was your husband supportive of it?”
“Chad wasn’t supportive at all. I’m planning to start my own beauty products company. It’s my passion. Chad thought it would cost too much money, and since I didn’t have a job, he really didn’t want to invest. He didn’t believe in me. All he cared about were those stupid golf clubs. They’re expensive too!” Her eyes glistened with tears. One escaped out of the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek. She swiped at it.
She’s more upset because of a failure to get money to start a business than about hubby’s death? Interesting.
“How much do you know about Dr. Rush?” I asked.
“I know enough.” She placed a hand over her mouth, and her face turned ashen.
I glanced at Bernie to see if he’d noticed her reaction, but he was writing in his notebook.
Bernie looked up. “How close are you and Dr. Rush?”
Trixie pushed her hair away from her face. Perspiration  dotted her upper lip. “Are you implying that Lloyd and I were having an affair?” She wrapped her arms around herself and began to rock.
“I’m not implying anything,” Bernie said. “I’m just trying to figure out what happened to your husband.”
Trixie unfolded her legs from beneath her and leaned forward. She pointed at Bernie, narrowing her eyes. “Well, I’ll tell you one thing. Lloyd and I had nothing to do with what happened to Chad. You hear me? Nothing!” She sat back and folded her arms tight across her chest, her posture defensive.
“You didn’t answer the question,” Bernie said calmly. “How well do you know Lloyd Rush?”
She tossed her hair back. “We’re friends. That’s all. Friends .”
Friends with benefits, I’d bet.
“Was anyone else with you after Dr. Rush left last night?”
“No. After Lloyd left, I was alone, watching TV and reading. That’s what I do most of the time because my husband is never home.” She scowled. “His work was too important, and he went out of town a lot. Raymond took his wife with him sometimes. Chad never took me, though.”
“How was your marriage?” Bernie asked.
She blew out a breath. “Every marriage has problems. Every one of them. I just couldn’t do it anymore.”
“So, you were filing for a divorce?” I asked.
“Yeah, that was the plan. Look, I don’t know what to tell you about my husband. I don’t know who killed him.” She pulled her hair up off her neck with one hand and  fanned herself with the other. She began to breathe rapidly and paled further. We needed to wrap this up. She was going to send us packing soon.
“Tonya, the office manager, told us your husband usually had a Nike gym bag in his office, but we didn’t see it. Is it here?” I asked.
“He didn’t take it with him. I saw it in our bedroom this morning.”
“Can you get your husband’s gym bag for us?” Bernie asked. If her husband had had his gym bag at work, but it was currently at his house, Trixie could have taken it from his office after she’d killed him.
“No. Do you have a search warrant? I think you’d need one if I don’t give you permission.”
She wasn’t so dumb after all.
“We don’t have a warrant. We’d appreciate it if you’d check to see if the bag is there,” Bernie said.
She shook her head. “Warrant.”
What is she hiding?
“Fine. One more question,” I said. “How did you meet your husband?”
“At a strip club.”
“May we have your phone number, so we can contact you if we have more questions and to keep you updated on the progress of the investigation?” Bernie asked.
She dictated her phone number and placed her hand over her mouth again. Her complexion had a gray cast. She held her belly.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
She didn’t respond .
Bernie was looking at his notebook and writing. “One more question. Did Dr. Ball still live here with you?”
“Uh-huh. I asked him to move out a few days ago, and he refused. He told me if I wanted a divorce, I’d have to move out and that he’d bought the house before he met me.”
“How did you feel about that?” I asked.
“I was pissed. Where was I supposed to go? I didn’t have any money. I figured that once he paid spousal support, I could get a condo. We were still working out the details.” She covered her mouth again and swallowed.
“Thank you.” I stood and crossed the living room then turned to Bernie, who was behind me.
Trixie jumped up and started to run past me but didn’t make it. Bernie stepped back just in time as she vomited on me. I moved to the side, and Trixie ran down the hall. I looked at my new cowgirl booties, cargo pants, and shirt—speckled with masticated apples and whatever else she’d eaten that day. Bernie threw his hand over his mouth, and his eyes grew wide. He tiptoed around me and opened the door, giving me a wide berth. As he held his nose and smirked, I walked stiff-legged out the door.
A slight breeze blew, and I felt the warm vomit through my cargo pants. I shuffled my feet because I didn’t want to bend my legs. I probably lumbered like Frankenstein’s monster. Fallen leaves in the grass stuck to my boots. I pointed to the hose reel attached to the front of the house. “Hose me off, please.” There was no way I was getting in my car like this. Being wet was better than being covered with someone’s partially digested food. I was glad to have passed on breakfast .
Bernie unrolled the hose and sprayed me. The water chilled me to the bone.
“Hey!” I turned away from him when he pointed it at my head. “What are you doing?”
“It’s in your hair too.” He grinned, having far too much fun at my expense.
Jerk.
I looked at the strands of my curly auburn hair resting on my shoulder. Food confetti clung to it. I sighed, squeezed my eyes shut, and held my breath. “Okay. Do it.”
Bernie sprayed me down and rinsed the gunk from me. I shivered. When we finished, I grabbed a blanket from my trunk and laid it on my car seat. Still fuming, and shivering from the cold, I dropped Bernie off at the station and drove home to change.
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A
 fter rushing home, I took a shower and changed clothes. Surprisingly, despite the morning ordeal, my hunger persisted. I wolfed down a container of strawberry Greek yogurt. When I opened the door to leave, my mouth dropped open. My hand remained on the doorknob as I stared at someone from my past—Jessie Cole, my ex-boyfriend from high school. We’d never actually broken up officially.
“Well? Aren’t you going to let me come in?” He grinned, and his dark eyes smiled. His dimples seemed to wink at me.
“What are you doing here?”
I hadn’t seen Jessie in nearly ten years. His black hair curled away from his face the way it used to.
He stood with his hands in his pockets. “I was in town and wanted to see you. Can I come in?”
I opened the door wider. “Yeah, sure.”
He strolled in, closed the door, and took in the living room, nodding. “Not bad.” His Levi’s fit well, and his  long-sleeve shirt hugged his muscular arms. He’d always been athletic. He’d played baseball and football throughout high school and had been on the swim team one year. He still had the muscled physique of an athlete.
“Have a seat.” I dropped onto the sofa and shook my head. “How did you know where I lived?”
“I stopped at your parents’ house.” He shrugged. “They gave me your address. They both look great, by the way. I gave them my phone number to give to you. I guess you didn’t get it.”
“I haven’t spoken to them in a few days.” I needed to talk to them about giving out my address without my permission. “All right. What do you want? A lot of time has passed.”
“I’ve been thinking about you,” he said and threw me his patented killer smile. “I wanted to see how you were doing.”
I found that hard to believe after so long and narrowed my eyes. “Jessie, tell me the truth.”
“Sydney, like I said, I’ve been thinking about you. For a while.”
I crossed my arms. “Really? Since when?”
“Since always. Why are you so surprised?” He frowned. “And angry?”
I stared at him.
“Geez, Sydney. I thought … hoped, you’d be happy to see me.” He leaned back and threw his arm over the rear of the sofa as though he planned to stay a while. “Are you seeing someone? Is that it?”
“Whether or not I’m seeing anyone is irrelevant. The point is I have not heard from you in quite some time. As I  recall, you left.” Yep, there it was. He’d left me behind. He joined the air force instead of going to UCLA with me, which had been our plan.
He licked his lips. “You’re right. I left. Sorry.” He swallowed hard. “I’m here now.”
“I can see that. The question still remains—why? Why are you here, Jessie? Not just here in town, but here .” I pointed at my sofa. “In my house.”
He swallowed again, reached for my hand, and held on. “Isn’t it obvious?” He smiled nervously.
“Jessie, if it was obvious, I wouldn’t keep asking.” My mouth felt dry, and my heart pounded. I jumped up and stormed into the kitchen. “You want anything to drink?” I needed to do something with my hands and almost felt like punching him. He had a lot of nerve. Still, I wanted to hear him out.
He stood and followed me. “No, I’m all right.”
I filled a glass with water, aware of his eyes on me, and took a few sips, buying some time. “Well, are you going to tell me why you’re here?”
We returned to the sofa.
“This is hard.” He looked at his hands and picked at ragged cuticles. Bruises and the beginnings of scabs covered his knuckles.
I pointed at them. “What happened to your hands?”
He lifted a shoulder. “Got in a fight. Listen, Sydney. I admit I left. You know I loved you, though, right?” His eyes pleaded.
I shrugged, said, “I guess so,” and was suddenly fascinated by my glass of water and wished I’d added ice. I felt warm and rolled the cool glass over my cheek, unable to  look at him. I had a boyfriend, Brad, yet my stomach was quivering. If Brad showed up at that moment, I’d never hear the end of it. He hadn’t exactly been thrilled when he’d arrived at my apartment one evening to find my neighbor at my door talking to me.
“Your parents didn’t mention whether you were single.” Jessie leaned forward, glancing at my hands. “I see you’re not wearing any rings, though. I want another chance with you. Is that possible?”
“No, I don’t think so.” My phone buzzed with a text message from my sister, MacKenzie. Mac wanted to know if I would run with her the next morning. I texted back and told her to stop by at six o’clock.
Jessie tried to see my phone’s display. “Was that him? Your significant other? The reason you won’t give me another chance?”
I turned the phone over. “Nope.”
“Listen, I understand you’re hurt, but there hasn’t been a time when I didn’t love you. Please believe that. I still love you.”
He reached for my hand again, and I pulled away.
“Jessie, I do have a boyfriend.” I jumped up and strode toward the kitchen again and put my glass in the sink. “I can’t do this right now.” I turned around, and he was still sitting on the sofa, his head down, staring at the floor. “I need to think. Do you understand that?”
“I do. You’ve made a life for yourself. I get it. I do.” With obvious reluctance, he climbed to his feet. “Do you love him? This other man?”
I don’t know. Do I ?
“We’re taking it slow.” I tried to smile. Although weak, it was the best I could do.
“I see. I’m sorry I let you get away. Promise you’ll at least think about it? About us trying again?”
I sighed. “I can think about it, but I can’t make any promises. I’ve moved on, and I already told you that.” The only problem with the statement was that I wasn’t sure if I had moved on, not completely. Maybe Jessie was the reason my relationship with Brad hadn’t progressed in the way I think he wanted.
“I have to get back to work.” I strode toward the door and opened it. As Jessie left, he leaned forward and gave me a kiss on the cheek. My stomach flipped the way it used to when we were in high school, and I watched him swagger to his car. I’d always loved his walk, all loose-limbed with great posture and a bit of cockiness thrown in.
He slid into a red Camaro and drove away.


At the station, I headed straight for my desk. I rolled my chair toward my computer and checked my email for any information on Chad Ball’s preliminary autopsy. The only information I’d received was an approximate time of death.
It put the time of death about twelve hours before Tonya found him, which made it eight o’clock the previous night, give or take a few hours. The clinic door had been open, and Dr. Lee had factored the weather in the estimate. A great deal  could’ve happened between eight o’clock that night and the next morning. Trixie told us that Dr. Rush had been at her house from eight o’clock until nine thirty, but we hadn’t corroborated the timelines with him yet. The estimated time of death would have still given him time to kill Dr. Ball, even if Trixie was telling the truth about when they’d been together.
My thoughts drifted to Jessie, and I leaned back in my chair, reviewing our conversation. I called Mac to ask if she had heard about Jessie being in town. I doodled while waiting for her to pick up. Her outgoing message played. She was probably at work.
“Hi, Mac. It’s me. Guess who stopped by my apartment earlier? Jessie. I couldn’t believe it. He wants to try again. Anyway, give me a call when you get this. Bye.” I disconnected and sighed.
Someone behind me cleared her throat. I turned around. Theresa, another detective in our squad, was standing next to my desk, her arms folded. I wondered how much she’d heard.
She pointed at the paper I’d doodled on. “What’s that?”
I looked at it. I’d written Jessie’s name in a cursive flow.
Well, darn. Here come the questions.
“Nothing.” I crumpled up the paper and tossed it in the trash can next to my desk.
“Who’s Jessie? Is she a friend of yours? Why are you writing her name and drawing a heart around it? Is there something you need to tell me?” She smiled. “Or Brad?”
“He’s an old friend. From high school, in fact.”
“Oh. You’re spelling it like people spell it for females. ”
“Yeah, I know. His mom wanted to spell it that way.”
Theresa pulled up my old, rickety visitor’s chair. “So, why are you drawing a heart around this old friend’s name?” She leaned on my desk, still grinning. She was wearing a new shade of lipstick that looked good with her caramel-toned complexion.
“What color is your lipstick? I like it.”
“Thanks, but don’t change the subject.”
“I already told you. Jessie is an old school friend. He stopped by my house this morning.”
Theresa raised her eyebrows, and her brown eyes turned mischievous. “An old friend. Uh-huh. How much of a friend was this Jessie?”
“We dated. He was my boyfriend for a few years.” I turned my back to her and read my email again, stalling.
“Oh, I see. So, what did he want?”
I turned to face her again. “No idea. He just stopped by to visit.” I shrugged. “I guess he was in town visiting family and friends, and I happened to be one of them.”
“How long has it been since you last saw him?”
“You’re being exceptionally nosy.”
“That’s why I’m such a great detective,” she said, as she spun in the chair.
My cell phone rang.
Thank goodness.
It was Mac. I picked up the phone and shooed Theresa away.
She headed to her desk but turned and shot me a wide grin.
“Hi, Mac. Did you know Jessie was in town? ”
“I did. Mom and Dad told me he stopped by yesterday afternoon and asked about you.”
“Did they tell you they gave him my address?”
“They didn’t say. What did he say exactly?”
“Just that he still loved me and wanted to try again. I told him I’d think about it.”
“I see. Did you mean it?”
“No idea. Brad has been good to me, but I’m not sure how serious I want to get yet.”
“Hmm. Well, I have to check on Josh. Remember him? Your nephew? You haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks, and he’s been asking about you. Why don’t you come over for dinner?”
Thinking about little Josh made me smile. “I’ll be there. Bye.”
I craned my neck to look over the cubicle wall to see if Bernie was there. He wasn’t. He hadn’t sent me an email about the background checks he’d run on Dr. Gold or Tonya either.
Darn it, I can’t count on anyone anymore.
I ran the checks myself. Dr. Gold had a ticket and fine for driving over the speed limit on the freeway a year earlier. Tonya had a few reports of domestic disturbances, but she’d never followed up on any charges against her husband, Tom, who’d received several DUIs, which resulted in a suspended license. Other than that, I couldn’t find anything else on either of them.
I stood to look for Bernie over the cubicle wall. He was on the phone. He must’ve come in while I was focused on running background checks and had my back to the room. I plopped in my chair and worked on my reports of our  conversations with Trixie, Tonya, and Dr. Gold and his wife. My job consisted more of paperwork than anything else, but it had to be done, and there was no time like the present.

