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      I’d left the San Sansolita Boxing Club wearing black cargo pants, a green T-shirt and cowgirl booties, and sporting a fat lip.

      Soon after, I arrived at the latest crime scene—a 3500-square-foot, one-story, gray house with a stucco exterior, five bedrooms and four bathrooms. As I entered the house, I pulled on disposable gloves and booties. I found the victim—a slender Latina, probably in her early thirties—sprawled on the gray tile floor in her dining room. A floral print scarf encircled her neck, and blood from a vicious-looking gash to her left temple had dried in her hair. A blood-encrusted Emmy statue lay on the tile floor beside her. Long strands of auburn hair clung to the congealed blood. The statue appeared bigger and heavier than it did on TV. Out of curiosity, I wanted to pick it up and hold it, but the forensic techs were doing their thing, and the coroner hadn’t arrived yet. Roses and glass shards from a broken vase and wine glass littered the floor. Two round white pills lay near the tips of her red-lacquered nails. Experience told me the pills were oxycodone. I wondered how many she had swallowed. Her full lips were parted, as if she were trying to tell me something.

      A cool breeze wafted above my head from the ceiling vent. Looking around, I found the thermostat on the far wall next to the security alarm console in the living room. Someone had set the temperature to a chilly sixty degrees.

      Gomez had been the first officer on the scene, and she stood near the door, her eyes scanning the room. She’d already told me there had been no evidence of forced entry. I pointed to the thermostat. “Gomez, is this how you found it? Sixty degrees?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Detective Valentine. I didn’t check the room temperature, but I haven’t touched the thermostat either. Nobody has. Not since I arrived.”

      “All right. Thanks.”

      I took in the room. The sleek chrome and glass tables, fluffy white area rugs, and white upholstered sofa and chairs made the room appear sterile. The single source of warmth came from a stunning watercolor of a beautiful golden retriever running across a field of California poppies. He wore a blue collar and clutched a tennis ball in his mouth. The painting was easily four feet wide. Two eight-by-ten portraits of the victim and her dog hung on the wall opposite the