Despite the paperwork and admin, and how much I complain about it, I love my job.
We also needed to do some legwork on the transients since Tonya had mentioned they hung around the clinic. Transients often had arrest records. Some tended to hang around restaurants and other stores to panhandle from customers. Arrests for public intoxication or fighting were also possibilities.
When Bernie finally ended his call, I told him about the time of death and background checks. He’d called Dr. Rush to schedule an interview, but nobody had answered the phone, so Bernie had left a voice mail instead.
It was a good time to end my workday and head to Mac’s house.
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 arrived at Mac’s house fifteen minutes later and rang the bell.
The door swung open. “Aunt Syd!” Josh tumbled out of the doorway and wrapped his arms around my legs. He looked up at me, grinning. “Aunt Syd! You came!”
The fragrance of tomato sauce and oregano wafted through the open door. I picked Josh up and groaned. “Wow! You’re getting big. And heavy.”
“I’m almost six years old!”
“You’re going to be as tall as your dad one day.”
I set him down, and he grabbed my hand, pulling me into the house. He led me into the living room and tugged me toward the floor, which was littered with his brightly colored toy cars and trucks. He studied them before picking out a yellow station wagon. “Here’s yours. Let’s race!”
We crawled on the floor for a while with the cars until my knees screamed for mercy .
“I’m going to go help your mom now,” I said, hobbling toward the kitchen. A pan of lasagna bubbled on the stove. My stomach rumbled. “Need any help?” I wanted her to hurry up. The cheese looked extra gooey.
Mac was tearing romaine lettuce for a tossed salad. “Sure. You can make the dressing. The ingredients are on the counter. Follow the recipe card over there. I think you can handle that. Right?”
Probably. I know how to read.
I measured the ingredients and poured them into her decanter. “Where’s hubby?”
The sliding glass door opened. “Hey, Sydney.”
“Hi, Mike.”
Josh dashed across the room toward his dad, and Mike lifted him in the air, carrying him to the living room as Josh squealed with delight.
“Have you made an arrest on your case yet?” Mac asked, while shredding the lettuce into bite-size pieces.
I peeled the garlic cloves and dropped them into the decanter.
“No, no, not like that.” Mac took the decanter from my hand and poured the mixture into a blender. “Everything has to be puréed, and then you put it in the decanter, silly.” She shook her head and giggled.
“Well, excuse me. I’ve never made this type of dressing before. And to answer your question about the case, we’re still investigating, but we started with interviewing his wife and other people who knew him.”
“So, this is about the doctor who died at his clinic?” She pushed a button on the blender, and within seconds, we had creamy dressing .
“Yes, that’s the one.”
She poured the dressing in the decanter. “It’s the spouse. It’s always the spouse.”
“Not always, but we’re working the case.” I swiped my finger around the edge of the blender and dabbed some dressing on the tip of my tongue. Too much garlic, but it would do.
“I’ve been wondering about something,” Mac said, pausing for a moment. “Did you mind Mom and Dad giving Jessie your address?”
“Well, yes. I kind of did. He pretty much ambushed me when I came home.” I plucked a cherry tomato from the bowl and dipped it into the dressing before popping it into my mouth and smacking my lips. It was pretty good. “I never would’ve thought he’d want to get back together with me. Did you?”
“Not really, but you’re with Brad. I didn’t think it would matter that Jessie came to see you. Brad’s crazy about you, and Jessie coming back shouldn’t change that. Should it?”
I shrugged. “You’re right about Brad. But I’m just confused and unsure about our relationship right now. Jessie showing up all of a sudden doesn’t help.”
“I see. Well, we have a problem, then.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the counter. “I invited Jessie for dinner.”
My stomach flipped, and my heart raced. “You did what ? What the hell, Mac?” I turned around, looking in the living room at Josh, hoping he hadn’t heard me. He was busy with his cars and making car sounds with Mike, paying no attention to us .
“Like I said, Syd, I didn’t think there’d be any harm in it because Brad’s in love with you. You know that, right? And Jessie’s just an old friend. You haven’t seen him in a decade.” She tilted her head at me. “No harm, no foul.”
I sighed. “Mac, this is the same thing you did when you started that personal ad for me and put my bathing suit picture online for everyone to see. You didn’t ask my permission then, either.” I started pacing. I made fists and wanted to hit something.
“First of all, I don’t need your permission to have guests in my home. Besides, I’d already asked him before I invited you. Yes, you’re right about the personal ad, but look how well it turned out. You’ve got a great guy. This is just friends getting together. Remember how when I was a cheerleader and you’d come to the football games and watch him and me all through high school? We’re all friends. What’s the problem?”
“The problem is, you didn’t tell me in advance.”
“Well, jeez. Excuse me for trying to be nice. I didn’t know it was going to be such a big deal. Sorry I even tried.” She glanced at her watch. “He should’ve been here by now. Maybe he’s not even coming. He told me he’d be here early, and he’s already fifteen minutes late.”
I hoped he wouldn’t turn up. I suddenly felt drained, and my hunger had dissipated.
“I could call him and tell him not to come. Is that what you want?”
Mike entered the kitchen. “Can you ladies keep it down? You’re getting a little loud.” He pointed to Josh, who’d put away his cars and was watching something on Nickelodeon. “What’s up? ”
I shook my head and pointed at Mac. “Miss Busybody over there is interfering with my private life again.”
“Oh, Syd. You’re such a baby. When are you going to grow up?” Mac grabbed the salad bowl. Lettuce tumbled over the edge onto the floor. She stomped to the dining room table and dropped the bowl on it. A couple of cherry tomatoes popped out and rolled across the table. She picked them up and threw them back into the bowl. Seeing her angry was rare.
Perhaps I’d been acting a bit childish. It was only one meal. “All right. You win. If he shows up, I won’t make a big deal of it. I’ll behave. But you do realize what he did to me and how I felt when he took off, right?” I couldn’t resist reminding her of the self-doubt I’d gone through.
“Syd, it’s been ten years. Aren’t you over it yet?”
I glared at her. “What do you think?”
She pulled the silverware out of a drawer and the plates out of the cabinet above it. “I guess not.”
Mike stood watching us, then turned on his heel. He plopped on the sofa next to Josh and turned up the volume on the TV.
“Look, Mac. I already said I’d have dinner. I’m still hoping he doesn’t show up, though.”
“Let’s just sit and enjoy the meal,” Mac said, pouring milk into Josh’s cup. “Dinner’s ready, Mike and Josh.”
We sat around the table. Mike placed lasagna and salad on Josh’s plate. Mac and I served ourselves. The tension was palpable.
Mike kept sneaking glances at both of us. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Mac, this smells delicious. Doesn’t it, Syd? ”
“It does. Thanks for inviting me, Mac.”
She didn’t look at me. “You’re welcome.”
I ate my food but didn’t taste it. When the meal was over, I helped Mac with the cleanup while Mike prepared Josh for bed.
Mac handed me a stack of plates to rinse. “I’m sorry for inviting him, Syd.”
“Okay. I appreciate the apology.”
As it turned out, Jessie never did arrive. I tried to enjoy the rest of my time with Mac and her family, but a dark cloud hung over the evening, even though we’d both apologized. When the kitchen was pristine, I returned home and immediately crawled into bed. It wasn’t even eight o’clock.
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B
 ernie and I were on Dr. Rush’s doorstep late the next morning. Bernie rang the bell, and we waited. I stared at the older-model silver Toyota Avalon parked in the driveway. I’d already jotted down the plates and ran them while we were still in our car. The vehicle was registered to Dr. Lloyd Rush, who was thirty-four years old.
Bernie rang the bell again and knocked hard. Someone called from inside the house, then a man with mussed-up dark hair and stubble opened the door. His wrinkled white T-shirt looked as though he’d slept in it, and gray sweatpants hung low on his hips. Barefoot and bleary eyed, he sported a bruise and heavy swelling around one eye. Bernie introduced us and handed him a card. The man slipped it into his pocket without reading it.
“Lloyd Rush?” I asked.
He nodded and asked, “Why?” while yawning .
“Can we come in and talk to you for a minute?” Bernie asked.
Rush rubbed his bloodshot eyes and winced. “Why do you need to talk to me?”
“It won’t take long,” Bernie said.
Rush pulled the door open a little wider. “Come in.”
We stepped inside and followed him to the kitchen. On the way, I glanced into the living room. An open pizza box and several empty beer bottles sat on the coffee table.
Dr. Rush grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. “Tell me why you woke me up this early in the morning.” He chugged his water. Probably dehydrated from the excessive alcohol consumption.
While Bernie and I got out our notebooks, the doctor studied us. He gently placed the water bottle over his injured eye, wincing again.
“We were at your place of employment yesterday morning,” I said. “Your office manager found Dr. Ball dead.”
He removed the water bottle, and his eyes grew wide. “Really? What happened to him? Did he have a heart attack or something?”
“When was the last time you saw Dr. Ball?” I asked.
He hesitated, clearly trying to pull the memory from a fogged mind. “Friday. I left after seeing my last patient and completing my reports. Don’t remember the exact time.”
Bernie looked up from his notebook. “Where did you go after you left the clinic?”
Dr. Rush set the bottle on the counter, shaking his head. “I’m not answering any more questions until you explain  why you’re here. It’s not just to tell me he died. I’m not his next of kin.” He leaned against the counter, next to a pile of GiGi’s Gentlemen’s Club napkins. “I know my rights.”
“We’re investigating a homicide,” I said, jotting down his mannerisms. “Now tell us where you were after you last saw him. Where did you go?”
Rush uncrossed his arms and ran his hands through his hair, making it even more unruly. He licked his lips. “I came home—no, I went to the gym to work out. Then I came home.”
I pointed to his eye. “How did that happen?”
He shrugged. “I fell.”
Probably into someone’s fist.
“Were there any problems with the clinic? Did everyone get along?” Bernie asked.
“Yeah, everyone got along fine, I think. I haven’t been there as long as the others, but it’s a good place to work. Chad will be missed, that’s for sure.”
“Are you married, Dr. Rush?” I asked.
He ran his fingers through his hair again and looked away. “No, I’m not. Someday, maybe.”
I suspected there was more to his relationship with Trixie Ball, and I wanted to find out how much he would tell us without prompting. If I brought it up, he could get defensive like she had. She might already have called him, but I doubted that since our arrival appeared to have woken him. He was either a good actor or had been unaware of Dr. Ball’s death.
“Do you know anyone who might want to harm Dr. Ball?” I asked .
He shook his head. “No, I don’t. He cared about people and was a good doctor.”
“What about his wife?” Bernie asked. “How do you think she will handle his death?”
He shrugged. “I imagine she’ll take it the same way most wives do when their husbands are murdered.”
“When was the last time you spoke to or saw her?” I asked.
Rush shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s probably been a couple days. She came to the office to see Chad.”
Liar!
“How well do you know her?” I asked
“Not that well. She’s the wife of a colleague. I don’t know her any better than I know Ray Gold’s wife.”
“By the way, Tonya tried to reach you yesterday morning,” I said.
“Yeah? Right. My cell phone was off.”
“Weren’t you concerned that you’d be needed at the clinic?” Bernie asked.
“No reason to have it on since I wasn’t on call. I’ve been up a little late and wanted to sleep in. Haven’t checked my messages yet.”
“Where were you Friday night after eight o’clock?” I asked.
More hesitation.
“Here … I was here. Came home from the gym, had a pizza and a few beers the past couple of nights. I’m sure you saw the mess in the living room.” A flush crept from his neck to his face.
“Is there a problem?” I asked.
“No. There’s no problem. I just … like my privacy. ”
“We understand that, but as part of the investigation into Dr. Ball’s death, we need to start with everyone’s whereabouts, not just yours.”
“All right. Okay … I was with Trixie until a little after nine. Then I came home and had a few beers alone. Satisfied?”
“Actually, no. You told us you hadn’t seen her in a couple of days. Now, you’re saying something else. Which is it?” I asked.
“You woke me up and I’m still kind of groggy. I got confused.”
“What is the extent of your relationship with Trixie?” Bernie asked.
“We’re just friends. Nothing more.”
“Okay. I don’t think I have any more questions.” I glanced at Bernie, who nodded his agreement, slid my notebook into my pocket, and we made our way to the door. I wondered how long it would take before Dr. Rush called Trixie. Probably not long.
Bernie and I headed to my car. My phone rang on the way.
“Hi, Brad,” I answered.
“Feel like chilling with a pizza after work?”
I found myself smiling. “It’ll have to be around six.”
“I’ll make it half veggie and half pepperoni. See you at six. Be careful, Sydney.”
After the call, I continued to the car, and my phone rang again. Standing on the other side of the vehicle, Bernie watched me as he pulled out his phone. I unlocked the doors, hoping he would get inside and stop trying to listen to my conversations. Fat chance. I glared at him, but  he just leaned on the car and watched me as he spoke on his phone. I checked my caller ID. It was Jessie. I ignored it and got in the car, which still carried the slight odor of vomit.
Bernie was grinning as he buckled up. “Whose call were you ignoring?” His grin grew wider, and he raised his eyebrows.
I cranked the engine. “Jessie. A friend from high school, if you must know.”
“Your high school boyfriend? What about Brad?”
I rolled into the street. “Can’t I have other friends?”
“Sure. You can have as many friends as you’d like. But what about Brad? I like Brad.”
I stopped at a red light and glowered at Bernie. “He’s still around, as you already heard.” My face warmed, and I looked away as he smirked.
“You’re blushing. Why?”
The light turned green, and I pulled away. “What is with you and Theresa? You’re both so damned nosy. Let’s go back to the station.”
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 ’d been working on reports in my cubicle for a couple of hours, when I stood to stretch as Bernie exited Lieutenant Peterson’s office. He stopped at Theresa’s desk, spoke a few words, then headed my way. He leaned over the cubicle wall separating our workspaces. “Peterson wants to see you.”
“What’s going on?”
“Reassignments. I’m with Theresa now.” He headed to Theresa’s desk, pulled up a chair, looked at me, and shrugged before sitting.
I tossed my pen on the desk and marched along the aisle, watching Theresa and Bernie.
I stopped at her desk and narrowed my eyes at Bernie. “Did you ask for this?”
“Of course not. It’s a surprise to me too.”
“All right.” I headed to Peterson’s office. He was writing. I knocked on the doorjamb.
He leaned forward, folding his hands on the desk. “Come in and have a seat, Sydney. Bernie probably told  you he’s partnered with Theresa.” He glanced at the door as I took my seat.
I nodded and looked behind me, but nobody was there. “For how long?” I realized I’d crossed my arms in front of my body. I uncrossed them, leaned back, and placed my arms on the armrests, gripping them tightly.
His gaze wandered to the door again. “I don’t know. It could be permanent.”
“What happened to Theresa’s partner, Pete Ramsey?”
“He’s still here.” He stood and smiled. “Here she is. Have a seat, Megan.” He sat as I turned around. A woman strutted into the room. She was about my height, with auburn hair a little darker than mine.
“Detective Sydney Valentine, this is Detective Megan Parker.”
Megan wore navy dress slacks, four-inch heels, and a green silk blouse. She took the seat next to mine and thrust out a hand. “Nice to meet you.” She grinned, but her eyes weren’t smiling. Her voice was sultry.
I shook her hand, and she crushed mine. “Hi, Megan.” I ignored the discomfort and turned to face Peterson.
“Sydney, you probably already figured out that Megan is your new partner.”
I glanced at Megan. She was staring at me but not in a friendly way. I felt blindsided. “Will Bernie and Theresa be working the Dr. Ball case now?”
“No, he and Theresa are on something else. You and Megan will work the homicide.”
Megan’s face was pale, with freckles sprinkled across her perky little nose. Long fake lashes fringed her big  brown eyes. Her hair was parted in the middle and pulled back in a low bun. Dark roots showed in the center parting. “What’s your background in the Detective Bureau?” I asked.
“I don’t have one. I just got promoted from Patrol.” She smiled and looked at Peterson before turning back to me. “I’m looking forward to learning more about homicide investigations. Bryan… I mean Lieutenant Peterson told me you’re one of the best.”
Suck up.
Wait. Bryan? How did she know him, and how did she get into Homicide so quickly?
“Megan, Sydney will be your supervisor. I expect you to learn a lot from her. Are you ready for the challenge?”
She grinned. “Most definitely.”
I stood. “Is there anything else, Lieutenant? I’ve got reports to work on.”
“That will be all. Before you get back to the reports, fill Megan in on your investigation up to this point.” He reached for his phone.
“Okay. Where’s your desk?” I asked Megan as I wandered toward the door.
“I’ll show you.” She strolled past me and into the squad room.
I glanced back at the lieutenant.
“Make it work, Sydney. I’m counting on you.” He picked up his desk phone.
I gritted my teeth and left his office. Megan breezed past Bernie and Theresa, her perfume leaving a trail of rose fragrance.
Gag me now .
They watched her saunter down the aisle and enter the cubicle across from mine. Wonderful. She sat at her desk and began arranging her notebook, pens, phone, and inbox tray, aligning them so they were equally spaced apart. Then she booted up her computer.
Deflated, I dropped into my chair and looked over the reports I’d already completed. I glanced at Megan, who was watching me again.
What the hell?
“Can I help you?” I asked.
“I can’t log in.”
“Send tech support an email. Their email address is in the email contacts list.” I was messing with her just to see what she would do with that.
Megan turned to her computer, fingers ready to type. I bit back a laugh and kept watching.
She turned around. “How can I send an email if I can’t log in?”

Gotcha .
“Oh, right. There’s a green sticker on your phone with their phone number. Give them a call. They can set you up.”
She sighed but picked up the phone and called them. Bernie was back at his desk. I rolled my chair over to him.
“Hey, she called Lieutenant Peterson ‘Bryan,’” I whispered.
His brow furrowed. “She already knew him?”
“Apparently. She’s getting her log-in credentials from tech support.”
“Why? Peterson should’ve had them.”
I shrugged. My cell phone rang, and I answered it. It  was Dispatch, telling me we had another suspicious death. I wrote down the address. Megan was still on the phone and had her back to me as she typed into her computer. Her screen indicated an incorrect password had been entered. I tapped her on the shoulder, and she jumped.
“We’ve got to go.” I showed her the address from Dispatch.
She held up a finger, indicating that I should wait. She typed in her password again. The message on the monitor indicated she entered an incorrect password. She scooted closer to the monitor, leaning over the keyboard. She glanced at me over her shoulder as though she thought I was trying to see her password. Why the hell would I care? It was wrong anyway. She erased her username and typed it again. I rapped on her desk. She turned and pointed at the phone, rolling her eyes.
“Let’s go. You can deal with that later.”
She turned her back on me. I scribbled the address on a Post-it, slapped it on her monitor, and headed down the aisle between our cubicles. Then guilt hit me. I should’ve been more helpful, and I returned to her. She glared at me and flashed her middle finger. That did it. Maybe I wasn’t being fair, but she could’ve straightened out her log-in later. Besides, I wasn’t her babysitter.
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T
 en minutes later, I parked at the curb behind a Chinese restaurant. It wouldn’t be open for a couple of hours, but a crowd had already gathered on the sidewalk near the entrance to an alley, which had been cordoned off with crime scene tape.
I weaved my way toward Officer Peters, who waved when she saw me. “Hey, Sydney. I set up a blockade on the opposite end of the alley. Follow me, the victim’s over here.” She led me to the body, which was near the building. Paramedics were pushing their gurney back to the ambulance.
A rat missing half its tail scurried past, ran beneath a dumpster, and hid between two garbage bags whose contents had spilled. The dead man lay on the ground in the filthy alley, a tattered jacket near his feet. He wore blue pants and a T-shirt. Raggedy sneakers sat near the body. They appeared to be grass-stained and speckled with blue paint. My estimate of his age was mid-thirties. He was white and clean-shaven, with neatly trimmed dark hair and  a five o’clock shadow. Two shattered bottles, one clear with no label and the other a brown whiskey bottle lay near him.
Our forensic techs arrived and worked the scene.
I approached the young woman who had called in the incident. Her gaze darted between me, the victim, and the other individuals milling around the scene. She hugged herself and shivered as mascara mixed with tears ran down her cheeks. I watched her closely. Her long blonde hair hung between her breasts in a fat braid. It looked like a wig. She reminded me of someone I hadn’t seen in ten years. She sniffled and wiped her hand across her nose. I retrieved a few tissues from my pocket and handed them to her.
“Thank you.” She blew her nose and took a deep, shaky breath.
“I’m Detective Valentine. You are?”
She licked her lips. “Elsa.”
Right, from the movie Frozen . It was obvious she was trying to look like Elsa, too.
Yeah, and I’m Anna.
I shook my head.
“Your real name, please.”
She sighed. “Emma.” Her gaze lowered to her feet, which were clad in scuffed white patent leather boots. Her black jeans had ripped knees and were so tight, I didn’t know how she could breathe. A faux fur jacket that only reached her waist offered her little protection from the biting chill.
I looked past her. Megan had arrived. She slammed her car door and stomped toward me, scowling .
“What’s your last name, Emma?”
Officer Peters stepped in front of Megan, preventing her from entering the crime scene. Megan moved her jacket, which hid her shield, and Peters let her pass.
“My last name is Jackson.” She chewed on her lip. “Look, I didn’t see anything. I don’t know anything.”
“Do you have ID?”
Megan approached and glared at me. “Why didn’t you wait for me, Detective Valentine?”
“You seemed to have something more important to do,” I said.
She pulled out her notepad.
I turned to Emma. “May I see your ID?”
She shook her head. “I don’t have ID on me. Didn’t think I’d need it.”
“How old are you?”
Her gaze shifted. “Twenty-one.”
Megan smirked. “Sure, you are.”
Emma narrowed her eyes at Megan. “Does she have to be here?”
“I’m part of the investigative team , so yes, I most definitely do have to be here.” Megan closed her notepad. “But I’ll go talk to some of the people over there. I’m sure Detective Valentine can handle this.” She strolled toward the sidewalk.
“What’s her problem?” Emma asked.
“I have no idea. So, you’re twenty-one?” The Emma I used to know would’ve been about eighteen or nineteen now, and her last name was Cole. She was just a kid when Jessie and I dated. When we graduated from high school,  she’d probably been in third grade and was every bit the bratty little sister.
“Yes, that’s right. Twenty-one.”
Why would she lie? I stared her down. “You don’t remember me, do you?”
She squinted and turned her head to the side. “Should I?”
“I’m Sydney, your brother Jessie’s friend from high school. You were in elementary school at the time.”
She shook her head. “Sorry. Long time ago, and he had a
lot of female friends, if you know what I mean.” She used air quotes around the word “friends.” My stomach twisted. I’d never thought Jessie cheated on me. Emma was probably just messing with me. I studied her attire and wondered if she was a prostitute and if her family knew, if, indeed, that was what she’s been doing out here. Back in the day, the Coles always treated her as if she could do no wrong.
“All right. Tell me how you found the body.” I wrote down her names, the real one and the fake one she’d given me. “What were you doing here?”
She swallowed. “I was just taking a shortcut. That’s all. On my way home.”
“Where do you live?”
“I have an apartment on Carnation Street.” She rubbed her hands together, blew on them, then rubbed them again.
I didn’t recall any apartments on Carnation Street. “Address?”
She gave me her address, which I thought was a cheap  motel. “I don’t know who that man is, and I didn’t see who did that to him.”
“Where were you coming from?” I asked.
“McDonald’s. I don’t have a stove. I eat out a lot.” She tilted her head, frowning. “You said you knew me when I was a kid?”
“I did. Not well, but I used to hang around with your brother, like I said.”
“Don’t tell him or my parents about this. Please.”
“I won’t if I don’t have to. Do you have a number where we can reach you if we have more questions?”
She gave me her cell phone number. When she looked up, her gaze went over my shoulder, and her eyes grew wide. She stepped away from me as though she wanted to run. I followed the direction of her gaze toward the crowd but didn’t see anything except an elderly transient woman with a shopping cart.
“I have to go.” Emma took a couple of steps toward the opposite end of the alley, where there was no crowd. “I can’t stay here.”
“Wait.” I reached for her. “What did you just see?”
She shook her head. “Nothing. What do you mean?”
“You know what I’m talking about. Something or someone scared you.”
She stiffened and lifted her chin. “I’m not afraid of anyone.” She swallowed and glanced at the street, looking in the same direction as before.
Megan approached us. She looked at Emma and frowned. “Everything okay?”
I introduced them this time and told Megan what Emma had said .
Emma buttoned her jacket. “Can I go now? I’m freezing.”
“We can take you to the station, maybe get you something hot to drink to warm you up on the way,” I said.
She backed away, shaking her head. “No, thank you. Do you still need me here?”
“Look, if there’s something you’re afraid of, we can help you.” Megan touched her arm, suddenly becoming Miss Compassionate. “Just tell us what’s wrong.”
Emma pulled away. “If you’re done with me, I need to go. I’m fine.”
I glanced at Megan, and she shrugged.
“Sure,” I said. “We’ll be in touch if we need to talk to you again.”
Emma nodded and spun around. Megan watched her hurry toward the end of the alley. “What was that about?”
“She saw something or someone that scared her, but she wouldn’t tell me what or who it was.” I headed toward the body.
Megan followed me. “The killer?”
“No idea.” I kneeled and took pictures of the victim’s face, clothing, and the sneakers next to him. I groaned as I moved about. I’d recently begun working out with Mac again. It had been a while since we’d exercised together, and my body was paying for it. My thighs were killing me from all the lunges. I’d overdone it and didn’t know what I’d been thinking. The “no pain, no gain” motto was a crock. I wondered if Mac was sore too. I’d forgotten to ask her at dinner.
Megan kneeled next to me. “What’s wrong with you?”  Did she care, or was she just being nosy, like everyone else lately?
I gave her the benefit of the doubt. “I worked out with my sister and overdid it.”
“I hear it’s tough to get back into serious exercise when you’re older.”
So much for giving her the benefit. “I’m only twenty-seven.”
She smirked. “I’m twenty-five. You’re almost thirty.”
I ignored her and pointed to the victim’s crushed nose. “I wonder if that was done after he fell to the ground.”
Megan stood. “Who knows?”
I got up and circled the body, looking for other injuries. “I don’t see any indications of defensive wounds on his hands.” The man’s hands and nails were clean, which was unusual for transients. However, the jacket and shoes near the body told another story. The sneakers had paint on them, but the clothes didn’t.
Two coroner’s assistants arrived and approached the body. One of them searched him for ID, but the victim’s pockets were empty. We told them we were finished. I scanned the onlookers as the coroner’s assistants placed the bag next to the body and carefully moved the corpse into it. Onlookers were talking among themselves as they tried to see what we were doing. Nobody appeared nervous or out of place.
Megan pulled out her notebook and wrote in it. We walked toward our cars.
“The victim didn’t look homeless to me, Megan.” I leaned against my car. “His hair was trimmed, and he was clean-shaven except for the five o’clock shadow. The  clothes and shoes don’t indicate homelessness, and I don’t know what that’s about.”
“Maybe he’s recently homeless, like as of yesterday,” Megan said.
“No, I don’t think so. Why wouldn’t his jacket and shoes be in better shape?”
She huffed. “Well, I don’t know, Detective. I’m just tossing around ideas. That’s more than you’re doing. You’re just asking questions and don’t have any answers.”
I faced her and locked eyes with her. “Listen, if we’re going to work together, you need to lose the attitude.”
She looked away. “Fine. Now, what do we do?”
“Just listen and watch.”
With the body loaded inside, the coroner’s van pulled away from the curb. My gaze traveled back to where the victim had been lying. A napkin lay on the ground. It must’ve been under the body. I trekked over and picked it up. It was imprinted with GiGi’s —a strip club in a seedy section of the downtown area. Dr. Rush had those napkins when we spoke to him. It wasn’t a crime to go to GiGi’s, however. Bernie and I investigated a homicide there once. Two men had gotten into a fight over one of the dancers, and one of them ended up dead.
The napkin was stained pink, possibly with lipstick. I bagged it. Someone in the area at the same time as the victim might have left it. First, we needed to determine the dead man’s identity. I turned toward the street, in the direction the coroner’s van had gone. The onlookers were dispersing. A woman was pushing a shopping cart back and forth. She’d been there while I was talking to Emma, but she had never come any closer than the edge of the  alley. She was talking to herself and sorting through some of the items in her shopping cart. I caught her looking at us from time to time. She appeared harmless, but I wondered if she’d been the one who’d frightened Emma.
“His face was pretty banged up, but maybe some of the homeless people in the area might recognize him from the clothing or shoes,” I said.
Megan followed my gaze. “I saw her earlier. Let’s go check her out.” She marched toward the woman, who spotted her approach and pushed her cart in the opposite direction, away from the alley.
I hurried after the her. “She’s about to take off.”
“Ma’am?” Megan stood in front of the cart, stopping her movement.
The woman glared at her and grabbed a tote bag, as though protecting it from Megan’s thieving hands. The grocery cart was loaded with stuff—plastic bags from various grocery stores, aluminum cans, cardboard, and newspapers.
I stood off to the side and pulled out my notebook. The woman’s skin was leathery. A few hairs grew out of her cheek and from a mole on her chin. She moved the lower part of her jaw from side to side, the way some denture wearers do. Her shoulder-length hair was ragged and matted, and she constantly mumbled to herself.
I looked her in the eyes. “Ma’am, did you know the dead man?”
She stared at me, then Megan. She shook her head. “No, no. Didn’t know him.” She held out her hand, which was callused with broken and dirty fingernails. “Can you spare some change? ”
Megan pulled five dollars from her pocket. “Did you see what happened to the dead man, ma’am?”
The woman eyed the cash and licked her lips. “I … uh … know his coat and shoes.” She looked hungrily at the money again then at Megan. “Those … they’re Matty’s, but he isn’t Matty.” She shook her head. “No, no … he’s not Matty.”
I jotted her words in my notebook. “Who’s Matty, and where can we find him?”
She gazed at me and blinked. “They call him Crazy Matty. Don’t know his real name, but that’s what they call him.” She reached for Megan’s money, but Megan pulled it away.
“Wait. Who’s they ?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Don’t know. I just … just hear people call him that.”
Crap.
Just when I thought we’d caught a break, it vanished.
“What’s your name?” Megan asked.
“Jill.” She pointed to the money. “You gonna give me that?”
“Do you happen to have any ID?” I asked.
The woman smiled. I was wrong about the dentures. She had teeth, but they were gray and misaligned. She tugged on a filthy lanyard around her neck. Inside a pouch attached to the lanyard was a driver’s license. She handed it to me. Issued to Jill Fisher, with an address in Riverside, it had expired nearly ten years ago. I jotted the information down.
Megan glanced at the license. “Where can we find you if we need you?” she asked, handing over the money .
Jill grabbed the note and stuffed it in her pocket. “I’m around. No address, but I’m around. Most nights, I try to get into the Guardian Shelter on Seventh Street.”
“Where can we find Matty?” I repeated.
“He’s around, too. Go to the shelters and ask. They all know him. Sometimes, he’s by the railroad tracks behind the Kentucky Fried Chicken.”
“Thanks.” I stepped away, toward my car. The coat and shoes had been lying beside the man, as though someone had dropped them there. If they were Matty’s belongings, then Matty might be wearing the dead man’s clothes. If we only knew what the man had been wearing.
“I’ll request the BOLO for Matty as soon as I get enough information on him, then I’m off the clock.” Megan climbed into her car. “See you later.”
I waved a hand at her and jumped into my car, hoping the “Be On the Lookout” would produce something for us. When I reached the station, I fired up my computer and checked Missing Persons for anyone matching our John Doe’s description but came up empty. Before leaving, I ran a background check on Emma, using both names. I thought she was leaving something out and wanted to know more about her. My research pulled up a valid California driver’s license under the last name of Cole. I didn’t find anyone with the last name of Jackson who matched her approximate age. Her last address was in Cherry Valley, which was a few miles away. In her photo, her hair was black, short, and spiked—quite a contrast to the ridiculous blonde wig. She had been arrested and released for solicitation twice in the last six months. Other than that, I found nothing.
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B
 y the time I arrived home and put away my pistol, the doorbell was ringing. I hurried down the hall and opened the door. It was Brad, bearing pizza as promised.
He stepped inside, headed straight for the kitchen, and set the box on the island. “Hungry?”
“Starving.” I tore open the box and separated the slices. He came up behind me, wrapped his arms around my waist, and nuzzled my neck.

Nice .
I giggled and scrunched up my shoulders. “That tickles.”
“I missed you. I haven’t seen you in a couple of days. We’ve both been busy.”
I turned around in his grasp and wrapped my arms around his waist. He leaned in and kissed me. My stomach rumbled, and he jumped back.
“Whoa! What the heck was that?” He started laughing. “An earthquake? ”
I rubbed my stomach. “Told you I was hungry.”
He opened the refrigerator door. “Well, I see moving into your new house didn’t improve your grocery-shopping abilities.”
I’d already started nibbling on a slice of veggie pizza. “Well, I get what I need when I need it. You could always go grocery shopping for me if you want.”
“It looks like I’m going to have to do that if I ever want to drink anything besides water around here.”
I grinned. “You’d do that? Really?”
He closed the fridge and turned around. “Of course I would. I want you to be happy. And I want to eat. I’ll go grocery shopping, but I’m not getting any of those big mushrooms you like. You know the ones—the giant things you grill. I’m not buying anything that tastes like dirt.”
I handed him a slice of veggie pizza. He inspected it before taking a tentative nibble. I looked around the kitchen and living room. I’d only been in the place for a few months. Brad flipped houses for a living, and mine happened to be one he’d flipped. I took in the stainless-steel appliances he’d given me as a housewarming gift and the white cabinetry he’d picked out without asking me. The farmhouse sink and the gleaming dark hardwood floors were gorgeous. I loved them and the house.
After a while, we finished our pizza and I put the box in the trash since it was greasy with cheese stuck to the bottom.
I turned around, and he was looking at me as if I were the only woman in the world, which scared me a little.
“What were you thinking about?” he asked .
“Just that this house is mine, and I still can’t believe it. It’s beautiful. Did I ever tell you that?”
He laughed. “Yeah, I think you mentioned it once or twice. Glad you like it.” He held my face and started to kiss me. Then he stopped. I opened my eyes.
He was smiling. “Sydney, I wanted to talk to you for a minute. It’s important.” Looking serious, he took my hand, and we headed to the sofa. “I just wanted you to know I’m not seeing anyone else.”
“Okay. That’s nice.” I scooted closer to him, and he wrapped me up in his arms. I pondered where this was going. “Why did you bring that up?”
He shrugged. “I just wanted you to know. In case you were wondering.”
I speculated whether he’d seen Jessie earlier. No, if that were the case, he would have been angry.
“We’ve never talked about it and, to be honest, I haven’t really thought about it too much.” I gazed at him then hopped up to get a glass of water.
He followed. “Sydney? I’m all in. You’ve got me. All of me. What about you?” He stared down at me.
I took a sip of water as my heart pounded. “I’m not seeing anyone, either. You’re the only one I’ve been dating.” I thought about Jessie.
He stiffened. “But you didn’t say that you’re all in.”
“And I didn’t say that I wasn’t either. Brad, I like you a lot. I like the time we spend together. I know I’m probably not the best girlfriend you’ve ever had, but I’m trying.”
“Let’s not talk about the past. Let’s talk about now, and let’s talk about the future.” He tilted my chin up toward him. “Sydney, I love you. ”

Oh shit .
I had no idea what to say.
“I … like you, too. A lot.” I raised my eyebrows and gave him a tentative smile as I put the glass on the counter before it slipped out of my sweaty hands.
“That’s okay.” He grinned. “You don’t have to say it.” He kissed me again—for a long time before leading me back to the sofa. I climbed onto his lap, and he held me for a while as I rested my head on his shoulder.
I couldn’t deal with the L-word now. Time to change the subject. “I had this case today. Actually, there were two cases. Do you want to hear this?”
He leaned his head back and threw his arm across his eyes. Then he sighed with full drama. “Sure, tell me.”
“Oh, I get it. I’m talking about the job again.”
Brad’s arm hadn’t moved. “It’s okay. I’m listening. Go on.” He reached for my hand and held it, but his arm still covered his eyes.
“A girl called in an incident. A suspicious death. I knew her several years ago.”
Brad uncovered his eyes and turned to me. “A girl? How old is she?” He leaned forward and put his elbows on his thighs.
“She told me she was twenty-one, but she couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen.”
“Do you think she had anything to do with the death?”
“I didn’t get that vibe from her, and I doubt she’d have called it in if she’d killed him. When I knew her, she was a spoiled brat, and now I think she’s a prostitute. She’s the younger sister of a guy I used to date in high school. ”
“I see. Do you think he knows what she’s doing?”
“No idea, but if I had to guess, I’d say no. I doubt anyone in her family knows. She asked me not to say anything.”
“When was the last time you saw her before today?”
“After I graduated from high school. He and I stopped seeing each other after that, and I haven’t seen her since. I barely recognized her, and she didn’t recognize me.” I looked away. “I saw him recently. My ex-boyfriend. He’s in town.”
Brad straightened up. “You saw him where?” His gaze darted about the room as though he were searching for the mystery guy. “Here ?”
I nodded. “My parents gave him my address. I was home one day, and he was standing at the door when I was about to leave.”
Brad frowned. “What did he want?”
I licked my lips and swallowed. I scooted closer to Brad and held his hand. “He wanted to get back together.”
The muscle in his jaw twitched. “And what do you want, Sydney?”
“I told him I had a boyfriend.”
“That’s not what I asked you. What do you want?”
“Time.”
“For him or me?” His face had turned crimson. “I can’t believe I just told you I loved you. Some guy you haven’t seen in ten years shows up at your door, and now you need time to think about it? Really?” He jumped up, ran his fingers through his hair, and paced. “Sydney, what  do you want? Do you want me to go away and leave you alone to think ?”
His eyes glistened, and it broke my heart.
My eyes burned. A tear ran down my face, and I swiped at it. I went to him. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I buried my face in his chest. He stood like a statue, his arms to his sides.
I looked up at him. “Brad, I don’t know what to say.”
He peeled my arms from around his waist and backed away. “Are we breaking up? Is this guy the reason why you sometimes seemed hesitant during our relationship? I always felt as though I couldn’t get closer for some reason. I’m not talking about sex. I mean everything. Now I know why. You’re not over him.”
“No. Brad it’s not about him. And it’s not you. It’s me.”
“Oh, you’re giving me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ crap? Unbelievable.” He shook his head. “I’m a fool.” He wiped his face and dropped onto the sofa.
I sat next to him. “That’s not it at all. This is my problem. It’s not yours. I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I need to think about it some more. It doesn’t have anything to do with Jessie.”
“It’s Jessie? That’s his name? He’s got a hell of a nerve coming back here after how long? Ten years ? Why did you break up?”
“That’s just it. We never did. Not really.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean? You haven’t seen the guy in ten years, so to me, that means you broke up. What are you talking about? ”
“What I’m saying is, we were together, and then we weren’t. He joined the air force.”
“Wait a minute. He went into the air force and just took off? And now he shows up, expecting to pick up where he left off?”
“Seems that way,” I mumbled, unable to think clearly.
He stood. “Sydney, if you don’t know what to do, I don’t know what to tell you. I’m going. You know how to reach me.”
I got up. “Brad, please don’t go. I just need time.”
He put his hands on my shoulders. “Sydney, if a man you’ve been dating moves away and you don’t hear from him for ten years, you’ve broken up. No words need to be said. It’s over.” He stomped to the door. “I might be making the biggest mistake of my life by leaving right now, but I just don’t know what else to do.” He opened the door, and I watched him hurry to his truck, jump in, and speed away.
I closed the door and sat on the sofa, staring into space. Had I just let the best thing that had ever happened to me walk out of my life?


I stepped out of the longest, hottest shower I’d ever taken, and the doorbell rang. I checked the clock. Eight thirty. Maybe Brad had changed his mind. I grabbed my robe and hurried down the hall. I looked through the peephole. Jessie rang the doorbell again.
Well, so much for giving me a little time to think .
I opened the door. “Jessie, I told you I would think about it and get back to you.”
He looked me up and down, and I realized I was only wearing a robe. His eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve been crying.”
“I wasn’t crying. I just got shampoo in my eyes. I can’t do this right now, Jessie. I’ve had a long day, and I’m tired.”
“Well, could you just tell me if you gave it any thought at all? About trying again?”
I shook my head. “Jessie, I’ve been really busy today, and I can’t think about it right now. I will get back to you. I promise.”
“All right. I’ll be here for another week, maybe two. I’ve been thinking about moving back here. I’m serious, Sydney.”
“I know you are. We’ll talk later.”
I closed the door and locked it before realizing I’d forgotten to mention Emma, though I had told her I would only tell her family if I had to.
After changing into my pajamas, I crawled into bed, trying not to think about anything that had happened that evening. I was just so tired.
Thankfully, tomorrow was another day.
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M
 ac and I hit the hiking trails because we wanted to be among the trees in the fall season. The golden and red leaves rustled with the slight breeze. The cool, damp air was perfect for running and working up a sweat.
Initially, we alternated between walking and running and didn’t see another person until we were nearly a mile into our jog. Footsteps approached from the opposite direction, but we couldn’t see anyone due to the fog, and the sun had yet to rise completely. I glanced at Mac, and she slowed. Her eyes had grown wide, and I knew she was worried.
“Just keep running, Mac.” I picked up the pace.
Behind me, Mac was huffing and puffing. My breathing was increasing as well, but it felt good to have the air rushing deep into my chest while my muscles pumped hard and I worked up a sweat. Ahead, the footsteps grew louder. I moved to the side of the trail when I  saw the figure approaching. Mac and I slowed and started to trudge. The fog began to lift and I recognized the approaching figure, who wore dark sweats.
Mac grabbed my arm. “Let’s go the other way. We don’t know who that is.”
He kept coming, but I shook my sister’s hand off me. “I know who it is, and so do you. It’s Tony, Jessie’s friend.”
Tony ran past us then stopped and turned around. “Hey, I know you guys.”
He wore his dark hair combed back and stubble blurred his chin, and he looked Mac up and down, grinning.
“Hi.” Mac smiled back, her face flushed. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t from the exercise—not all of it anyway. She had such a crush on Tony in high school, but he’d never paid her any attention.
He flashed his perfect white teeth at her. “Hi, MacKenzie. Remember me?”
She tossed back her hair. “You’re Tony, right?”
Good grief.
Tony lifted his shirt and wiped the perspiration from his face, showing us his six-pack. A trail of dark hair disappeared into his sweats. My gaze shifted to Mac. She glanced at me and did a double-lift of her eyebrows.
Tony lowered his shirt. “You look great, MacKenzie. How are you?”
I stepped forward. “She’s married . That’s how she is.”
Mac grinned and held up her up hand. She wiggled her fingers, showing her wedding band and engagement ring .
“Oh, right. I see that. Lucky guy.” He turned his attention to me. “Did you see Jessie yet?”
“He stopped by my house. I hadn’t seen him in a while.”
“Yeah, we’ve kept in touch over the years, and we hung out every now and then. He was best man in my wedding.” He glanced at Mac and raised an eyebrow. “I’m divorced now. Anyway, I called Jessie a few weeks ago and told him I ran into his sister, Emma. He said he was planning on taking some time off and coming back for a visit anyway, and now he’s here.” He peeked at his watch. “Sorry, I gotta run, literally. See you later.” He started jogging then spun around and winked. “Bye, MacKenzie.”
I turned to Mac. “What was that all about? I mean the flirting and whatnot. You’re a married woman.”
“Sheesh, I know I’m married. He hasn’t changed a bit. Do you think?” She faked a swoon.
“To tell the truth, I hadn’t noticed. Let’s get going.”
We headed back in the direction we had come, and as we did, my mind rolled through the Brad and Jessie situation. What a total mess.
Mac and I finished our run and went our separate ways. On the way to work, I called the convenience store across from the clinic and discovered that the manager was there. Then I called Megan and told her I would swing by the station to pick her up.


As Megan and I pulled in front of the convenience store, I spotted Dr. Rush entering the clinic across the street. He  slowed and stared at us as he stood with his hand on the clinic door. We entered the store. The same pink-haired girl stood behind the counter, and the store had no customers. She tapped the shoulder of a man standing next to her and pointed to us as we approached the counter. A bald, squat man with a thin moustache looked our way. The girl introduced him as Mr. Taylor, her manager. Megan and I showed our IDs in return.
I took the lead. “We stopped by yesterday, and your employee said she needed your permission before we could view the security videos. Are you the person we should be speaking to?”
“Sure. She told me. Which dates are you talking about?” He waddled toward the back of the store, motioning for us to follow. We squeezed into a small but tidy office, and he showed us a rack of DVDs. “I set these aside because Tina—the girl working the register—didn’t know the specific dates you wanted.”
“Are these copies or originals?” Megan asked.
“I figured you’d need the originals. You can have them. Take a look at the dates on these and the other stack on the desk. Let me know if you need more.” He handed me the DVDs and left us in the room.
We browsed the DVDs. I grabbed the ones from the morning the body was discovered, and we left the room. Megan showed the manager what we’d taken and wrote him a receipt. We planned to view them later, in the audio visual room at the station.
We returned to the car. A liquid was running down the side of the passenger window and door. “What the hell?”  Megan had left her window partially down. I leaned in to look inside the car. Two large McDonald’s soda cups and ice cubes were on the driver’s seat and on the passenger floor. A liquid, probably soda, covered the front seats.
Megan marched around the other side of the car. A group of teen boys standing at the edge of the parking lot giggled through hands covering their mouths.
She got in their faces. “What’s so funny? You think this is funny, you little punks? Who did this?”
Nobody said anything, but they stopped laughing when she glowered at them. She spun on her heel and turned, heading toward the store.
I continued past her and opened the door. “I’m going back in to check out their surveillance video.”
“I’m going to stay here.” Hands on her hips, Megan stood in the doorway, probably giving the evil eye to the teens while she watched over our car.
I asked Mr. Taylor to show me the video surveillance recorded while we were inside. He took me back into his office and rewound the DVD to the point when we arrived. The recording was grainy and blurry. In fact, it was useless. The only thing I could make out was someone riding by on a bicycle. Two more people stopped at the car and threw something through the window before running away. I couldn’t tell if they were the teens, male or female, or anything, really. All I could determine was that they were of average height and weight. In other words, they could have been anyone. It didn’t take me long to realize that the videos Mr. Taylor had given of the day of the murder were likely to be even more useless since the  distance was greater between the store and the clinic than between the store and the parking lot.
“What is the point of having working cameras if the quality is so poor?” I asked as I stood in the office doorway and watched Megan. She still had her hands on her hips.
Mr. Taylor shrugged. “Recording over the DVDs too many times tends to degrade the footage. Our equipment isn’t the best, but sometimes, just having the camera with an active recording light is enough of a deterrent. We’ve had far less trouble since we put up the cameras, so it works for us. The camera inside the store is much better, and it captures images quite well. Would you like to see that?”
He gave me the DVDs, and Megan and I rode back to the station after cleaning up the ice and cups in the car. I placed a blanket over our seats and told her what I’d seen on the recording.
“I’m glad we weren’t inside the car at the time,” she said.
“If we had been, they probably wouldn’t have done it.” I rubbed my eyes. I hadn’t slept well last night. Hardly surprising.


Back at the station, Megan sat at the opposite end of the table from me in the AV room with her feet up on the table.
As I put the first DVD into the machine, I said, “The videos I saw at the store were pretty bad. If these are the same, I’d be surprised if they’re helpful. ”
“Did you see anyone suspicious in the area before we went inside?” she asked. “I didn’t.”
“The only person I saw was Dr. Rush going inside the clinic. Maybe whoever killed Dr. Ball entered the convenience store. Who knows, we might get a better picture of him or her.”
“All right. Let’s get started.” Megan fast-forwarded until someone entered the store. Most people bought beer or cigarettes. Some didn’t appear to have vehicles, and headlights shone in the parking lot as others drove away. We fast-forwarded through the entire video taken from inside the store but few people entered. Perhaps the lottery machines helped keep them in business. I popped in the DVD for the outside of the store.
“These are from the cameras that cover the parking lot, and some show part of the clinic’s entrance.” The ones of the parking lot were very grainy and, unsurprisingly, useless. We hadn’t looked at the ones that showed across the street yet. I didn’t have high hopes, but I gave it a shot. We continued watching. Eventually, a car appeared in front of the clinic and pulled into the parking lot. It was a dark sedan, but I couldn’t make out the precise color, make, or model. Someone climbed out of the driver’s side and entered the building. Another vehicle rolled into the clinic parking lot about ten minutes later, and the driver entered the clinic. Unfortunately, the time stamps on the videos must have been inaccurate—it indicated the time was nine in the morning, but it was clearly nighttime.
Megan sat up and pointed. “Look at that. Looks like the rear passenger door is opening in the first vehicle. Did you see it? ”
I leaned forward, squinting. “Good spot.”
Eventually, the door opened, and someone rolled out onto the ground. The figure lay still for a few minutes then used the open car door to stand. Apparently drunk, the person staggered toward the street and wandered away. Several minutes later, someone exited the clinic, looked around, and approached the first vehicle. The rear passenger door was still open. The figure looked around again before pushing the door closed with a foot. He or she climbed into their own car and drove away. The first person who’d gone inside never left the clinic. It had to be Dr. Ball, and he was dead or dying in there. Whoever had been in the backseat of his car must have had too much to drink at the medical conference. Perhaps Dr. Ball was giving him a ride home.
We’d already checked the other businesses in the area, and none had surveillance footage that might show license plates or where the other person had gone. We continued watching, and I fast-forwarded until it was daylight and we saw Tonya arriving. At least I thought it was her. The events transpiring in the parking lot after her arrival coincided with what I’d seen once I’d arrived.
I turned it off. “What do you think?”
“Well, the person who tumbled out of the first car and staggered up the street could be our John Doe in the alley. It’s not far from the clinic,” Megan said. “Somehow, he made it there and died.”
“I think we need more information. That’s a good observation, though. He might have met Matty somewhere along the way if he was alive when he obtained Matty’s clothes. Let’s go canvass the shelters. ”
“Sure. You’ll have to take a car too because I’m leaving early for a dental appointment,” Megan said.
“Okay. I’ll meet you at the Guardian Shelter. If he’s not there we can try the railroad tracks behind KFC.”
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I
 pulled into the Guardian Shelter’s parking lot, which contained a handful of cars I could only assume belonged to the volunteers. Megan was right behind me. A van with the word Guardian on the side panel was parked near the entrance.
We entered through the main doors and looked around. People were sitting at rows of tables in a dining area. Some had finished their meals and were just chatting among themselves. They stared at us as we breezed past. A short woman with stooped shoulders was standing at the kitchen entrance. Although I knew some of the directors and employees at the shelters, I didn’t recognize this one.
I approached the woman as she veered toward the kitchen. “Ma’am? Excuse me.” I tapped her on the shoulder and she spun around. She had the dark, dry, leathery skin of someone who’d spent too long in the sun without protection. “I’m looking for someone called Matty. They call him Crazy Matty. Do you know him?”
She frowned. “Who are you? ”
Making sure the patrons couldn’t see us, I slid a business card from my pocket and handed it to her.
She read the card and put it in her pocket. “I’m Linda. Yes, I know Matty. In fact, I saw him this morning. His name is Mathew Parsons, and he seemed to be okay at the moment. Why do you need to see him?”
“He may have seen something Saturday morning, and we’re hoping he can help us out. What was he wearing?”
Linda sighed and tilted her head. “Now that you mention it, he was wearing clean jeans and a sweatshirt, and they were way too big for him. I’m used to seeing the people who come in here wearing ill-fitting clothes, but these were nowhere near his size.”
“How tall is he?” I asked.
“About five foot six.”
The John Doe in the alley was closer to six foot. “What did he usually wear?”
“Old brown pants and Nike sneakers that have seen better days. He had the cuffs rolled up on his jeans, and the sweatshirt was hanging on him today.”
I retrieved my phone, found the photos of John Doe’s clothes and shoes, and showed them to her. I avoided showing the photo of his face. She didn’t need to see the injuries he’d sustained. “Could these be Matty’s?”
“Yeah. The shoes look familiar. Could be Matty’s. He’s done some painting for me before, but I’ve seen other men with paint on their shoes.” Her hand went to her neck as she peered at me. “Is that Matty? Is that why you’re asking about him?”
I shook my head. “No, I don’t think it’s him.”
She studied me. “Oh, I see. The man was wearing  Matty’s clothes, and Matty is wearing his.” She looked at her feet and back up at me. “You think he killed that man? No, he couldn’t have. Matty would never hurt anyone.”
“That’s why we need to talk to him. He could’ve seen something to help us figure out what happened,” Megan said.
“Well, I don’t know where he went after leaving here. He seemed like his normal self, and I didn’t notice anything unusual.”
“Okay. Please give me a call if you see or hear from him,” I said, and we left the shelter.
“I’m going to make a phone call, then I’ll meet you behind KFC. We can go to the railroad tracks from there,” Megan said, heading to her car.
I ran a background check on Mathew Parsons from my car’s integrated computer. He had been arrested several times over the previous six years, and had charges for panhandling, loitering, refusing to leave the premises of an eating establishment, and having an open container of alcohol. There were no arrests for anything violent. His last known address was in Hemet, and he was still married to a Glenda Parsons. His driver’s license had long since expired. According to the reports, his son, Jeff, who also lived in Hemet, had bailed him out of jail numerous times.
I confirmed Jeff Parson’s address from his DMV record and planned to pay him a visit later. We needed to find Matty. He was our only lead.


Several makeshift homes sat about one hundred yards behind the Kentucky Fried Chicken. Some were regular domed camping tents, and others were simply pallets encased in cardboard boxes. Families with small children were gathered in front of their tents. Some were cooking on small propane grills. The children stared as we strolled past. My eyes teared up, and I swallowed. I glanced at Megan, who was biting her lip. I wondered if she had children.
Although I’d seen this type of degradation and hopelessness plenty of times before, I’d never gotten used to it. If that ever happened, it would be time to wrap up this career and move on to something else. We headed toward a woman with two small children, both of whom had dark curly hair. They were probably three or four years old. They almost looked like twins and were about the same size. The frail-looking woman also had dark curly hair, except hers was thin and wispy.
She stepped toward me and narrowed her eyes. “What do you want?” She looked over her shoulder at the children, who were huddled together, then looked back at me. “You’re a cop,” she spat. “We’re not doing anything wrong. We’re not bothering anybody out here.”
I held up my hands, palms forward. “Take it easy, ma’am. Everything’s cool. I’m trying to find some information about someone who lives here.”
The woman narrowed her eyes, planting her hands on her hips. “Who?”
I couldn’t blame her for being defensive. “Some people call him Crazy Matty, but his name is Mathew Parsons.” I showed her a mug shot .
“Don’t know him.” She pointed to a blue tent next to a stack of cardboard boxes and pallets about fifty yards away. “A few people live down there. I really don’t know their names. I don’t trust anybody.” I didn’t blame her for that, either. She shouldn’t trust anyone. In her position, I certainly wouldn’t. Bad things happened to people who were too trusting out on the streets.
“Ma’am?” I asked.
Her eyes narrowed again. “Yes?” She drifted toward the food she was cooking, and we followed her.
“What happened?” I spoke softly. “How did you end up out here? I’m just curious.” I wanted to know because of the children.
She swallowed, looking toward her tent. “I got sick. Hospital bills, doctors’ visits, medication, and everything else.” She sighed. “You know, we were always just one paycheck away from being homeless, anyway, but it got worse. Neither of us made much money, and once we had the kids, there was one thing after another. We couldn’t keep up with the bills. We were evicted. We don’t have family in the area. They wouldn’t help us anyway. They have their own problems. My husband, Rod, has a job as a lab technician at San Sansolita Memorial, but I couldn’t work anymore.” She shrugged. “So, here we are.” She waved a hand over the area they now called home.
I kneeled and smiled at the children. They each clutched one of their mother’s thin legs. Their blue eyes peeked up at her. They gave me a tentative smile but held her tighter.
“But what about the shelters?” I stood.
“We go to shelters sometimes.” She spooned scrambled  eggs over slices of bread on two plates for the children and gave them each a fork. She pointed to the tent. “Go on, Abby. Take your brother into the tent. Mommy has to talk to these people. It’s okay. Go on. Eat your food.”
“How long have you been out here?” I asked.
“Two months. It wasn’t that bad until it started to get cold. The shelters are okay, but we feel safer out here, if that makes sense.”
I shook my head. “Are you okay now? I mean, your health?”
She nodded and offered me a brave smile. “Yes, thank goodness.” She looked toward the tent. “Those two keep me going. I know we’ll get out of this. We’re saving money. We sold our car, and my husband rides a bike to work. He’s been getting some extra hours too.”
I pulled out a card and handed it to her. “If you see Matty or need anything, please call.”
We headed toward the pallets to check out the other homes. All the occupants told us they didn’t recognize Matty’s photo and claimed not to know him. I headed back to my car, and Megan left for her dental appointment.
I sat behind the steering wheel and thought about my family and how fortunate we’d been. Even though I loved being around Josh, I hadn’t given much thought to having children of my own. There had been times when I’d watched Brad with Josh and thought he would make a great father. My vision blurred from the tears in my eyes. I hadn’t heard from Brad since he’d stormed out on me, not even a short text message. I hadn’t contacted him  either. I wouldn’t, not until I was sure I wanted more from him.
My phone buzzed, and I answered even though I didn’t recognize the number on the display.
“Detective Valentine? It’s Emma.” She was breathing hard. “You said to give you a call if I thought of anything else. Well, I didn’t, but …” There was a brief pause and a clicking that sounded as though she had lit a cigarette.
My heart pounded, and I started my car. “Emma, are you okay? Where are you?”
“Can you come over here?”
“Where is here? Where are you?”
“The address I gave you before. Hurry.”
“Give it to me again.”
She gave me the address and I disconnected. I started to dial Bernie then realized we were no longer partners. I gave Megan a call on the way and left a message telling her where I was headed. A few minutes later, I arrived at a motel, but it wasn’t the address she’d given me earlier in the alley.
Emma opened the door, looking past me. “Oh god. I’m glad you’re here. Come in.”
She hurried me inside, closed the door behind me, pulled off the Elsa wig, and tossed it onto the bed before sitting next to it. Bruises covered her face and arms, and blood oozed from a cut and swollen lip.
I rushed toward her. “What happened? Who did this to you?”
She shook her head. “Can’t say.”
I pulled a handful of tissues from a dispenser on the nightstand, went to the bathroom, and ran some water on  them. Two short dresses hung on the shower curtain rod. Several false eyelashes and a lot of makeup cluttered the vanity. A pair of scuffed five-inch heels lay in the corner near the tub. A garter belt was crumpled on the floor. I returned to the room and dabbed at the blood on Emma’s lip.
She winced and pushed me away. “Ouch! That hurts.”
I turned her face in my direction and continued to dab. “Emma, what happened?”
“Don’t know. I don’t know who did this.”
“You don’t know, or you don’t want to say?” I believed it to be the latter. It could have been someone she’d dealt with in the past. Maybe her pimp?
She shrugged. “I don’t know who it was. He was just some guy.”
I stood. “Emma, why did you call me here?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. You said to call you, and I did.”
I showed her Matty’s mug shot. “Is this the man who attacked you?”
She took it from me and stared at it for a moment before giving it back. “No. I don’t know. He wore a black knit mask.”
“Could you see his skin or eyes? Was he taller than you?”
She closed her eyes. “His eyes were brown, I think. He was white and a little taller than me. Not fat.”
I wrote it down. “Do you want me to call someone? A friend or your parents?”
“No! You can’t call my mom and dad!” She stood up and paced. “I told you that already. They can’t know. This  is my life, not theirs.” She spun and pointed at me. “And don’t tell my bossy brother, either. I’ll figure this out, and I’ll be fine when I do.”
“Obviously everything is not fine now, though. You can’t live like this.”
“What am I supposed to do? Go back to living with my parents and put up with their curfews and stupid rules?” She threw her hands in the air then stopped and glared at me. “I don’t know why I even called you.”
“All right. I don’t know what to tell you.” I took in the room and shook my head sadly. “Living this way is dangerous. You know that.”
“What else am I supposed to do? I have to eat. I need a roof over my head.” She narrowed her eyes. “I thought you’d help me. Somehow. Because of Jessie.”
I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts. “So, are you ready to stop? I can put you in touch with someone who might be able to help. But you can’t do drugs or anything like that. You have to get out of this life.”
She sighed. “I don’t do drugs. Never have.” She sat down and ran her hand over her short hair. The spiked look was gone, and her hair lay flat and shiny. She looked innocent and scared. “I have to do something. You’re right about me needing to stop doing this. I can’t keep getting the crap beat out of me and starving all the time. For what?”
“Okay. I’m going to give Isabel a call. She’s a good friend of mine. You can trust her, but you need to pack right now.” I didn’t have a lot of faith in Emma straightening out because Isabel had rules and curfews, too. I had  to try, though. In the end, it was up to Emma to do what she needed to do.
I stepped outside while she scrambled to grab her belongings and shove them in a little rollaway suitcase that she’d pulled from under her bed. I stood in the open doorway and spoke to Isabel. After my assurance there wouldn’t be any drugs involved and that Emma really did need help, she agreed to my bringing Emma by. By the time I ended the call, Emma had nearly finished packing. She dropped a toothbrush, toothpaste, and other toiletries into a bag.
“You’re in luck. Isabel has some space available, and she said you’re welcome to come there. She makes her residents sign a contract, but she won’t allow you to stay if you’re doing what you do for a living right now. You’re expected to help out around the residence, find a job, and get educated. Do you have a high school diploma?”
She huffed. “Of course, I do.”
“Great. Come on, I’ll drive you over there.”
About ten minutes later, we arrived at Isabel’s place, which was on the eastern side of San Sansolita. Most people who didn’t know what it was assumed it to be a big house that had been converted into apartments. Isabel had done a good job of setting up the place. A former battered woman and prostitute who had been into drugs before she’d gotten herself together, she’d earned a master’s degree in social work and started a nonprofit after several years as a social worker. She had done a lot of good for the community and helped many women in situations similar to Emma’s.
We entered a quiet house, which had a certain  calmness to it. In her early fifties, Isabel had a serene demeanor. She led us into a study and reviewed the rules with Emma, who nodded throughout the conversation and said she understood. She told us she wanted to do the right thing and get her act together. I watched her closely, unsure if she was saying what she thought we wanted to hear or if she really meant it, but I gave her the benefit of the doubt. Everybody needed that every now and then.
Isabel led her to her room that had a twin bed with a thick blanket folded at the foot. A bookshelf was filled with several books pertaining to addiction, overcoming adversity, and other topics intended to build self-confidence, I assumed.
Emma studied the room, touching the bookcase and the bed, then took a look at the bathroom before coming back out. The cozy room had a small window, which overlooked the house next door. Through another window, we could make out the backyard. Emma sat on the bed and sighed as she looked up at me.
She gave me a weak smile. “Thank you, Detective Valentine.”
“You can call me Sydney.”


It was quiet at work. I received a report from the ME that indicated our John Doe in the alley had died from the stab wound to his neck with something made of glass. She’d found slivers embedded inside the injury. There was a high alcohol content in his system as well. Dr. Lee suspected he’d fallen and injured his nose on the  pavement. The report from the fingerprint examiner indicated there was no record of his prints on file. They’d determined the stain on the napkin to be lipstick, but the sample was too compromised to obtain DNA.
Theresa stopped at my desk. “Hi, Sydney. Did you draw any hearts today?”
I sighed and, figuring I might as well talk to her, I told her about me and Jessie.
“I see. And that is still a problem for you.” She leaned forward. “Do you need closure? I mean, you do have a boyfriend, right?” She pulled up my rickety visitor’s chair and sat.
“To tell you the truth, I have no idea what I want right now.” I grabbed my purse from my filing cabinet. “I’m curious about something, though. I was going to ask Bernie, but I might as well ask you. What happened to your partner? Lieutenant Peterson didn’t tell me why he reassigned Bernie. What’s going on?”
She stood. “I wish I could tell you, but I just can’t right now. Sorry.” She turned and headed out the door.
I watched her go, then held my breath and called Brad. As his outgoing message played, Pete Ramsey, Theresa’s old partner sauntered into the squad. He winked as he passed, his cologne drifting behind him, gagging me. Brad’s message stopped, and the tone sounded.
“Hi, Brad. It’s me. I was hoping we could talk. We need to talk, okay? Can you call me when you get this message? Okay. Bye.” I struggled to swallow the lump in my throat.
Suddenly, hands gripped my shoulders. I jumped out  of my chair. The top of my head hit something hard. I spun, grabbing my head.
Pete Ramsey was bent over, clutching his chin. “Ouch! Damnit!”
“What the hell were you doing?” My eyes watered from the pain. I rubbed my head then looked at my fingers for blood, but didn’t see any.
“I wasn’t doing anything. You looked tense, and I thought I’d give you a massage.” His face was flushed, and he continued to hold his chin as he worked his jaw back and forth. “You almost took my head off.”
“What the hell do you think you’re doing, sneaking up on people and touching them without their permission? Touch me again and I’ll report you to HR for sexual harassment. That’s after I shoot your ass!”
“I didn’t mean anything by it. Sheesh, you’re so uptight!” He turned around. “Have a nice night. Alone.” He stomped away.
Good riddance.
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I
 was up early the next morning, ready to conquer the day and decided to pay a visit to Matty’s wife in Hemet. I called Megan before I left, but she’d overslept and was going to be arriving late to the station. I turned the corner in Glenda Parsons’s neighborhood and drove down to the end of the cul-de-sac, hoping to catch her on her way to work. I pulled up next to a Honda Civic and walked up to the door. A McDonald’s commercial pounded through the door. I rang the bell, and the TV volume decreased. Locks disengaged, and the door swung open. A woman, who was about forty-five years old with white-blonde hair and brown eyes, stared back at me. Taller than my five feet eight inches, she could have been close to six foot. I looked down at her feet, checking for heels, but she was barefoot.
She looked past me. “May I help you?”
“Are you Glenda Parsons?” I pulled out a business card and handed it to her.
She read the card, and her eyes grew wide. She  frowned, rubbing her neck. “I’ve always wondered if or when I’d get a visit from the homicide police about Mathew. He’s had problems in the past. Did something happen to him?”
“Not that I’m aware of. When was the last time you saw him?”
She sighed. “Not for a while. But that’s not anything out of the norm. Typically, I don’t see him very often.”
“Have you spoken to him at all recently?”
“Let’s see. It’s probably been a couple of months. My son is in touch with him more than I am.”
“Do you happen to know where he is? We need to talk to him because he may have some valuable information.”
“I’m sorry. I have no idea where he could be. I really don’t. He hasn’t lived here for years.”
“Can I ask why not? What happened?”
She sighed and gazed at her feet. When she looked up, her eyes glistened. “He’s bipolar and refuses to take his medication. For my own mental health, I had to take a step back. In fact, he actually told me he prefers to live on the street.”
I’d known quite a few people who lived the way she described. Oftentimes, families just couldn’t deal with it anymore.
“All right. If you hear from him, please give us a call. You have my card.”
She nodded and pushed the door closed. I didn’t get the feeling that she was hiding anything.
I hopped in my car and decided to visit Matty’s son, who also lived in Hemet. If Jeff had bailed his father out  of jail many times, I figured he kept in closer touch with Matty than his mother did.
About fifteen minutes later, I pulled into Jeff Parsons’s neighborhood. I rounded the corner and parked in front of his neighbor’s place. As I approached the front of the house, the garage door opened. The driver was looking in the other direction as he backed down the driveway. He turned in my direction, and I waved. He stopped, and I hurried over, pushing my jacket away from the shield clipped to my belt. He nodded and rolled down the window.
“What’s going on, Officer?” Frowning, he was staring at my pistol in the holster.
I introduced myself and asked, “Are you Jeff Parsons?”
I got out my notebook and jotted down the make and model of his car. He looked like the DMV photo I’d seen yesterday when I ran the criminal background check on Matty.
“Yes, that’s me. What can I do for you, Officer?”
“When was the last time you spoke with your father?”
His gaze shifted toward the open garage door. He pushed the button clipped to his visor, and the garage door closed. Then he looked back at me. “I spoke to him last week. Is something wrong? Is he all right?”
“As far as I know, he’s fine. Any idea where we can find him?”
“Is he in trouble?” He flicked a glance at his house, making me wonder if Matty was inside. Unfortunately, I had no probable cause to search.
“We just need to ask him some questions. We think he may have information related to an ongoing investigation.  Where can we find him?” I felt certain he knew where his father was or how to reach him.
“Well, he likes to hang out near the railroad tracks. He could be there. Have you looked?”
Clearly, this guy was giving me the runaround.
“Yes, we have looked there and didn’t find him. Any other ideas?” I stared hard at him. “It’s important we talk to him.”
“All right, fine. If I see him, I’ll let him know you’re looking for him. Do you have a card or phone number or anything?”
I handed him one of my cards. “Please, have him contact us.”
“All right. I’ll do that. Sorry, but I have to go to work now.”
I backed away as he rolled his window up and continued down the driveway. Once he’d turned the corner, I approached the house and knocked on the door. I also peeked in the front windows but didn’t see anything.
I got back in my car as my phone rang. The caller ID showed Isabel, and my stomach fluttered. There could only be one reason for her call. “Hi, Isabel. What’s going on?”
“It’s Emma. She didn’t come back last night. She was supposed to sign up for her GED class at the adult school.”
“GED? She told me she already had a high school diploma.”
“She did? She told me she dropped out in the eleventh grade. I insisted she get registered and we’d help her study for her GED. Then she can go on from there. We were  talking, and she said she was interested in going to school for pet grooming. She needs her GED for that, though.”
“What happens now? Is she out of your program?”
“I don’t know, Sydney. She seemed like she wanted to give this a go, but right now, I’m just not sure she’s ready to do the work. I hope she’s okay, though.”
“All right. Let me know if you hear from her. I’ll keep an eye out and will contact you if I find out anything. Thanks for calling, Isabel. I appreciate it.”
After hanging up, I phoned Tony Mancini. “Hi, Tony. This is Sydney. I got your number from your parents. I have a few questions for you, if that’s okay. When Mac and I saw you running in the park, you said you told Jessie you ran into his sister, Emma. Where did you see her?”
“Hi Sydney, how’s MacKenzie?” He was probably flashing his brilliant smile.
“Still married,” I answered with fire in my voice. “Jessie’s sister?”
“Oh, right. The first time I saw her was at Target. When I saw her the second time, she was at GiGi’s Gentlemen’s Club. What a name, huh? I was there for a bachelor party a few weeks ago. She wasn’t dancing when I saw her, but one of my buddies told me he’d seen her on stage. We saw her after she’d finished her shift. Some guys were bothering her in the parking lot when I was leaving.”
“How did she seem to be handling it?”
“Oh, well enough. She told me not to bother when me and my buddies stepped in. Said she could deal with it herself and didn’t need our help.”
“But you did help? ”
He scoffed. “Of course I did. I didn’t even know she was working in a place like that. She should be in college.”
I nodded. “Did they leave after you stepped in?”
“Yeah. They talked shit at first, but they didn’t mean it. We made sure they knew they weren’t going to win the fight.” It sounded like Tony pounded a fist into his palm. “They left in a dark-colored Benz. Assholes.”
“What did Jessie say when you told him about Emma?”
“Man, he was pissed! He went off, and I thought he was going to kill someone. Oops. I forgot who I’m talking to. Forget I said that. Anyway, he wanted to know if I knew who the guys were, but I didn’t. They were wearing suits, so I assumed they were businessmen. We didn’t stop to take their employment history and contact details.”
“Would you recognize them if you saw them again?”
“Doubt it. It was dark in the parking lot and, to be honest, we’d had a few drinks ourselves. We weren’t over the legal limit, I’m sure, in case you’re wondering.” He laughed.
“Too late to check now. Did she leave the parking lot before or after you?”
“Before. With another girl.”
“How many times have you seen her at GiGi’s?”
“Hey, it’s not like I go there all the time.”
“Don’t care. How many times?”
“Twice. I went back a few days later, and she was on the stage, dancing. I walked around to see if I recognized any of those guys, but nobody looked familiar. I left because I didn’t want to see her up there doing that, you know? Why are you asking about Emma? ”
“Because she’s missing. Well, she might not exactly be missing, but she’s not where she’s supposed to be. Do you know if Jessie’s told her he’s in town?”
“I don’t think so, but he’s been trailing her. He hasn’t told me she knows he’s here. Do you want me to talk to Jessie to see if he can find her?”
“You could do that, but I plan to talk to him after I get off the phone with you. She doesn’t want her family to know what she’s been up to. Since Jessie already knows, I’m going to ask if he knows of other places she might hang out.”
“Good luck with that. Let me know if you need my help. I’ll keep an eye out for her, too. By the way, you really didn’t say how MacKenzie was doing.”
“What’s the deal with all the flirting with her?”
“Are you kidding me? She’s smokin’ hot! Always has been.”
“Then why the hell didn’t you ever ask her out in high school?” Mac would love to know he had been attracted to her back then.
“No way, man. She was out of my league, and I didn’t want to get shot down by the hottest girl in school. I wasn’t as confident then.”
“Too bad you didn’t try. Bye, Tony. Thanks.”
I called Jessie and asked him to come down to the station. He agreed. He seemed excited and probably thought I wanted to date him.
Not going to happen. No way.
I headed back to the station, and he arrived about a half hour later. Once he arrived, someone brought him to an interview room, where he was waiting for me .
He sat in a chair across the table from me. “What’s up, Sydney?” He drummed his fingers on the table, grinning.
“Jessie, I’m investigating a couple of homicides. Emma called in to report the second one several days ago.”
He straightened. “What? I didn’t know anything about that. Why would Emma be involved in someone getting killed?”
“I don’t think she’s involved in the death. She just happened to be walking down an alley and saw the body.”
“So, what’s this got to do with me? I wasn’t there.”
“I just got off the phone with Tony. He told you Emma was stripping at GiGi’s.”
“That’s true.” He shrugged. “So?”
“You told me you hurt your hand in a fight.” I pointed at his bruised knuckles. “It must have been more than one fight because those injuries look worse than they did the first time I saw you. Who were you fighting?”
“I don’t know. Some guy.” He leaned back in his chair. “Do I need an attorney? I can get one if necessary.”
“Up to you. I’ll wait if you want to call one.” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my legs.
He studied me, frowning, then shook his head. “No, that’s okay. I didn’t do anything wrong.” He gazed at his hands and picked at his knuckles.
“I didn’t say you did.”
“I’ve been following a couple guys who’ve been bothering her, but I can’t follow them both at one time. I’m only one person. I guess I could hire a private detective, but that would be expensive.”
“Do you know anything about either of them? Like where they live, what kind of car they drive, their names? ”
He shook his head. “One was John. I caught his name one time when Tony and I were there and one of the other guys said, ‘Come on, John. Let’s go.’”
“If you were trailing them, why don’t you know more about them?”
“I just followed them when they left the club to make sure they weren’t hanging around anywhere near GiGi’s.”
“Can you describe this John guy?”
“Curly blond hair. Kind of skinny. Maybe five foot eight. Nerdy-looking. The other man was flirting with her, and I did fight him, like you mentioned. Might have broken his nose a few days ago. Tony was with me that time, but I haven’t seen him since. That was at GiGi’s, too. I don’t know how Emma got into all of this. I really don’t. She had a good life growing up. Although she was a little spoiled; I do know that.”
“A little?”
“All right. Maybe a lot. But she doesn’t deserve this. Nobody does, right?”
“That’s true.”
The interview room door opened. He looked up, and I turned to find Megan in the doorway. Of all the times she could’ve picked to do some work …
That’s all I need right now.
I glanced at Jessie.
“Hi, there,” he said, grinning.
Megan pulled up a chair, glaring at me. “Detective Valentine, nobody told me you were interviewing a suspect.”
Jessie jumped up, knocking his chair over. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! I’m not a suspect! Sydney, what’s going on? ”
Megan turned to me. “Sydney? Do you know this man?”
I ignored her. “Jessie, we’re still investigating, and I was concerned about your sister. This is Detective Parker.” I stood. “Detective, can I speak with you in the hall, please?”
“Certainly.” Megan stood and followed me into the hall.
I closed the door behind us then jabbed a finger at her face. “First of all, you will never, I repeat never , come into an interview room and address someone I’m talking to without my permission. You might’ve blown it for us in there. Do you understand me?”
“Quite honestly, I don’t. I’m part of this team.” She had her hands on her hips. “If I want to sit in on an interview, I’ll do it. I need to know what’s going on, too. This isn’t just your investigation. It’s mine as well. We’re supposed to be partners.” She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not a team player.” She spun around and reached for the door to the interview room.
I jumped in front of her. “Now, you listen to me. Your training is my responsibility. Lieutenant Peterson told both of us that I’m your supervisor. That means you listen to me and you do as I say. If you don’t like it, go talk to the lieutenant. When we go back in that room, you are to sit there and shut up. We learn more when our mouths are shut, and our ears are open. Got it?”
“Yeah, most definitely.” She reached for the door again, and I moved out of her way.
Jessie was pacing, and perspiration speckled his forehead. “It’s hot in here. Can I have some water? ”
I looked at Megan. She huffed and stomped out of the room. Jessie and I sat across from each other. I didn’t have any more questions for him, so I let him go. Megan would come back to an empty room. She would probably go whine to Lieutenant Peterson about it.
Whatever.
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A
 n hour later, I couldn’t find Megan. Perhaps she had yet another appointment. I tried looking for Matty at the shelter, but the director had no news. While I was on my way out the shelter door, I saw the family I’d met at the railroad tracks behind the KFC. I tried to remember their names before realizing I hadn’t even asked them. Invisible people—that was what they were to others. I recalled the little girl’s name was Abby. A man, presumably the father, knelt in front of the little boy, holding a spoon to his mouth. The boy stared ahead as if he were in a trance. The mother wore a worried expression, and the girl ignored them all and ate lime Jell-O with her fingers.
I walked over to them. “Is everything okay?”
The man looked at me. “I’m sorry, do I know you?” He stood, sighed, and sat in his chair next to the woman. The smell of booze wafted across the table. The man had been drinking.
“Rod, this is one of the detectives I told you about. ”
Rod gave me a half-nod. “Nice to meet you. We’re having a bit of trouble with my son.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” I said to the woman. “I don’t recall your name.”
“Jenny Mason.” She pointed to the children. “That’s Abby and Carl.”
I made eye contact with Abby and smiled, giving her a wave. She grinned and looked away. Carl looked as though he were still in a trance.
“Does Carl do that often?” I asked.
Rod shook his head, but Jenny nodded slightly. Rod didn’t notice her nodding. “No, he doesn’t. Every now and then, he does, and he seems to snap out of it quickly. At first, I thought he was daydreaming. He likes to draw and, sometimes, he spaces out.”
“We need to take him to the doctor again, honey. You’re at work and don’t see how often this happens. Maybe he needs his meds adjusted,” Jenny said.
Rod watched his son but talked to me. “He took medication, and we thought it was helping, but it got to the point that he’s not there sometimes. You know what I mean? It made him the opposite of what he was. I think the dosage was too high. We ran out of the medication anyway. I’m starting to get worried because nothing helps him.”
Carl looked around then smiled. He picked up the carton of milk and blew bubbles through the straw. He was back to normal, just like that.
His mother watched him. “He seems fine now, but we need to make an appointment for him.”
“Let me know when you do so that I can take time off  work. I’d like to be there.” Rod smoothed the hair away from Carl’s face, and the boy turned his head, giggling.
“You can’t take any more time off work. You’ll get docked, and we need the money.”
“My boy’s more important. You just said this was happening more often than I thought. His doctor told us this medicine would work. He was sure of it.”
“Seeing a doctor might be a good idea,” I said. “Where do you take him?”
She glanced at Rod. “We used to take him to the San Sansolita Pediatric and Internal Medicine Clinic.”
“Used to?” I asked.
She studied me, but her gaze shifted to Rod. His face was flushed, and his jaw twitched.

Uh-oh .
“Why did you stop taking him there?” I leaned forward, hoping the answer might have something to do with Dr. Ball’s murder.
Jenny chewed on her lip. She touched Rod’s arm and whispered, “Tell her, Rod.”
He tugged on his ear. “All right. I didn’t think Carl was getting the help he needed. Dr. Ball prescribed expensive medication that made Carl lose his balance going down some stairs. He broke a leg and an arm a few months ago. The doc was driving around in his fancy car, while I have to ride a bicycle to work.”
Carl mashed his green peas with a fork.
“You blamed Dr. Ball for the accident?” I asked.
He narrowed his eyes. “Of course I did. Who else would I blame?”
Jenny nodded. “That’s why we’re suing the clinic. ”
Rod seemed angry enough to have killed Dr. Ball. It was time to find out where he was the evening before Dr. Ball died.
“You may need to speak to your lawyers about that. Dr. Ball passed away,” I said.
Both parents stared at me then looked at each other. Jenny’s mouth fell open.
Rod nodded. “Good.”
“I’m sorry, but I have to ask. Where were you two nights ago?”
“With my wife and kids until the time I left for work at five thirty p.m. I started work at six and stayed until ten o’clock the next morning. I’m picking up some extra hours.” His nostrils flared, and he licked his lips.
Jenny was staring across the room. Tears trailed down her face, and she wiped them away.
“Is that true, Jenny?” I asked.
“It’s true,” she said without looking at me. Her gaze shifted to Rod, and their eyes met.
I didn’t believe either of them, but I couldn’t say whether they were involved in Dr. Ball’s death. Jenny seemed afraid to speak in front of Rod. I needed to confirm whether there were any pending lawsuits against the clinic or Dr. Ball. Someone might’ve decided to take action and punish him in another manner.
Jenny turned and looked at me. “We were together, just like he said.”
“I see. Well, I hope you’ll be able to get some help for your son. Take care.” I stood and waved as I stepped away. Abby was eating Carl’s Jell-O, and a good portion of it stained the front of her dress .
As I made my way through the parking lot, a man lumbered down the sidewalk, toward the shelter. He was wearing baggy, rolled-up jeans, and his sneakers appeared almost new. He was carrying a Nike gym bag.
I hurried over to him. “Excuse me, sir.”
He looked like the mug shot of Matty. His salt-and-pepper hair was in disarray, and his face was scruffy. I introduced myself and showed him my badge.
As he backed away, the man stumbled. “I didn’t do nothing, Officer.”
“Mathew Parsons?”
He nodded warily, holding the gym bag behind his back. “Why?” He backed against the side of a building.
“Where did you get that bag?”
“I found it.”
“Do you mind if I look inside?” I hoped he would say yes because I didn’t have a search warrant.
He dropped it to the ground and unzipped it. It contained empty soda cans. If the bag did belong to Dr. Ball, Matty was probably wearing the clothes and shoes that had been inside. I pulled on my disposable gloves, kneeled, and opened the bag’s zipper compartments.
“No! That’s mine!” Matty pushed me to the ground, snatched the bag, and held it behind his back again.
I jumped up and got in his face. “I could arrest you for assaulting a police officer.” I stepped back. “Stand against the building!”
“I’m sorry! I overreacted.” He stepped away from me and clutched the bag tightly against his chest. He was shaking.
I took out my phone and called Tonya Riggs, the clinic’ s office manager. “Tonya, this is Detective Valentine. Can you describe Dr. Ball’s gym bag for me?”
“It’s dark blue and has the Nike swoosh. It’s about two feet long and has a gold golf club on the zipper pull.”
I held out my hand. “Can I see the bag, please?”
Matty handed it to me but held on to one of the straps. It wasn’t Dr. Ball’s bag. It had a plain zipper pull and it was much smaller than two feet, which meant we couldn’t place Matty at the clinic.
I thanked Tonya for the information and hung up before addressing Matty again.
“Where did you get the gym bag and clothes you’re wearing?” I asked.
“My son gave me the bag. A man gave me his clothes and these shoes. He was drunk, and he traded with me.”
“Why did you say you found the bag when I asked you before?”
He shrugged.
“What did you trade?” I asked.
“He wanted my vodka.”
“Where did this happen?”
“Near the liquor store on Fifth street. I remember because I bought the vodka and came out of the store. The man was standing there leaning against a light pole. When he saw my bottle, he told me he couldn’t find his wallet and he wanted to buy something in the store.”
“What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything. I didn’t want to share my bottle with him. He offered to give me his clothes. They were clean and nicer than mine, so I swapped the bottle for his clothes and shoes. ”
“What did you do after you traded?”
“I took off my clothes and put on his. Left my old clothes on the ground. I guess he took off with my stuff because he wasn’t there when I came out of the store. My clothes were gone too.”
“Thanks for your help.”
I drove to the liquor store Matty mentioned, showed my ID to the manager, and asked to see the CCTV from the night in question.
“Sure, I think I can help you. I’m Mike, by the way. Follow me.” He led me to the back of the store and opened a filing cabinet. “Three nights ago, you said?” He picked out a few DVDs and gave them to me. “You can keep them.”
“Thanks. I appreciate your help.”
I reached out to my new partner and gave her a call. “Hey, Megan, Sydney here. I have some new information, and I’m heading to the station.”
“What new information?”
“I’ll talk about it when I get there. Are you going to be around in ten minutes?”
“Sure, I’ll be here. It would be nice to know what this is all about, though.”
“See you later.” I disconnected without offering her an explanation.


“The quality’s much better than the videos from the convenience store.” I leaned forward as Megan and I watched Matty enter the store. He exited a few minutes  later, carrying a bottle. He was trying to unzip the gym bag while holding the bottle in the other hand. He shuffled toward someone leaning against a light pole. I scooted my chair closer and squinted. “There he is,” I said, pointing at the screen.
Megan moved closer to the TV. “There who is?”
“That’s our John Doe, and he’s wearing his original clothes.”
“And the bum is wearing the clothes we saw on John Doe, the alley guy, right?”
The recording continued to play. The action on the recording confirmed Matty’s account of the events. Matty put on John Doe’s shoes and clothes before returning to the liquor store. A tall, thin person wearing a baseball cap and trench coat arrived and appeared to say something to John Doe then stood at the stop light until it changed before hurrying across the street. John Doe picked up Matty’s clothes and shoes and headed toward the alley. A few moments later, Matty exited the liquor store, carrying another bottle. He staggered away in the opposite direction of John Doe. I fast-forwarded to see if either of them came back or if I recognized anyone else who appeared on the recording, but I didn’t see anyone else. We watched the other recordings at a faster pace but found nothing of interest.
“What do you think?” I asked.
Megan shrugged. “They headed in different directions. Of course, they could’ve run across one another later that evening, but it’s unlikely. Maybe the bum didn’t do it.”
I shook my head at her use of the word bum again. I  didn’t know why, but it offended me. “I’m going to go write this up.” I stood and headed for the door then changed my mind. “You know …” I shook my head again. “Never mind.”
Pick your battles.


A couple of hours later, Lieutenant Peterson tapped on my desk as he marched past. “Sydney, come see me in my office, please.”
I followed him and took a seat. “What’s going on?”
He leaned forward, elbows on his desk. “I just wanted to know how it was working out with Megan.”
“She has an attitude problem, Lieutenant.”
“I see. What’s happening with your cases?”
“Making progress. There are still some issues to clear up and people I’d like to speak to further, but I intend to get to it soon.”
“You said ‘I’ and not ‘we.’ You’re supposed to be working with Megan. What’s she doing?”
“The other day, she turned up late. Another day, she left early to go to a dental appointment. I keep her updated on the progress as best I can, but sometimes, I don’t know where she is. So, it’s like I’m working alone most of the time. When we’re together, she gives me a lot of lip and ignores instructions.”
“This is interesting because she told me she was able to eliminate someone as a suspect.”
“Really? Who?”
“Someone called Mathew Parsons, and she said he  was a transient. Actually, she said bum, but she eliminated him. That’s one thing you won’t have to worry about.”
“Excuse me? She told you she eliminated Mathew Parsons?” I leaned forward. “Okay, first of all, she wasn’t even there when I talked to Mr. Parsons. I eliminated him as a suspect, so she’s lying to you, sir.”
“Detective, when Megan joined the squad, I told you both that you’re her supervisor. If she’s not doing her job, I expect you to handle it. Remember when you first came into the squad?”
“Yes, I do.” I stared at him and recalled how intimidated I’d been by him when I joined Homicide as a detective. At the time, I was little more than a kid.
“Who mentored you, Sydney?”
“Bernie. You did as well.”
He nodded. “Do you think we ran to our supervisors to tattle on you when you screwed up?”
“I have no idea. Nobody ever said anything to me, and if they had, I would’ve straightened out. Megan isn’t doing that. She’s talking back and ignoring me.”
“Are you unable to handle the task, Sydney? This is your opportunity to grow. I thought you’d be up for the challenge. Frankly, I’m disappointed. Don’t you want the ability to learn and advance within the Detective Bureau?”
“Yes, I certainly do. I’ll try to do better with Megan. I’ll deal with it.” My heart pounded and my palms were moist. I needed to step up and get this done.
“Make sure you do. Any questions before I let you get back to work?”
“Most of us started as detectives in another division  before moving here. But Megan joined Homicide right away. How did that happen?”
“Megan proved herself to be an exemplary patrol officer and a quick study. The recommendations from her superiors were beyond reproach. I don’t have a crystal ball, and I don’t know how things will work out for her here, but I am willing to give her a chance. All I ask of you is that you do the same. Do you think you can do that, Detective?”
“I’ll do my best. Like I said, I’ll handle it.” I stood, still at a loss regarding Megan’s career trajectory.
How the hell did she get to where she is so quickly?
“Keep me updated on this case and on how Megan is doing. I expect to hear something positive from you the next time we talk.”
He picked up some papers from his desk and began reading. I hurried out of there before the floor fell out from under my feet, and returned to my desk.
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T
 he next day, I headed to Trixie’s to find out more about her employment prior to meeting our first victim. She’d already told us she had been a stripper and that she’d met Dr. Ball while she was working. Thinking of strippers reminded me that I hadn’t heard from Isabel about Emma. I hoped I wouldn’t see her dead in an alley somewhere, beaten to death.
When I drove down Trixie’s street, she was standing on her porch with her arms around a man. I pulled into a space four houses away on the opposite side of the road. The two embraced, then he got into a Toyota Avalon and backed out of the driveway. As he drove past me, I recognized the driver as Dr. Lloyd Rush. He had a cell phone up to his ear and didn’t appear to notice me. Trixie had gone inside, so I continued to her house and parked at the curb.
After I rang the bell, she opened the door with a smile, probably expecting Dr. Rush, thinking he forgot  something. Her face flushed when she saw me. She stopped smiling and invited me in. We sat in the living room.
She tucked her bare feet up under her again as she had before. “Did you find out what happened to my husband?”
“We’re still investigating, but I have some questions for you.”
She leaned forward. “All right. Ask away.”
“You had a visitor before I arrived.”
She cleared her throat. “Right.”
“How long have you and Dr. Rush been having an affair?”
She grinned. “About three months, and I’m in love.”
“You’re in love, but is he in love with you?” I asked.
She shrugged. “He’ll come around. They always do.”
“He only started working with your husband six months ago.”
“That’s true.” She held up a finger. “But we tried not to. We really did.”
“I guess that makes it all right, then. At least you tried to resist,” I said, not trying to hide my sarcasm.
She nodded. “Right? I did try.”
“Did your husband know you were messing around on him?”
She shook her head vigorously, and her eyes grew wide. “No! He was never around anyway. What was I supposed to do here by myself all day? Sit around and get drunk like Dr. Gold’s wife? Man, when she gets hammered, you can’t shut her up. She’s got a good head on her shoulders when she’s sober, though. She once told  me she could help me with my business when I’m ready, but she changed her mind for some reason.”
“Any idea why Mrs. Gold changed her mind about helping you?”
She shrugged. “None. We were working on a business and marketing plan here for a few days, and I thought it was going well. Before she had kids, she used to be an accounting manager somewhere. For some reason, she claimed to be too busy to help me, but I didn’t believe her. She told me I should get a job and hire someone to help. I didn’t talk to her much after that. It seemed like she was mad at me for some reason.”
“You could get a job.”
“Nope. I want my own business. I already told you that.”
“Where were you working, specifically, when you met your husband?” I’d never asked which strip club had employed her at the time she met her husband, but I did have my suspicions.
She frowned and leaned away. “Why do you ask? What does this have to do with Chad’s death?”
“It may or may not have anything to do with it, but you haven’t been married that long, and I’m wondering if his death is connected to your … indiscretions.”
“Oh, I seriously doubt that.”
“Well, answer the question, and I’ll figure that out.”
“You could say I worked in entertainment.”
“What does that mean? Were you a stripper and a singer? Did you work in Vegas as a showgirl, too? Were you a poker dealer?”
“None of those things, but those are good ideas! I was  working at a place called GiGi’s Gentlemen’s Club.” She smirked. “Let me tell you, they weren’t gentlemen. Have you ever heard of GiGi’s?”
I nodded. “The place on Central Avenue?”
“Yeah, that’s right. Stripping was easy money. All I needed to get started was a pair of high heels, a few tight dresses, and a garter belt.” She smiled. “I had all of that anyway. Win-win. I still did it every now and then when Chad wouldn’t give me enough spending money.”
“Did you ever have anyone pay too much attention to you? After you finished your shift, for example?” Someone might’ve gotten too attached to her and killed her husband as a result.
“No. It’s never happened to me, but I’ve known other girls who had that problem. Most of the time, it turned out that they started dating a guy they met at the club. We’re not supposed to do that.” She wagged her finger. “So where do I pick up the death certificate? I kind of need to wrap this up.”
“The medical examiner has to finish the autopsy and determine the cause of death before the death certificate is prepared. When we’re finished with your husband’s remains, they’ll be released to you.”
She untucked her legs, leaned forward, and scowled. “This means that I’m going to have to put my business plans on hold! How long is this going to take?”
Wow. What a cold woman.
Still, I wasn’t sure if she could’ve killed her husband. She’d already planned to divorce him and thought she stood to gain plenty of money in the settlement. “It could be another day or two, or it could be a couple of weeks.  You’ll be notified. Don’t worry.” I was more than ready to get out of there. “Do you have any other questions for me?”
She stood, hands on her hips, practically pouting. “No, I don’t. I just want my money. Is that too much to ask?”
She said “my money” as though she’d earned it. “You do understand we’re trying to find your husband’s killer, right? Are you hurting for cash?”
“My money is fine, but he kept me on a monthly allowance. I need more than that.”
“Did he have a life insurance policy?”
“If he did, I can’t find it. Believe me, I’ve looked.”
Yeah, I bet you have.
I’d had enough. I headed for the door. “I’ll be in touch if I have any updates for you.”
I called Megan from my car with an update on the greedy widow. When I’d finished, I called Isabel. “Hi, Isabel. Have you heard anything from Emma?”
“I’m sorry, but no, I haven’t.” She sighed. “Maybe she didn’t want the help. Is there anything you can do?”
“Not much. She’s an adult and, as far as I know, she hasn’t committed any crimes. Did you check her room to see if she left anything behind?”
“All her stuff is still here. Everything’s neat and tidy. In any case, I really hope she’s safe, wherever she is.”
“Yes, me too.”
Perhaps she’d gone back to the motel because she had a case of cold feet. Sometimes people are overwhelmed by change and run in another, more familiar, direction. The same could have been going on with Brad and me. I could either take a chance and move forward with him or go  back to my high school boyfriend. Of course, the other option would be to stay single. Sometimes, I thought it would be better to remain alone rather than succumb to the emotional complications of a relationship.
That’s me, a real coward when it comes to matters of the heart.


Twenty minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot of the run-down motel where Emma had been staying and knocked on the door of room thirteen, the room number Emma had given me previously. I could smell cigarette smoke, but I couldn’t tell if it was coming from the room or if someone had drifted by prior to my arrival. Nobody answered the door, and after a couple of minutes, I headed to the registration office.
It had a dingy entrance, and the man behind the glass partition was probably in his fifties. The rank odor of burned coffee and sweat filled the air. A fly was buzzing around a box of doughnuts that appeared to have been sitting there for a couple of days. Styrofoam cups were stacked on the table near the coffee machine. Sugar and powdered creamer packets filled a cracked bowl. The dirty little man behind the glass was on the phone and studied me as he spoke. My skin crawled as he looked me up and down. Finally, he got off the phone.
His long, bushy eyebrows rose as he smiled at me, revealing little yellow teeth. “We charge by the hour. Do you need a room?” His grin grew wider.
Yuck.
I flashed my ID .
“I’m looking for someone. She told me this was her address. Room thirteen, to be exact. Her name is Emma.”
He looked through a tattered notebook, licking his filthy fingers as he flipped the pages. He shook his head. “I don’t have anybody by that name, but people don’t always give their real names. C’mon, everybody knows that.”
“Understood. She’s about my height, and she sometimes wears a long blonde wig in a thick braid. Without the wig, she has short dark hair. She’s about nineteen years old and had a bruise on her face the last time I saw her. Have you seen her today or yesterday?”
He laughed. “You just described almost every woman, even some of the men, who frequent this place.” He shrugged. “I can’t tell you where your friend is.” He reached for his cell phone and scrolled through text messages.
“Is anyone registered in room thirteen now?”
He looked up and sighed. “Don’t think so. I don’t even think she was ever registered here. Sometimes our record keeping isn’t the best. We just keep track of the keys and the money if they pay cash—and most pay cash.” He winked.
I stared him down, which was the extent of my intimidation technique. I believed they didn’t keep good records, but I tried a bluff anyway, just in case. I had no probable cause for a warrant. “I can get a warrant, you know.”
He smiled, folded his arms, and leaned back in his chair. “Then get one.”
That was that. I returned to my car and jotted down what Mr. McCreepy told me. The back of my neck prickled, and I looked up. Rod Mason was riding toward my  car on his bike as he watched me. He sped up and drove past in the opposite direction.
Talk about disturbing.


I rolled down the street toward my house to find Jessie’s Camaro parked in my driveway. He was leaning against the driver’s side door. Letting out a deep sigh, I raised the garage door and pulled inside.
He followed me into the house. “There was someone here when I arrived. He had a huge red pickup. I figured it was your boyfriend, so I parked down the street and waited around until he left. Any guy who drives around in a truck that size must have an ego problem. He’s compensating with the size of his truck.”
“I’ve heard the same thing about guys who drive shiny red sports cars.” I didn’t like the way he was talking about Brad. Jessie was becoming a pest.
“Ha, ha, ha. I don’t have an ego problem. Never did. Besides, I didn’t come here to talk about him. He’s not here, but I am.”
“Yes, you are. Why?” I had my hands on my hips. “I told you I was going to think about it.”
“Have you? What are you going to do, Sydney?” He eased up to me and stood close.
I didn’t budge. Heat radiated from his body, but it did nothing for me. I was making progress. “You know what? You’re becoming a pain in my ass.” I pushed him back a step.
He raised his eyebrows. “Wow. I guess I know my  answer.”
“I guess you do. But I do have a question for you. What have you been doing, and who have you been doing it with since you’ve been in the air force?”
“Well, I wasn’t a monk. I dated here and there. Why wouldn’t I?” He sat on the sofa, making himself at home.
“I still don’t understand why you just left and didn’t say a word to me. We were pretty close in high school. We dated for three years, for crying out loud. Went to two proms together. We spent a lot of time with each other’s families.”
“All right. We’ve established we both dated other people and I was a jerk to leave. Are you going to give me another shot?”
I plopped on the sofa. “You know what? You’ve been to see me several times, and not once have you asked me anything about my job. You haven’t asked about my sister. In fact, you were a no-show for a dinner she invited you to. What happened to you, anyway?”
“Something came up that I had to handle. Couldn’t be helped.”
“You haven’t really mentioned anything about my life except asking if I’ll take you back and whether I have a boyfriend.”
“I just figured that if you wanted to tell me, you would.” He shrugged. “And if you didn’t want to take me back, what was the point of knowing about your job and your sister?”
I guessed that was my answer. Back in high school, I’d been too young to see how selfish he was. I was immature then, and he was hot. He was an athlete, and I liked that.  Since those days, I’d grown up. Now, I had my closure, and it was time to move on.
“We’re not getting back together again. I have a boyfriend, and that’s it. You should just keep doing whatever you were doing before you darkened my doorstep and forget about me. You’re pretty good at that anyway.”
He cleared his throat. “Wow. I really did think you were going to give me a chance. I admitted I blew it back then.”
“Sure, and that’s okay that you admitted it, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m done with this. I know who I want to be with, and I know who wants me .”
He threw up his hands and stood. “Okay. Your loss.”
“I doubt that.”
We said our goodbyes as I walked him to the door and slammed it behind him.
Sighing, I dropped onto the sofa and placed my hands behind my head. A huge weight had been shoved off my shoulders. I remembered the red pickup Jessie had mentioned. Various scenarios ran through my mind. Perhaps Brad had stopped by to say goodbye and good luck, or maybe he was just checking on me. Maybe I should call him. I paused. What if he answered but didn’t want to talk to me? He still hadn’t returned my last call. I had nothing to lose by phoning. My heart pounded when the outgoing message for his voice mail played. I always liked the sound of his voice. “Brad? It’s Sydney. I need to see you. Please call me back.”
Wound up and needing some exercise, I put on my running gear and, with music from the sixties pumping through my earbuds, I took off out the door and headed  down my street. After running for about a half-mile, I walked for another half-mile, swinging my arms. I worked out what I would say to Brad the next time we spoke and hoped I would get the chance.
Before long, I reached the park and hit the trails. I’d never entered the park that way. I usually came in near the picnic area. The sky had darkened and smelled of impending rain. Continuing along the trail, I quickened my pace then started to jog.
It grew darker, and I took what I figured to be a shortcut to the street in order to get home before the downpour started. Lightning flashed. I pulled out my earbuds and stopped running. A tingle crept down my spine, and the blood pounded in my ears. I looked around for familiar landmarks, but it was too dark. Usually, I had a pretty good sense of direction, but I’d lost my bearings while listening to music, deep in thought. As the lightning flashed through the branches, I was able to see better for a couple of seconds. I headed in the direction that I thought would take me out of the park. I ran as best I could in the dark, but I didn’t want to injure myself. If I broke a leg, I’d be outside all night. I continued jogging.
Something cracked in the distance. Someone had stepped on a branch. I stopped and listened. Thunder crashed. I startled, my heart racing.
Someone jumped from behind a tree as I was about to pass. I stumbled and fell.
“Hey, are you okay?”
I recognized the voice. Rod Mason. He moved closer, reaching for me.
“Back off!” I hopped up, clenching my fists, ready to  fight. “What do you want?”
He stepped back, his hands in the air. “Nothing. Nothing at all. Didn’t mean to scare you.” He turned around and ran away. I wondered if he normally ran on the trails at night. I tried to calm my racing heart. He hadn’t done anything to me. He had as much right to exercise as I did.
I watched him reach a side street then turn toward the main street. I got the heck out of there and went home. My partner needed an update, and I called her. She didn’t pick up. I listened to her voice mail greeting.
“Megan, it’s Sydney. We need to talk about the investigation. Are you there?”
“Yeah, I’m here. What do you have to say?” She sounded bored with the conversation already.
“I’ve been running in the park, and I ran into Rod Mason. I think he purposefully tried to scare me.”
“What did he do?”
I explained what happened.
Megan laughed. “Sounds like paranoia to me.”
“Megan, what man tries to touch a woman in the park, especially when it was getting dark, without thinking he’d scare her?”
She sighed. “Okay, if you say he was trying to scare you, then maybe he was. But why would he do that?”
“No idea. Maybe he gets off on it. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know.”
“Sure. Maybe you should take more self-defense classes if you’re scared,” she said, and disconnected.
Every day, she gave me yet another reason to dislike her.
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I
 woke the next morning and checked my phone for voice mails or text messages, but there was no word from Brad. My heart sank. I dragged myself out of bed and got ready for work. Before leaving home, I called and left a message for Megan to let her know I was going to pay a visit to Rod Mason’s employer since it was on my way to the station. I asked her to call me back.
Rod was a lab technician at the hospital. His supervisor confirmed that he had worked the hours he’d indicated. However, the supervisor couldn’t confirm that Rod had remained in the building during his breaks. My next stop was to see Dr. Gold. I’d called the clinic from home, and Tonya had told me he wasn’t working that day. She’d spoken to him a few minutes prior to my call, and he’d been at home.
A Century 21 Realty sign on his front lawn piqued my interest.
He opened the door, and I greeted him with, “How are you doing, Dr. Gold? ”
He sighed. “As well as can be expected, I guess. Come in.”
I tried to stop myself from glancing at my phone as I followed him into the living room and we both sat in chairs. By the time I’d left the hospital, I still hadn’t heard from Brad, but I didn’t want to call him again. It would make me a pest, like Jessie.
I started with an easy one. “How is your practice doing, financially?”
“According to Chad, we were doing very well. However, I’m thinking about selling it now that he’s gone.”
“I didn’t know we had company, Raymond. Hello, Detective.” Mrs. Gold smiled as she glided into the room. She was tall and moved with strength and grace, like a dancer. Displaying more energy and charm than when I’d initially met her, she delicately sat on the arm of her husband’s chair and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Ellie is about ready to go to her ballet recital.”
“We won’t be long,” he said. Smiling, he reached for her hand and squeezed it.
She stood again and nodded to me. “Detective.”
She left the room, and he watched her go as I recalled what Trixie had said about her excessive drinking.
Dr. Gold was still smiling. “She used to be a ballet dancer when she was younger. Our daughter wants to be just like her.” He sat up. “I’m sorry. You didn’t come to hear me talk about my family.”
“It’s okay. I noticed the Century 21 sign outside.”
“My wife wants to move and get a fresh start someplace else. ”
“When are you going?”
“It won’t be for several months. We want Ellie to finish the school year first.”
“Where will you go?”
“I’ll let Sheila choose. She hasn’t decided yet.”
“Dr. Gold, are you aware of any issues between Dr. Ball and his patients that may have made one of the parents want to cause him harm?”
He seemed to ponder that for a moment then rubbed his chin, nodding. “Maybe. There was a problem when he misdiagnosed a child. He prescribed the wrong medication, which caused the child to lose his balance when going down the stairs in their home. He broke an arm and leg, I think. The parents initiated a lawsuit a few months ago.”
A malpractice suit wouldn’t be good for business, irrespective of the outcome.
“What happened with that lawsuit?”
“It’s still pending. Chad told me it’s possible the malpractice insurance company would settle. Why kill him if they were suing? Would they still get the money if he was dead?”
“His estate would most likely have to pay the judgment. I’ll need to know the parents’ names and contact information.” Even as I asked, I assumed he was talking about Rod and Jenny Mason.
“I’ll have Tonya get that for you. It should be a matter of public record anyway. They left our practice after their son had his accident. He made a full recovery from the broken bones, but they were still angry about the mistake.”  He shrugged. “Can’t blame them, though. I’d feel the same if it had been my child.”
“I spoke to Trixie earlier, and she told me Dr. Ball spent a great deal of time out of town. Do you know why he traveled so much?”
“Yes. Chad attended medical conferences and had dozens of promotional speaking engagements. That’s what he was doing in Palm Springs the day before he died. The public speaking was extremely lucrative, and he seemed to enjoy it. I guess he liked the money more than he liked being home. I don’t know. He also liked the gifts and parties.”
“Do you do these types of speaking engagements often?”
“No. I don’t do them as much as he did because I don’t want to spend time away from my kids. They’re involved in extracurricular activities, and I want to be here.”
“You mentioned gifts and parties. What type of gifts and where were the parties?”
“He’d get cruise packages and the pharmaceutical reps treated him to strip clubs. Chad boasted that he had been to clubs all over the country. He had favorites and liked GiGi’s the most.”
“Did he ever go to GiGi’s without the pharmaceutical rep?”
“Definitely.”
“What did he talk about in Palm Springs?”
“He talked about medication for ADHD that had come onto the market a little while ago. He was using it on  some of his patients and indicated it was successful. He wanted to share the information.”
I asked him the name of the medication, and he rattled off something technical enough that I had to ask him to spell it twice. We said our goodbyes, and I headed out the door.
I had an idea—a good one. If Dr. Ball had met Trixie at a strip club, it was possible he’d continued to go back after she was no longer employed there. Perhaps he’d run into some trouble during one of his visits, and the trouble had followed him to his office. Maybe a jealous husband or boyfriend had killed him. It didn’t take much effort to whack someone over the head with a golf club.
Since I hadn’t heard from Megan, I headed to GiGi’s alone. Inside, a handful of patrons were scattered about near the stage. The place had a stale odor—a mixture of old laundry and sweat. I took a seat in the back. I had to admit to feeling a little dirty, but it could have been the prude in me.
It was dark, the music was low, and I studied the men watching the ladies prancing across the stage and swinging on the pole. A couple of men turned to gawk at me, but I stared them down until they turned around. The waitress approached, and I ordered a glass of water and a Pepsi. I pulled out the picture of Trixie I’d printed out—a copy of her mug shot from her arrest a few years back.
“Do you know this woman?” I asked the waitress.
She looked around the club and shook her head. “I haven’t been around long. You might want to ask one of the other girls. ”
“Who do you suggest I ask? Can you point them out to me?”
The waitress pointed at the dancer stepping off stage. “She’s been here longer than me. I can get her for you for five bucks.” She held out her hand.
I pulled my jacket aside, flashing my badge.
She stiffened and her smile dropped. “I’ll be right back with her and your drinks.”
I thought as much.
She sashayed past the men at the tables, and their eyes followed her movements. She spoke to another waitress, pointed at me, then put her tray on the table near the door before going inside a room. The waitress she spoke to brought me my water and a Pepsi.
I lifted the water to my lips. It smelled like boiled eggs, so I pushed it aside and sipped the Pepsi, which was warm. The door the first waitress disappeared through opened, and she came back out. She picked up her tray and led the dancer, who had put on a shiny dark robe, to my table. The dancer was a petite blonde with cantaloupe-sized breasts her robe could barely contain.
She pulled out a stool and sat. “Want to buy me a drink?”
I waved to the waitress, and she sashayed over. “Give her whatever she wants,” I said.
“Bottled water. The water here tastes like crap.”
I gave the waitress a ten and told her to keep the change. I turned to the dancer and introduced myself. “What’s your name?”
She smiled. “What do you want it to be?”
“I’m going to show you a couple of pictures, and I’d  like to know if you know these people.” I pulled out a picture of Trixie and slid it toward her.
“Yep.” She nodded. “I know her. Didn’t like her much. Is she dead or something?”
“Why do you ask that?”
She shrugged. “No reason. I figured that sooner or later that big mouth of hers would get her into trouble. Thought she was going to be Revlon or L’Oréal someday. She brought in stuff she’d made at home and wanted us to try it. A lot of girls think they’ve got it made when some guy takes them out of here. Then it turns out he’s a jerk and just wants to have some fantasy and beat the crap out of her. Is that what happened?”
“Not that I’m aware of.” I recalled Emma’s bruises when I’d seen her at the motel and hoped she was safe.
“She dated a few men, but the last one was supposed to marry her. I don’t know if he ever did.”
“Do you remember his name?” I had my notebook out and was trying to write what she was saying, but the lighting was too dim to see well.
“I sure do. He’s all she talked about.” She leaned back, arching an eyebrow.
I pulled out a five and slid it across the sticky table.
She grabbed it and folded it up. “His name was Chad, and she said he was a doctor with big bucks. I remember his name, because he’s been in here a lot flashing money around, even after Trixie left.”
Now, that was interesting. Dr. Ball was flashing money but didn’t want to give any to his wife. “When was the last time you saw him?”
She shrugged. “Couple of days ago. He was with a  friend of his, I think. They’ve been here before. They both like to spend the money, and we certainly like to take it.” She grinned.
“Did they ever cause any trouble in here? Any fights?”
“Not that I saw.”
“Do you know his friend’s name?”
She shrugged. “Called himself Jack. Must have an expense account. I was at the bar a few times when he paid his tab. The card said Jack Carter. I remember because he tips great and puts it on the credit card most of the time.”
“Can you describe Mr. Carter for me?” We still hadn’t identified our John Doe, and it was worth a shot.
She sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know. Looks like all of ’em. Medium-height white guy with dark hair. That’s it. Kind of generic, I know. For a twenty, I can call you when he comes back.”
“That won’t be necessary.” I showed her the picture of John Doe on my phone. “Does this look like him?”
She leaned in. “He doesn’t look too good. What happened to him?”
“Is that Mr. Carter?”
She nodded. “It could be. Hard to say because I’ve never seen him in that condition.”
“Did you ever work with someone named Emma?” I showed her a photo of Emma without her Elsa wig.
“Yeah, I know her. Sweet kid. Didn’t belong here. She hasn’t been around for a couple of weeks, and before you ask, I don’t know where you can find her.”
“All right. Thank you for your time.” I gave her my card. “If you remember anything, can you call me? ”
“I guess so, but it’ll cost you. Thanks for the drink.” She took her bottled water and went back through the door she’d come from. I looked in my glass of water and saw dark flecks of something floating in it. I left it and the Pepsi on the table and returned to my car.
Since Dr. Ball had been there throwing around cash, it was possible he’d found the wrong type of attention.
Jack Carter and Chad Ball. Things were starting to come together.
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B
 ack at work, I went online to check the website that listed payments doctors and medical facilities received from drug companies. I entered Dr. Ball’s name, selected the state of California, and clicked the search button.
Wow!
According to the results, he’d received a total of $35 million listed as royalties or license fees and three payments totaling $100 thousand from drug companies for promotional speaking engagements. I shook my head in awe.
I ran another search for the drug companies that had paid him, and it listed the number of payments they’d made to various doctors and the total amount they’d paid over a two-year period. The figures were astronomical.
Dr. Ball had kept Trixie on an allowance that she hadn’t considered enough, and she was looking for a payout. However, she’d never given me any indication of knowing how much he made with the promotions for the  drug companies. Still, it didn’t mean she wouldn’t kill for less.
I gave Dr. Gold a call and he told me the medication Dr. Ball had spoken about at the convention was Tomoxycyclinodone, and I looked it up. The Food and Drug Administration had approved it for the treatment of ADHD. I still didn’t know if the kid had been diagnosed with ADHD, though. Dr. Gold also said Dr. Ball had been speaking about the effectiveness of the drug as a treatment for conditions other than ADHD—for which the FDA hadn’t approved it. Dr. Gold indicated prescribing a medication for off-label use wasn’t illegal. The information I found confirmed that.
Next, I checked the Missing Persons database for our John Doe.
Bingo!
Of the two men who’d been reported missing recently, only one description matched our John Doe, a man named Jack Carter from Riverside, California. Interestingly his name matched the one given to me by the stripper at GiGi’s, Mr. Expense Account. He might have been our victim, but the photo wasn’t recent. Karen Foster, his fiancée, had reported him missing. She lived in Ontario, which is about twenty miles from where Jack lived.
I jumped out of my seat, pumped. After checking the DMV photo for him, I was certain he was our John Doe. I paced as I called the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department and asked that the coroner do us the courtesy of letting Karen know that we might have found her fiancé .
I turned to my computer to run a civil and criminal background check on Jack Carter when my phone rang.
“Help me!” It was Emma.
“Where are you?” I jumped up, looking over the cubicle partition for Bernie then remembered he wasn’t my partner anymore. Megan hadn’t made an appearance in the squad room since I’d been at my desk.
Damn that woman.
“I’m at Isabel’s! Help me!”
A thumping noise sounded as though she’d dropped the phone.
“Emma! Are you there?” I grabbed my pistol from my desk drawer and ran to my car. I fishtailed out of the parking lot and into the street as I called Dispatch with the address, demanding they send the nearest patrol car. I hit the siren and lights.
Ten minutes later, I screeched to a stop outside Isabel’s house and raced to the door, which stood ajar. As I stepped inside, a thumping from the closet drew my attention. I pulled out my pistol and opened the closet door. Isabel sat on the floor, bound and gagged. She had blood on her cheek. I removed the gag from her mouth.
“Who’s here?” I whispered as I cut her hands and feet loose with the pocket knife I kept clipped to my belt.
“I don’t know, but I think he’s upstairs,” a trembling Isabel answered. “Emma’s up there, too. The other girls went to a movie.”
“Get outside and go across the street. My backup will be here soon.” I crept up the steps, sliding my back against the wall. Something crashed to the floor in the hall .
Emma screamed. I’d reached the top step. I peeked around the corner.
Emma was on her knees. “Please don’t hurt me. I’ll come with you.”
Dr. Rush held a gun on her, grabbed her around the neck, and stood her up. She struggled then fell. I slid along the wall, drawing closer.
She locked eyes with me and sniffled. “Help me, Sydney. Please.”
Dr. Rush looked up, toward the end of the hall, and his eyes locked on mine. He tightened his grip around her neck. She struggled to breath as she clutched his arm.
Dr. Rush sneered at me, his eyes wild. The sirens grew louder.
“Is that all for me, Detective ?”
“Let her go, Rush!”
He grinned and loosened his hold on Emma. She slid to the floor. His weapon was at his side, pointed at the floor.
“Put the gun down!” I held my pistol in a two-handed grip, aimed at his chest. “Now!”
Emma started crawling away from him.
“Stay where you are, Emma!” he shouted. “If you don’t want me , nobody will have you .”
“Shoot him!” Emma screamed. “Shoot him!”
Dr. Rush turned toward her. “Shut up!” He raised his gun and pointed it at her.
I moved away from the wall and squeezed the trigger twice. He fell backward onto the floor.
Emma cowered and sobbed. I hurried toward Dr.  Rush, picked up his weapon, and checked for a pulse at his neck. None. He was dead.
Footsteps thundered up the stairs. I identified myself and handed Dr. Rush’s gun to the first uniformed officer on the scene.
“Is he the one who frightened you when we were talking in the alley at the crime scene?” I asked Emma.
She trembled and sobbed. “No. I thought it was him at first and it scared me.” She looked around. “Where’s Isabel?” She tried to stand but wobbled. I helped her up.
“It’s okay, she’s outside. I told her to wait across the street. Let’s go downstairs so the paramedics can make sure you’re okay. Your neck is starting to bruise.”
The officers took our statements. The paramedics examined Isabel and Emma. They both had scratches and bruises, but otherwise they were okay, at least physically.
“Emma, why was Dr. Rush here?” I asked.
“He was really nice to me when I first met him. We dated for a little while, but he started getting jealous and angry when he saw me working. He knew what I did there, which was how he met me! He got into fights with other men if he thought they were looking at me wrong. He hit me if he thought I was flirting with other people. But you know what? He flirted with some of the girls right in front of me! He even dated other people. I wasn’t allowed to, though. That’s why I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore. He got worse after that.”
“Was Dr. Rush the one who hurt you at the motel?”
She nodded. “He followed me here. I didn’t know. I’m sorry, Isabel. ”
Isabel squeezed her shoulder. “It’s all right. You’re safe now.”
We returned to the house. Isabel picked up roses from the entryway floor.
“I forgot about these, Emma. They came for you right before that man showed up.”
“Oh no.” Emma’s eyes widened, and she put a shaky hand over her mouth. Her entire body trembled.
Isabel was frowning. “What’s wrong? I think they’re beautiful.”
“Who sent them?” I reached for the card and read it. “It says, ‘You will always be mine.’”
Emma backed away, shaking her head.
“Did you see who brought them?” I asked Isabel.
“Yes. It was a young man.”
I studied Emma as she hugged herself. “Describe him.”
“Blond hair, and thin as a rail. I guess he was in his twenties. Late twenties, maybe.” She turned to Emma. “Did you and your boyfriend have a fight and break up?”
“He’s not my boyfriend. I don’t even like him.”
I looked at the back of the card again. “It’s from Floral City. Not far from here. I’ll head over there to see if I can find out who bought them. I might be able to track this asshole down.”
“They’re from John.” Emma grabbed the flowers from Isabel’s hand, marched into the kitchen, and angrily threw them in the trash.
“Emma, did he ever hit you?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No, no, no. He’s never hurt me. He keeps asking me out, and I don’t want to go out with  him. He pops up everywhere! I just want to be left alone!”
“Has he ever threatened you?”
“No, never anything like that. He keeps saying that we should be together, and we belong to each other. He says eventually I’ll agree with him. But I won’t. Never.”
“Sydney, can she get a restraining order?” Isabel asked.
“All he’s doing is asking her out and sending her flowers. He hasn’t done anything to hurt her, and he hasn’t made any threats, so no. There’s nothing I can do right now. I’m sorry, Emma.”
“Now he knows where I live. What am I going to do?”
“Do you know where he lives or works?” I asked.
“No. I don’t even know his last name.”
“Where did you meet him?”
“At GiGi’s.”
Isabel turned toward me. “Sydney, is it possible for her to stay with you for a little while, maybe until we figure out how to get him out of her life?”
“I don’t know. Emma, I think you should consider talking to your parents. They care about you, and they want to make sure you’re safe. Would you think about it?”
“No. I told you. I can’t. It’s not an option. They won’t let me live my life. I need to be me. Please, can I stay with you? I won’t be any trouble, and I’ll work on my GED. You make me feel safe.”
I couldn’t say no. Yes, she had been a bratty little kid at one time, and I didn’t know what I would do about Jessie. He needed to know. Hell, he would find out eventually since he was following her around. “Okay, Emma.  You can stay with me, but only under one condition. You have to tell your brother.”
“You can tell him I’m staying with you, but he can’t run my life. He can’t tell me what to do, but he can give me advice. That’s okay, but I don’t want him watching over me every second.”
If she only knew.
“Okay. Let’s do it. After I visit Floral City, I’m heading back to the station. I’ll talk to Officer Gonzalez.” I pointed to the officer coming down the stairs. “She’s right over there, and I’ll have her bring you back to the station.”
Emma wrapped her arms around me. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
I pulled her away and we locked eyes. “You’re welcome. And don’t make me regret this.”
After speaking with Officer Gonzalez, I put the card from the florist in my pocket and headed out.


At the florist, I introduced myself to the woman behind the counter and handed her a note with Isabel’s address. “I need to know who purchased a dozen roses from your store today.”
“Let me check. When was it delivered?”
“We believe he might have purchased them and brought them to the home himself. The flowers arrived about an hour ago. The woman who took receipt described him as a young man in his twenties with blond hair. Do you recall him coming in here?”
She was nodding. She punched keys on the computer  and scrolled through some information. “Oh, yes. I remember him. A very charming fellow. Did he do something wrong?”
“I’m trying to track down his name and anything else you could tell me. Did he pay by credit card?”
“No, I’m afraid not. He paid in cash. He filled out the card and said he would deliver them to a very special friend. I thought it was so sweet. I hope it worked out for him. He was a very nice young man.”
“Do you have surveillance cameras?”
“No, I’m afraid we don’t.”
“Okay. Thank you.” My phone rang. It was Megan. I ignored it and looked for Karen Foster’s phone number as I walked to my car.
“Ms. Foster, this is Detective Sydney Valentine of the San Sansolita Police Department.”
“The coroner came to see me.” She sniffled. “Are you the one investigating his death? Did you find out who killed him?”
“I’m so sorry for your loss. We haven’t determined who killed him yet, but our investigation is ongoing. I just wanted to let you know that.”
“Thank you. I’m coming to identify his body tomorrow. He had no other family.” She sobbed. “Oh God. What am I going to do?”
“I’m sorry. Do you have friends or family to stay with you?”
“My mom is on her way. How can I help you find out who did this?”
“Any idea why he was in San Sansolita?”
“He traveled frequently for his job as a pharmaceutical  sales rep. I haven’t seen him in five days. He was going to Palm Springs. He enjoyed hanging around there even if he wasn’t working.”
“Was he involved in anything that would’ve jeopardized his safety?”
“Sorry, I have no idea, but he’s been stressed lately. I thought he was getting cold feet about marrying me. Now I wish I’d asked.”
With a clearer picture of what might’ve happened and who was involved, I needed to stop for more information and carry out some research for confirmation.
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A
 half-hour later, I was back at my desk, checking on Jack Carter. I ran a civil background check first. He had filed a suit against his former employer, the pharmaceutical company that paid Dr. Ball millions to promote their ADHD medication.

Interesting .
The pharmaceutical company had recently settled the suit, and Jack would’ve received a lot of money. I needed to talk to Dr. Gold about the medications they were prescribing at the clinic. Before I did that, I dug up more information on the ADHD medication. I called Dr. Gold and asked him to attend another interview tomorrow to clear up a few things.
Officer Gonzalez brought Emma to my desk.
“Did you have a chance to speak to Jessie about what’s going on?” I asked.
She nodded. “He’s glad I’m going to be staying with you. He’s really comfortable with that.” She looked around the squad room, smiling .
I grabbed my purse and shut down my computer. “Let’s go, then. I have to get groceries. There’s nothing in the house.”
While we were at the grocery store, I made sure no one was following us. We went back to my house, and Emma offered to make us some scrambled eggs. While she cooked, I made up the guest bedroom and peeked out the window. Jessie’s red Camaro was parked two houses away. I tossed a blanket and pillow on the bed.
My phone rang. “Hi, Jessie. What’s up?”
“I’d like to ask you the same thing. Why is my sister at your house?”
“Darn it. She told me she talked to you about this.” I peeked out the window at him again.
“Sydney, I haven’t spoken to her all day. What the hell’s going on? Somebody’d better tell me.”
Now I could see why Emma didn’t want me to say anything. Talk about controlling.
My heart started to pound, and I clenched my fist. I wanted to go to the kitchen and wring that girl’s neck. What the hell did she think she was doing?
“Jessie, Emma had a problem today with a stalker.” I told him what happened at Isabel’s house.
“Oh shit. What the hell, Sydney? Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because your sister was supposed to have told you. What’s going on with your family that you guys can’t talk to each other? Now I’m dragged into this mess.”
“You volunteered to have her come to your house, Sydney. Nobody made you do it. Nobody held a gun to your head. Stop complaining. ”
“Well, I wasn’t going to let her stay where she didn’t feel safe. For some reason, she doesn’t want to go to your parents’ place. She won’t say why except that she wants to be on her own.”
“Okay, okay. I get it. Thank you for letting her stay with you. I appreciate it, and I’m sure if my parents knew, they would appreciate it too.”
“Hopefully, it won’t be for long.”
“If you shot her attacker, why is she still afraid? Is the guy I told you about the one you shot, or was it somebody else that I don’t know about?”
“The one I shot was not the skinny blond guy you were talking about. It was someone else. You probably saw him at the club too, but you just don’t know his name. Anyway, the skinny guy is someone who sends her flowers and notes saying that they’re going to be together. She doesn’t want anything to do with him.”
“Damnit! I thought I scared the shit out of him and he’d leave her alone. I guess I’m going to have to … never mind. So, should I stay out here all night to keep watching the house?”
“That’s up to you. I don’t have my duty pistol because the shooting is being investigated, as per protocol, but I do have a backup piece.”
“All right. I’m licensed to carry, and I can sit out here if you want, but the guy probably doesn’t even know she’s with you.”
“You should come in. She’ll get over the fact you’re watching her. It’s for her own good.”
“Nope. No can do. She can’t know about that. It  sounds like you’ve got it handled. I’ll check on her tomorrow. See you later, Sydney.”
I marched out of the room and into the kitchen. Emma turned around when she heard me approach.
“Hey, I made us omelets instead of scrambled eggs. I put in some of the spinach and cheese that we got from the store. I’m starving, and it smells really good, doesn’t it?”
She was smiling.
I had to admit that it did smell good. My stomach rumbled, but I had to get something off my chest. “I just got off the phone with Jessie. Guess what he told me?”
She shrugged. “How would I know?” She cut the omelet in half, served them on two plates, and pushed one toward me. She sliced off a piece of hers and popped it in her mouth. She closed her eyes and rubbed her stomach. “This is so good. You’ve got to try it.”
I glanced at the plate. Cheese was oozing out of the omelet. I picked up the fork and took a bite. It was delicious. “You’re right. It’s good. But that doesn’t excuse you for lying to me. You can’t lie to me, Emma. How can I trust you? How can I leave you here alone? I can’t believe you did that.”
She sliced off another piece and put it in her mouth. “Why was he calling you, anyway? Was he checking up on me? Didn’t I tell you that’s what he does? That’s why I didn’t tell him. It’s none of his business what I do.”
“Emma, that’s not the point. What I’m saying is you told me that you were going to tell him, but you didn’t even talk to him. You lied to me.”
She threw her hands in the air. “Okay! Do you want  me to leave now? Are you throwing me out because I lied?”
I stared at her as she paced the kitchen. “You can stay. This time.”
She spun around, picked up her fork, and dug into the eggs again, smiling.
Such a manipulator.
My phone rang with another call from Dispatch, and I immediately recognized Trixie’s address.
Oh hell no.
A patrol officer had seen the door to her house open and called it in.
“I’ve got to go now. Don’t answer the door. Don’t answer the phone. Do you understand?”
“Yes. I understand perfectly. I’m going to finish my eggs and wash the dishes. Then I’m going to take a long soak in the tub and go to bed. Is that okay?”
“Yes, that’s fine. I left some towels and other things in the hall bathroom for you. Your room is the first on the right. See you later.”


Trixie lay in her entryway, a knife protruding from her chest, but there was very little blood. A knife through the heart would do that to a person. She clutched an apple slice. The front door was open. Megan pulled up and parked behind my car, which was at the curb. She tottered along the walkway, wearing her usual ridiculous high heels and dress slacks. I pulled on disposable gloves and booties and went inside .
“Hi, Sydney. I was on a date and got here as fast as I could. What do we have?”
She stepped inside the entryway behind me. Diamond earrings shimmered as they hung from her ears, pulling on her earlobes.
“This is Trixie Ball, the wife of the doctor who was killed several days ago. She was pregnant.”
“That’s awful,” she said, frowning. “Who killed her?”
“That’s why we’re here, Megan.”
Really? Who is this woman?
I entered the living room, where Bernie and I sat when we broke the news to Trixie about her husband. Documents lay on the coffee table—a life insurance policy on Chad Ball valued at one million dollars. Trixie was the sole beneficiary. A partially sliced apple sat in a bowl on the table.
Megan leaned in and read the top page. “Wow! That’s a heck of a windfall. Who’s going to inherit now? I smell ‘motive.’”
She had a point. I moved into the kitchen. There was a butcher block with knives in it, but none were missing. So far, it appeared that she had been stabbed after answering the door. Her assailant probably never set foot inside the house. It didn’t look as though the place had been searched. We continued our walk-through but we had no way of knowing if anything was missing. Trixie told us she had no family, which meant we had no one to notify of her death.
I found a room that appeared to be an office. A bookcase loaded with medical and legal books took up most of one wall. Two filing cabinets sat side by side behind a  leather office chair and an L-shaped desk. I opened the top drawer. Neatly organized file folders appeared to relate to the medical practice. I opened one labeled “Taxes,” which contained several letters from the Internal Revenue Service, the most recent one was dated the previous week. The IRS was demanding payment of two million dollars in unpaid taxes and penalties going back four years. The letters had been sent to Dr. Ball’s home address. I returned the folder and retrieved another one. Statements from Dr. Ball and Dr. Gold’s malpractice insurance carrier listed overdue payments. One unopened envelope postmarked a month earlier displayed “Final Notice” on the outside. What the heck had he been doing with the practice’s money?
Megan strutted into the room. “What did you find?”
I put the folder back and closed the drawer. “Financial information. It looks like Dr. Ball wasn’t paying the clinic’s bills.”
She reached for the handle of the other filing cabinet, and I slapped her hand away.
She jumped back, scowling. “What?”
“Don’t touch anything without gloves. Don’t you know anything? And where are your booties? Do you have some with you?”
“Of course not! I told you I was on a date.”
“When you’re on call, you should always be prepared, date or no date.” I slid the drawer open and pulled out a folder. “Are you really interested in being a detective?”
“Most definitely. Do you have an extra pair of gloves and booties? ”
I handed her a pair of both I’d taken from my pocket, and she tugged them on.
“Thanks. Quite honestly, I think you want me to fail.”
“Not true.” I studied the document I’d removed from the folder. “Interesting.”
She leaned over my shoulder. “What is it?” She gasped. “A mortgage?”
I flipped through more documents. “Not just one, but four. This house, plus he bought a condo in San Diego, a cabin in Lake Tahoe, and a house in Malibu. No wonder he hasn’t been paying the clinic’s taxes or malpractice insurance. And look, Trixie’s name isn’t on any of them.”
“When did they get married?” she asked.
“Two years ago. They weren’t married for two of the purchases, and he already had this house when he met her.”
Megan was frowning. “And we can’t ask her if she knew about them on account of her being dead.”
“The question is, did Dr. Gold know about this?”
She shrugged. “How should I know?”
“I wasn’t asking you.”

Dimwit .
“Quite honestly, I think this Dr. Ball was stealing from the medical practice.”
“No kidding.”
Sheesh. How dumb is this woman?
I left the room, found an officer, and asked him to make sure they took the filing cabinets as evidence.
Megan approached, her heels enclosed in disposable booties, thumping on the tile floor. She removed the  booties and gloves. “Here’s your stuff.” She offered them to me.
“They’re not mine anymore. Keep them, toss them, I don’t care.” I marched toward the door.
“Are we done?” she asked.
I turned. She was looking at her watch, probably thinking about her date.
“They’ll be processing the scene for a while. Go finish your date.” I headed to my car.
She hurried to catch up. “Have you always been a grouch?”
“Didn’t realize I was one.” I clicked open the lock.
“Well, you most definitely are, quite honestly.”
“Oh my God! Stop saying that!”
She frowned. “Stop saying what?”
“‘Quite honestly,’” I said in a sultry voice, mimicking hers. “When someone says, ‘quite honestly,’ I wonder what they’re lying about. You see, I assume coworkers are telling the truth when they talk to me. Therefore, saying ‘quite honestly’ is unnecessary. Do you usually tell the truth when you talk to people?”
“Most definitely.”
“See? There you go again. ‘Most definitely,’” I mimicked. “What the hell is wrong with saying yes? I mean, who talks like that? Quite honestly, I can’t believe nobody ever said this to you before. It’s so damn annoying.”
“Well, you don’t have to be mean about it.” She removed her blazer then smoothed her semi-sheer blouse.
“One more thing.” I wagged my finger at her top and did the same to her heels. “What’s with the blouse? Do you realize it’s practically see-through? And don’t get me  started on those shoes. How do you expect to run in them? I know you were on a date, but you wear the same type of outfit during a regular workday.”
She looked herself up and down. “I didn’t think I was breaking the dress code.”
“Technically, you’re not. But do you see anyone else in the Detective Bureau dressing like that? No, you do not.”
She pulled her jacket on again. “I see.”
“Do you? Do you see?”
She nodded. “You don’t like me much. The feeling is mutual, quite frankly.”
“Quite frankly.”
She held her hand up as if stopping traffic. “However, my distaste for you doesn’t mean your opinion is invalid. I’ll take everything you’ve said under consideration.”
“Yeah, you do that.”
I left her standing on the sidewalk, glaring poisonous arrows at me with her sultry eyes. I slid into my car and drove away. Quite honestly, I’d had more than enough of her tonight.



17



A
 s I turned into my neighborhood, a car sped around the corner toward me and plowed into trash cans along the curb. I braked hard and jumped out of my car, hurrying toward the other vehicle. The driver saw me and put his car in reverse. I jumped out of the way and caught the first three letters of the license plate of the dark Toyota Corolla. The driver sped away. I got back in my car, turned down my street, and saw smoke flowing through the window of the front bedroom of my house—the bedroom I’d offered to Emma. I called 9-1-1 as I sped down the street and parked in front of the house next to mine, well away from the fire hydrant. I ran to the front door. The house was filled with smoke.
“Emma! Emma, where are you?” I raced into the kitchen but couldn’t see her, and she didn’t respond. I rushed toward her room, but fire had spread into the hallway outside the bedroom. The thick, dark smoke prevented me from seeing down the hallway. The flames  wouldn’t allow me to get through safely. I needed to go around and enter the hallway from the other end through the door connected to the garage. I sprinted back out the front door and grabbed the garage remote from my car. I hurried through the garage and opened the internal door to the house. Smoke billowed out, choking me and burning my eyes. I dropped to my hands and knees.
“Emma!”
I coughed and crawled along the hall, unable to see anything. I felt my way along the wall, heading toward the bathroom, remembering she was going to take a long soak in the tub. Surely, she wouldn’t still have been in there. I’d been gone for a while.
I reached the bathroom and turned the knob. Luckily, it wasn’t locked. I pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t budge. Something was blocking it.
“Emma!”
Still choking on the smoke, I stood and heaved my weight against the door. It opened slightly and I gave it another shove. It opened further, and I dropped to my hands and knees again, feeling around on the floor. I found her, lying on the floor, unconscious. Or dead. I pushed her away from the door to open it fully and dragged her into the hall.
“Call out! Anybody in here?” yelled someone I assumed was a firefighter.
“We’re here, down the hall near the bathroom. Someone’s unconscious.”
“Call out!” he shouted.
“We’re in the hall! Help us!”
I dragged Emma further into the hallway, able to get  her to the door to the garage. A firefighter stood on the other side, and he reached in and picked her up. I stumbled from the house and into the garage. Another firefighter helped me out to the street.
Doubled over and still coughing, a paramedic led me to an ambulance and placed an oxygen mask on my face.
“You need to sit right here for a while. You’ve got smoke inhalation. Don’t worry about your friend. They’ll take care of her.”
They had Emma on a gurney. Someone had climbed on top of it, straddling her and performing CPR. I took the mask off and stood.
The paramedic pushed me down and held the mask to my face again. “Sit. You need this. They’re taking her to San Sansolita Memorial Hospital.”
They loaded Emma into the ambulance, and the paramedic continued CPR as they drove away, sirens blaring. Neighbors had gathered around. Most were wearing jackets over their pajamas. A few pointed in my direction.
I turned to the action at my house. The firefighters had their hoses out and were inside. I removed the mask, went to my car, and called Jessie.
“Jessie? It’s Sydney. There was a fire at my house, and Emma’s hurt.”
“What? Where is she?”
“They just took her in the ambulance to San Sansolita Memorial. Hurry, Jessie. They were giving her CPR when they drove away.”
“Jesus … uh, okay. I’m on my way there. Thanks, Syd.” He disconnected .
I called my sister. “Mac, it’s me. I need you.” I was still coughing and gagging. My eyes continued to burn.
“Sydney, what’s wrong. Where are you?”
I gave her the news. “Emma was there alone, and they just took her in an ambulance. I need you to come here and get me. I can’t drive.”
“On my way. And I’ll call Bernie. Stay there.”
I sat in my car and waited for her, closing my eyes and leaning my head against the headrest. Someone knocked on my window, and I jumped. It was the fire chief. I rolled down the window.
“Hey, Sydney, are you all right?”
I nodded. “Did you find out what happened?”
“It looks like someone threw a Molotov cocktail. Someone trying to kill you again?”
I shook my head. “No. I think they’re trying to kill someone else. They took her away in the ambulance, and they were giving her CPR when they left.”
“Oh man. I hope she makes it, Sydney.”
“Thanks.” I leaned back and tried not to cry.
He squeezed my shoulder. “Is there anything you want me to do for you? Should I call someone?”
“I already called my sister, and she called Bernie. Thanks, though.”
“Right. We’ll finish up here and let you know what happened for certain.” He knocked on my car’s roof and went back to work.
Minutes later, Mac pulled up and parked in front of me. She hurried over and opened my car door. I got out, and she grabbed me, holding on and crying.
“Are you okay?” She held my face in her hands .
“I’m fine, Mac. I don’t know how Emma’s doing, though. Can you take me to the hospital?”
We reached the hospital emergency room and found Jessie and his parents in the waiting room, all with sullen faces. Jessie saw me and hurried over.
“They’re working on her now, Sydney. Her heart stopped in the ambulance.” His eyes were bloodshot and his face ashen.
“Jessie, I’m so sorry. I had to leave because I got a call from Dispatch. I wasn’t gone that long. The fire chief told me it was probably a Molotov cocktail.”
“Oh my God, Sydney. Was somebody trying to kill you or her ?”
“It might have been that guy who was chasing her. The one sending the flowers and notes.”
“Sydney! Sydney!” Bernie raced down the hall, his eyes wide and frantic.
“Bernie, thanks for coming. I’m okay.”
“Jessie, this is my partner, Bernie. No, my ex-partner … my former partner.”
Bernie and Jessie nodded at each other. Then Jessie returned to his parents.
“What happened?” Bernie asked.
“Someone’s obsessed with Emma. He must’ve followed us to my house and threw a Molotov cocktail into the bedroom while I was gone. Oh my God, Bernie. Trixie died tonight! Somebody stabbed her to death.”
Bernie rubbed the back of his neck. “This has been a crazy week. Do you have any suspects?”
“I don’t know, but Megan and I saw a life insurance  policy on Chad Ball lying on the coffee table. It was for a million dollars, and Trixie was the sole beneficiary.”
Bernie whistled. “As I recall, besides her husband, she didn’t have any family. That’s a lot of money. What information do you have on the guy who was stalking Emma?”
“So far, we know his name is John, but we don’t have a last name. He has blond hair, and he’s thin. Wait! When I was coming home tonight, a car came barreling around the corner and ran into some garbage cans. I got out of my car, and he took off. But I did get the first part of his license plate. I forgot all about it. That might be something to go on.”
“Okay, give me the numbers, and I’ll follow up on it. You have enough to deal with right now.”
I gave him the information, and he left. A commotion erupted in the waiting room, and Jessie’s mother crumpled against her husband as she sobbed. I hoped Emma hadn’t passed away. I plodded slowly with Mac to the waiting room, studying the family, looking for a sign that Emma hadn’t died. Jessie looked up and saw me. He got up and rushed forward then grabbed me, hugging me and crying. I still didn’t know if she had died. I pulled away from him.
“She’s in the ICU now. She still hasn’t regained consciousness. She’s being treated for smoke inhalation. It’s touch and go for now. She’s alive, though. At least she’s alive.”
I hugged Jessie. “Thanks for telling me. I was worried. Would it be okay if I talk to your parents?”
He nodded. “I think they’d like that. You saved Emma’s life, Sydney. Thank you. ”
His parents were approaching us, probably on their way to the ICU.
“Mr. and Mrs. Cole, I’m sorry about Emma. I hope she’s going to be okay. If you need anything, or if she needs anything, don’t hesitate to contact me. Please let me know how she’s doing.”
They nodded. Mrs. Cole squeezed my arm and mouthed, “Thank you,” as she shuffled past.
I swallowed my tears. I had no strength left in my body, my legs felt numb, and I’d forgotten about Mac standing next to me.
I turned to her. “I want to go home now, Mac. Can you take me?”
She nodded. “Home as in your house, or home as in my house?”
“Your house, Mac. I don’t care about my house right now.”
“Let’s go, then.” She wrapped her arm around my shoulders and helped me to her car.


Mac and I grabbed a few items from my house the following morning. I showed up late to work, and Peterson called me into his office again.
“First, Sydney, how are you?”
“I’m doing better than Emma. I suffered some smoke inhalation, but I’m okay now. I’ll be staying at Mac’s house for a little while.”
“Bernie told me about the person you thought might have set that fire. He and Theresa have come up with a  few people that fit the description. They’re on their way to check them out. I just wanted to let you know that. You can focus on the homicide from last night because it probably relates to your other case or cases, correct?”
“I definitely believe it’s connected to at least one of those cases, and probably both. I’ve got something to check out that might put me closer to wrapping it up.”
“Then get to it. Keep me updated. I’m glad you’re okay, Sydney. By the way, you’re cleared to carry your weapon. It was a clean shoot.”
After I left Peterson’s office, I gave Rudy, our fingerprint examiner, a call and asked if they’d been able to determine if any useable prints were found on the knife that killed Trixie. He told me they had prints but couldn’t find a match in the system.
After thinking about the life insurance policy, I wondered how the medical practice was set up as far as the partnership was concerned. I checked the California Secretary of State database and discovered that Trixie had been made an officer in the practice’s partnership as of one year ago, which meant she could receive a salary. Dr. Ball must’ve been using it to pay her the allowance she’d talked about. This left more questions for me. I leaned back in my chair and pondered everything.
“Hi, Sydney,” Megan said.
I stared at her then stood. “What the hell, Megan?”
“You don’t like it?” She smiled and turned around, modeling. She was wearing black cargo pants, a navy T-shirt, and black cowgirl booties. She’d taken her bun out and had her hair tied back like mine .
“I suggested you change, but not into me ! Get your own style, for crying out loud.”
She grinned. “Well, according to you, I don’t have any style.”
“I never said that, and you know it.”
“You might as well have. To hear you tell it, everything about me was wrong.”
“Okay. Whatever.” I flicked my hand at her and flopped into my seat, fuming.
“Oh yeah.” Pete Ramsey leered at us. “Twins. I love it!”
“Keep moving, Pete,” I said. “Nothing to see here.”
“I beg to differ.” He sat on the edge of Megan’s desk. “Hello there. I don’t believe we’ve formally met. Let me introduce myself.”
I stood and went to Theresa’s desk. “Hey, Theresa.”
She turned around, smiling. “Hi, Sydney. Sorry to hear about the fire. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Pete’s over there, flirting with Megan.”
She looked past me, frowning. “She looks like you. I mean, I thought so the first day I saw her, but she really looks like you now. You must be a positive influence on her. Good job!” She put her hand up for a high five.
I shook my head. “She’s doing it to get to me, but it’s not going to work.” I pulled up a chair. “That’s not why I came over here, though. I know you didn’t want to talk about it before, but …” I watched Pete and Megan. She touched his knee then threw her head back and laughed. She pulled her ponytail forward, stroking it. Pete appeared to be focused on her chest. I leaned forward. “What’s go ing on with you and Pete? I thought you were good as partners.”
“I can’t talk about it now, Sydney. I promise to tell you soon.”
“Is he still with his wife?” I asked.
“I think they were separated at one time, but I don’t know what’s going on with them now.” She pointed at Megan. “You should tell her he’s married. She needs to know.”
“Yep, will do. Anything else I need to tell her?”
“Her roots need touching up.”
“Nope. That’s not going to happen. She doesn’t take suggestions well.” I went back to my desk.
Pete was whispering to Megan, then he wrote something on a slip of paper and handed it to her, holding on to her hand a little too long. She giggled and slipped the paper into one of her many pockets as he strolled back to his desk. She saw me watching and glared at me.
I turned away and wondered how I could get rid of her. I wanted Bernie back.
“Sydney?” Megan was standing at my cubicle. “I think we should go check on that family at the railroad tracks. Maybe we should see how they’re doing and find out if Rod was trying to scare you. What do you think?”
I must have been wearing a puzzled expression because she turned her head to the side and frowned. I wondered what her motive was. She’d just glared at me less than a minute ago.
She shrugged. “I thought it was a good idea.”
“No, Megan. It is a good idea.” I stood. “Let’s go. ”
“Really?” She smiled and followed me outside. “I can drive.”
As she drove, I thought about what I knew about her. Nothing.
“Does your family live nearby?” I asked.
She glanced at me then back at the road. “No. They’re in Orange County.”
“Who were you on a date with last night?”
She sighed. “Why are you suddenly asking questions about me?”
“I realized that I haven’t gotten to know you yet.”
“Well, I don’t know anything about you, either.”
She hadn’t answered my question, but I didn’t push it. “What do you want to know? I’m not that hard to figure out.”
“That’s true.” Her gaze slid my way. “Look, I know you didn’t want a new partner. Do you think this has been easy for me?”
“I think it has, yes.”
She turned and narrowed her eyes. “What did I ever do to you? You treat me like I stole your boyfriend.”
“No, I don’t.”
“All right. Fine. You don’t.” She pulled into the KFC parking lot. “I hope they’re here.”
We found the family behind the restaurant. The children were chasing each other with sticks. Rod and Jenny were sitting on milk crates, watching them play.
Rod saw us first and got up. “Detective Valentine, I want to apologize for the other night. I’m sorry if I scared you. ”
“Thanks. I appreciate that. This is Detective Parker. We came to see how you and your family were doing.”
We entered their campsite. Jenny stood. She looked healthier and happier.
She smiled at me. “Did Rod tell you?”
I looked at Rod. He stepped toward Jenny, wrapping an arm around her shoulder.
“The hospital merged with another hospital in Riverside,” he said. “I got a promotion to lab manager, and they’re going to give me a bonus. We’ll be able to move into an apartment soon. We’ve also been contacted by an attorney who will represent us and others who were affected by the ADHD medication prescribed by Dr. Ball. He’s taking the case on a contingency basis.”
“Wonderful. I’m happy for you,” Megan said.
“Me too. Do you need help with anything?” I asked.
“We’ve got it covered,” Jenny said, “but thank you for offering.”
We wished them good luck and left.
“I’m glad we stopped by. They might’ve been gone if we’d come another day.” I looked at my watch. “We have to get back. Dr. Gold is coming in for an interview in twenty minutes.”
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D
 r. Gold arrived at the station on time and was placed in an interview room. I turned on the audio visual equipment before entering and sat across from him.
He appeared professional in his dark suit and tie. Clean-shaven, he wore his dark hair combed straight back. His hands were folded in front of him on the table. The corner of his mouth lifted in a nervous smile. Our conversation started out casually with talk of the plans for his clinic and the weather. Apparently, he still hadn’t decided whether to sell the clinic.
“I asked you here because I still have a few questions.”
He leaned back. “Happy to help in any way I can.”
“First, you mentioned that Dr. Ball made a fortune doing promotions for the pharmaceutical companies.”
He nodded, frowning. “Yes, that’s correct. I told you that.”
“Can you explain to me what ‘off-label prescriptions’ are? ”
He licked his lips. “It’s when the FDA approves a drug for a specific illness, but a physician prescribes it for something else. That’s not an illegal practice.”
“I understand that. Have you ever prescribed something off-label?”
“Yes, I have.”
“What was the drug, and what was the illness?” I had my pen poised over the notebook.
He stared at the pen. “Well, most recently, I’ve started prescribing Tomoxycyclinodone, an ADHD medication to children who were experiencing seizures. It was Dr. Ball’s idea, and he’d seen improvements in decreasing the length and frequency of seizures.”
I believed that was the medication that had been used to treat Rod and Jenny’s son, Carl.
“I see. Have you ever been paid by the drug companies to promote the off-label use of these particular medications?”
He pulled on his collar and loosened his tie. “Uh, I can’t say that I have. No.”
“Why haven’t you taken the opportunity to do that? Did the pharmaceutical sales representatives ever ask you to do it?”
“I’ve been too busy. I told you that I like spending time with my family.”
“Is there another reason why you don’t do it?”
“No.” He sighed and looked at the ceiling as though he were bored. “My family is very important to me. What does this have to do with Chad’s death?”
“Would it surprise you to know that Chad had been extensively promoting the off-label use of the ADHD  medications? Not just in Palm Springs.” I leaned forward. “It wouldn’t surprise you, would it? You knew.”
He swallowed and leaned back.
“Will the clinic suffer because of the lawsuit filed against Dr. Ball?”
“I don’t know. That’s what malpractice insurance is for.” He gave me a weak grin.
“True, but it wouldn’t have looked good. A big settlement would hurt you, and it would hurt your family. Besides, you told me you were thinking about selling the practice. I’d think a lawsuit would adversely affect the sale. It might prevent it altogether.”
“As I’ve already said, that’s what malpractice insurance is for. Every doctor gets sued eventually. It was just our time, I guess.”
“Right, but not every doctor gets sued for something like that.”
Again, he stared at the ceiling.
“The first time we spoke, you told me Dr. Ball handled the business and financial aspects of your practice, correct?”
“I did say that, yes.”
“Who will do it now?”
“Me. I don’t have a choice.”
“Do you know how?” I asked, making a jab at his business skills.
He frowned. “Of course, I do. I’m not stupid.”
“I didn’t say you were. If Dr. Ball handled it, how will you know what needs to be done? I hope he had some sort of documentation or a list of where all the files and paperwork are. ”
The corner of his mouth twitched. “I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”
“Do you do your own taxes?”
“Chad took care of that.”
“Okay, I’d like to move on to something else. How well did you know Jack Carter?”
He shrugged. “Not very well. I’d seen him around at medical conferences. He enjoyed those.”
“Did you ever buy any medications from him?”
“Of course. Chad did too. We were in his sales territory.”
“Jack’s dead.”
His gaze flicked to the door, and he swallowed hard. “He is?”
I nodded. “When did you last see him?”
“At the conference. He and Chad were planning to play golf the next morning.”
“Why didn’t you join them?”
“Contrary to popular belief, not all physicians spend time on the golf course. I do enjoy a good quality golf club, but I’m not overly fond of the game itself.”
“Maybe that’s why Jack chose Chad to pimp his drugs for off-label use.”
His eyes flashed, and his face flushed. “Jack was a greedy weasel. He encouraged us to buy the medications and even provided promotional materials for the off-label use. Then he suddenly developed a conscience and turned on Chad.”
“You said you didn’t know Jack Carter very well. Did you ever spend time with him when Chad wasn’t around? ”
“On occasion. It’s good to have a cordial relationship with someone like him. We weren’t friends, though.”
“You haven’t asked how the man died.”
“I was about to do just that. You kept asking questions, and I didn’t get the chance. How did he die?” He wiped his forehead with a handkerchief he’d removed from his pocket.
“He was murdered.”
“Do you … know who killed him?”
“Not yet, but we will. I’ve become aware that Trixie Ball is an officer in your medical practice.”
“Yes, she was.”
“Was ?”
“I meant she still is. Chad took care of the process last year.” He began to sweat and loosened his tie some more.
“Interesting. Where were you last night, Dr. Gold? Perhaps murdering your colleague’s wife?”
“Now wait a minute! I just wanted to talk to her, and she went crazy!”
“What did you want to talk to her about?”
“I wanted to talk to her about selling the practice. Do you know what she said?” He sneered. “She asked me why she should sell when she was getting paid to do nothing.”
He got up and paced. “I saw Chad’s life insurance policy on the table. A million dollars! I couldn’t believe it. I was going to lose everything because of them.”
“Them ?”
“He got himself killed, and she wouldn’t let me sell. I can’t afford a lawsuit.”
“You already told me that’s what malpractice insurance was for. ”
“Yes, that’s right, but Chad didn’t pay our premiums. We didn’t have any insurance.”
“He also didn’t pay your taxes. The IRS will be coming after you too.”
He leaned on the table. “I know!”
“Is that why you killed him?”
“I didn’t kill him!” He plopped into his chair and shook his head, looking down at the table. “The two of them … they took everything. They deserved it. All of it. If it wasn’t for Jack Carter, none of this would’ve happened.”
“Why is it Jack Carter’s fault?”
“Chad changed and was more focused on money than patient care. Jack Carter did that to him. Then, Jack filed a lawsuit against the pharmaceutical company he worked for. He told us about it when he got drunk at the conference. Chad was getting paid by Jack’s company to push the off-label use of certain medications even if they didn’t help people. Nobody cares about the patients anymore. Chad wasn’t even angry with Jack about it.”
“You prescribed them, too. It wasn’t just Dr. Ball.”
“I didn’t prescribe them to make money. I did it because I thought they would help my patients. Chad did it for the lucrative speaking engagements and kickbacks. Whatever happened to doctors caring for their patients?”
“Indeed.” I sat back and watched him struggle with what had happened. I thought about what Trixie had said about Sheila Gold’s drinking and refusal to help her with starting a business. “Dr. Gold, was Sheila at the medical conference with you in Palm Springs?”
“Yes, she was there. ”
“Did you leave together?”
“No. She went home early, around eight o’clock. She didn’t feel well.”
“How did she get home?” I asked.
“She drove her car, and I got a ride with Chad. Jack was with us, passed out in the back seat. He’d misplaced his keys and wallet. Chad told me he was going to call a cab to take Jack home. I don’t know if he did because he’d dropped me off at home first.”
“Is your wife an alcoholic?” I’d wondered about that when she wasn’t feeling well and wore sunglasses on a cloudy day.
After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded. “I … I’m afraid so.”
“Had she been drinking in Palm Springs?”
“No. That was an understanding we had. I didn’t want her to drink at business functions. Once she starts, she can’t stop. When she left the conference early, I was concerned that she was going home to drink. Then, I remembered that I’d thrown it all out without her knowledge. I don’t know why I did that. She’d just buy more.”
“Do you know where she is now?”
“She should be at home with the children.” He jumped up. “Are you arresting me? I didn’t kill anyone. I last saw Chad and Jack in Chad’s car when he dropped me off at home after the conference, and Trixie was alive when I left her house. I swear.”
“No, I’m not arresting you. At least, not for the moment. Excuse me.” I went back to my desk to check our system for Sheila Gold’s car registration information. She drove a black Lexus. I requested that Dispatch send a  patrol car to sit down the street from the Golds’ house and keep an eye on it until they heard from me.
Megan was at her desk. “Megan, can you come with me?”
She stood. “What’s going on?”
“I want to show you something.” We went to the audio visual room after picking up the DVDs I was given by Mike, from the liquor store where Matty had purchased his vodka. After fast-forwarding and stopping at the point where Matty went back into the store, I paused it. “Okay. Here’s the part where someone approached Jack Carter. Look at the person closely.”
We both leaned forward as I started it up. Megan was squinting. The tall, thin person’s hands were in their pockets initially.
“What do you see?” I asked.
“Someone talked to him and crossed the street. Why, what do you see?” she asked.
“I see a woman wearing a baseball cap and a man’s coat.”
“Wait a minute.” Megan took the remote and scooted closer to the screen. She played it back. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Look how she walks. She’s graceful, gliding across the street. That’s not a man.” I took the remote, zoomed in a little and replayed the scene. “See that? When she took her hands out of her pockets, something fell to the ground. When Jack picked up the clothes, he picked up whatever fell. I think that’s Mrs. Gold wearing her husband’s trench coat and baseball cap. Jack Carter  picked up the GiGi’s napkin. It had pink lipstick on it, which probably belonged to her.”
Megan nodded. “Makes sense. What do we do now?”
“Follow me.” I went back to the interview room.
Dr. Gold was pacing. “Can I go now?”
“Not yet. Can you call your wife to come down here first? I want to verify some things with her before you go.”
“What things? I didn’t kill anyone!”
“Dr. Gold, can I get you something to drink?” Megan asked after looking at me for permission.
He stared at her for a moment before nodding. “Yes, thank you. That would be good.”
“Okay.” She patted a chair. “You just sit right here and make your phone call while I get you some bottled water. Would that be okay, or would you prefer a Coke?”
“Water is fine, thank you.” He sat and pulled out his phone.
“That was slick,” I told her once we were in the hall.
She grinned. “I’m learning.” She rounded the corner, heading to the vending machine.
I had Dispatch inform the patrol officers who were waiting on Dr. Gold’s street that Mrs. Gold should be leaving to come to the station soon. They were to follow her at a distance to make sure she made it. Megan and I returned to the interview room.
She handed him the water. He gulped it then wiped his mouth with a cotton hankie he’d pulled from his pocket.
“Sheila’s on her way. She’s bringing the children.” He nodded. “I don’t know what you’re expecting to learn from her. She knows less than I do. ”
“We’re just tying up loose ends. When she arrives, you can take your children and wait in another room if you’d like.”
Megan and I went back to our desks.
“Why don’t we just go there and arrest her?” Megan asked.
“We don’t have a warrant, and we don’t have enough evidence to get one. If we can talk to her, we might get what we need.”
“You’re tricking them to get her here?”
“Absolutely.”
“Sneaky.” She rubbed her hands together. “I like that.”
We waited until the desk sergeant let us know Sheila and the children had arrived.
I had someone escort Dr. Gold to another room while we spoke to his wife alone. Megan offered her bottled water, but she declined. She removed her sunglasses and placed them on the table. She studied me through clear blue eyes.
“Mrs. Gold, can you tell me where you were on the night of Dr. Ball’s death?”
“I was at home.” She stared at me. “No, wait. I was with my husband at the medical conference, and we were there late.”
“What time did you leave?” I asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Your husband told us you went to the conference and left early. Why didn’t you tell us you left early?”
Her gaze darted around the room .
Megan cleared her throat and leaned forward. “Well? Why did you omit that part?”
“Did I? I don’t recall you asking me where I was that night.”
“We just did.” I stood and opened the door. “Can you please come with us?” I led her out into the hall and into the audio visual room. “Please sit down. I need to show you something.”
She sat, and I started the DVD. When the slim figure appeared, I pointed at the screen. “That’s you. Would you like to explain what you’re doing?”
“You can’t tell who that is!” she said.
“We have some pretty good tech people here. They can clean this up, and nobody will say it’s not you. Why were you there?”
“We were out of wine. Raymond prefers that I don’t drink at his business functions. I went to the store to buy some.”
I pointed to the figure on the screen. “But why did you go dressed like that?”
She shrugged. “I was in a hurry and grabbed the first thing available.”
“I see. Why didn’t you go into the store?”
“I changed my mind.”
“Did you drive there?” I asked.
“I’d parked down the street because I don’t like parking in front.”
I hit PLAY on the DVD player. “You walked across the street and stood near the building.” I paused the recording. “Why?”
“Don’t know. Can’t remember. ”
“Were you waiting for someone?”
“I-I forgot where I parked my car. Thought I’d parked there.”
I started the video again. Jack Carter had gathered his things and drank from the vodka bottle as he crossed the street toward her. When he rounded the corner and entered the alley, she followed him. I glanced at her. She was perspiring. The video continued to play.
She exited the alley alone a few minutes later, and I paused the video.
“I wanted to talk to him. That’s all. He hit me. It was self-defense.”
“What was self-defense?”
“I-I …”
“What did you want to talk to him about?”
“I wanted to know why he was trying to ruin everything my husband had taken so long to build. I knew about the lawsuit. I listened to Jack in Palm Springs bragging about all of the money he was going to get. Honestly, I don’t even know why he attended the convention if he had a problem with the pharmaceutical company and their tactics. What a hypocrite! He attacked me, and I fought back. It was self-defense.”
“Why didn’t you call the police and report him for assault?” Megan asked.
“I-I was scared. Didn’t think of it.”
“What did Dr. Ball ever do to you to deserve what you did to him?” I asked.
“That was self-defense, too.” She leaned in, hands twitching, fingernails scratching the tabletop. “It was! He stole from the clinic! It needed to stop. He wouldn’t  return our money.” She sneered. “And he laughed at me.”
“You went to the clinic to talk to him?” Megan asked.
“Yes, I did. But I didn’t go there to hurt him. Really, I didn’t. I-I just wanted our money back. We’re broke and have to sell our house. We can’t pay what we owe the IRS. We could go to jail for income tax evasion.”
“Does your husband know about what Dr. Ball was doing?”
She laughed. “Are you kidding? Raymond doesn’t give a damn about the business aspects of running the clinic. Head in the sand. Everything will be fine. Right! Trixie had more business sense than he does.” She shook her head.
“If your husband didn’t know what Dr. Ball was doing, how did you know?” I asked.
She stared at me, blankly.
“You knew because you saw some documents at their house when you were helping Trixie with her business and marketing plans. That’s why you abruptly stopped helping her,” I said.
“You can’t prove that.”
“No? I’m sure we’ll find your fingerprints all over Dr. Ball’s home office.”
Her eyes grew wide. “So? I’ve been to their house a few times socially.”
“Right. The key word is socially . What reason would you have to be rifling through his business files during a social visit?”
She glanced at Megan, who was staring daggers at her .
“What did Trixie do to you?” Megan asked. “Was that also self-defense?”
“As a matter of fact, it was. I was defending our property.” She tapped the table with a manicured fingernail to emphasize her words. “You’re allowed to do that.”
“You weren’t on your property!” Megan said. “You went to Trixie’s house and killed her. Why?”
“I already told you.” She shook her head. “My husband didn’t know Chad had made her a partner in their business. How could he not know something like that? He signed the damned documents!”
“You killed her because your husband didn’t read the papers he signed? And she was pregnant. You killed their baby.” I said.
“I killed her in self-defense. I’m sorry about the baby, though. I went to Trixie’s house to talk to her, and she pointed that knife at me. I thought she was going to stab me, so I took it from her and stabbed her first. See? Self-defense.” She scooted her chair back. “Can I go now?”
“Megan,” I said, standing. “Let’s go get a search warrant for her car and house. There’s bound to be blood and other evidence.”
“No!” Sheila pounded a fist on the table. “I want a deal.”
Megan and I both stared at her.
“I’ll talk to the district attorney, but I doubt a deal will be forthcoming,” I said.
“Then I want a lawyer.”
We left her in the room under guard while we prepared the affidavit for a search warrant. Since she’d confessed, we booked her and took her fingerprints. It  didn’t take our fingerprint tech long to confirm they matched the ones on the knife that killed Trixie.
Meanwhile, I had Megan stay with the children when I took Dr. Gold into another room to tell him about his wife.
He sat, shaking his head. “That’s impossible. My Sheila would never hurt a soul. She’s gentle and kind.”
“She admitted it. She’s being booked now. I’m sorry.” I got up. “I’ll have Megan bring your children to you. You’ll be able to see your wife at her arraignment. You can go, but Sheila’s car is being impounded.” I left the room and told Megan to bring his children to him and make sure he left the building safely.



EPILOGUE


U
 nfortunately, Bernie and Theresa weren’t able to track down the mysterious John, who had stalked Emma and possibly set fire to my house. After reaching the address they found for him, the guy was long gone. According to his neighbors, he had packed up and taken off. Bernie and Theresa contacted his family, employer, and friends, but came up empty. They’d stay on the case, though.
Emma survived her injuries, and Jessie went back to doing what he did best—leaving.
Karen, Jack Carter’s fiancée, identified his body, and he was released to her since he had no living relatives.
I still didn’t know what had happened between Theresa and her ex-partner, Pete Ramsey, but I had my suspicions and planned to find out the details soon.


I was still staying at Mac’s house while a disaster restoration company recommended by my insurance company was working on my house. Mac was preparing dinner, and I was assisting, when the doorbell rang. I answered it to find Brad standing in the doorway.
“Sydney, can I come in and talk to you?”
“Of course.” I stepped back and let him in. We stood in the entryway, acting as if we had just met. I was nervous. My heart raced, and my palms were moist.
Mac floated into the living room. “Hi, Brad. I’m just going to go help Josh with his homework.”
Brad and I sat on the sofa.
“Sydney, I wasn’t happy about how we left it the last time we spoke. I’m sorry I haven’t been returning your calls. I’ve been trying to work out what I wanted to do.”
“What did you decide? I know what I want to do.”
“I need to leave town for a little while.” He stroked my hand. “I need to get away.”
“Why? Why do you need to leave, Brad?”
“It’s just something I have to do.”
“How long will you be gone?”
“I can’t say. Not long. I will be back. Don’t worry about that.” He pulled me close. “Sydney, you said you knew what you wanted to do. What was that?”
“Try. I wanted to really try. Risk my heart.”
“That’s good to know. I’m still leaving, though.”
I shrugged. “Do what you have to do, Brad. I’m not going anywhere.”
“How long will you be staying here?” he asked.
“I’m hoping it won’t be much longer. I love my sister  and her family, but I love my house too. I’m starting to miss it.”
“Let’s go see what they’ve done so far.” He grabbed my hand, pulling me up with him as he stood.


We pulled into my driveway, and I clicked the remote to the garage. Nothing happened. Brad took it from me as if I were incapable of pushing the button correctly. I stared at him when he seemed surprised that it didn’t work for him, either.
I shook my head. “Really, Brad?”
He laughed. “Yeah, that was stupid. Let’s go.” He climbed out of his truck and waited for me to come around the side.
I strolled to the door but Brad hurried ahead of me, picking up something lying on the welcome mat. He turned. “Sydney, what the hell is this ?” He shook a bundle of roses at me. “Who’s sending you roses?” His jaw pulsed, and the tips of his ears had turned red.

Oh great .
“I have no idea. What does the card say?”
He removed the card, read it, and scowled. “It says, ‘You’ll always be mine.’”
I backed away, looking around the street. “Brad, put them down. They’re from the man Bernie and Theresa have been looking for. We think he’s the one who set the fire.”
“Okay. That settles it, then. I’m not leaving town with  this going on.” He set the flowers on the doormat and pulled me toward him.
I called Bernie and told him what had happened. After all, this was his and Theresa’s case, not mine. Then I called my new partner and gave her a heads-up, because that was what partners did.


Thank you for reading False Claims ! The Game is the next book in the series.
Sydney is investigating the suspicious deaths of two San Sansolita High School employees. One of whom is a former classmate from when she attended the same school about ten years prior. John, the Molotov cocktail thrower, who torched a bedroom in her house, is still on the loose and causing trouble for her.
Get The Game , on Amazon . This link will also take you there:

https://readerlinks.com/l/1166880

 Here’s a short excerpt of a scene from The Game . 
Mac saw me and Theresa, and headed our way. We were still in the parking lot. John stepped off the curb and appeared to be moving toward his car.
“Bernie won’t be here for a little while. We can’t let  John get to his car,” I said. “It’s parked a few cars away from mine.”
“I won’t let him get to it,” Theresa said. She hurried toward the target, cutting him off from his retreat. “Excuse me, sir. Can I talk to you for minute?”
“I’m sorry, I have to go. Family emergency.” He held up his cell phone.
“This will only take a minute. And I’ll make sure you get to your family emergency. I’m Detective Sinclair, from the San Sansolita PD.” She flashed her badge and blocked his path to the car. I stood beside her. Mac stood off to the side.
“Mac, I think you should go inside the building,” I said.
She flicked a backwards glance at John. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to back up Theresa if she needs it because Patrol hasn’t arrived. Bernie won’t be here for a few minutes and this guy might be armed.”
Mac hurried toward the hotel entrance. John dashed after her. Before she made it to the door, he grabbed her around the neck and pulled a gun from beneath his jacket.
“Get back or I’ll shoot her!” He pointed the pistol at Mac’s waist.
Mac screamed as she clutched at his wrist. “Syd!”
He tightened his grip and she stumbled in her heels.
“Can’t … breathe!” Mac coughed and looked around wildly.
“Shut up!” he shouted.
Someone stepped through the door of the hotel. “Hey! ”
A car zoomed into the parking lot and screeched to a stop. John pushed Mac away and she fell to the ground. He fired at us and took off running around the building. I couldn’t get a clear shot. I raced to Mac.
“Are you okay?”
She pushed herself up on her knees. “I think so.” She was shaking, but managed to stand, although wobbly.
“MacKenzie! What happened? Was that Zach?” Tony raced toward Mac. He was the person who’d exited the hotel after John had grabbed Mac.
“Go inside. Now!” I shouted.
A car door slammed.
I turned around, looking for Theresa. She was down!
To read more, get The Game , on Amazon . This link will take you there too:

https://readerlinks.com/l/1166880

Again, thank you for reading False Claims ! I hope you enjoyed it. To stay informed about my books and other news, sign up for my Readers’ Group at:

https://danielleleneedavis.com

You can also follow me on BookBub at

https://www.bookbub.com/authors/danielle-l-davis to receive an alert whenever there’s a new release, preorder, or discount!
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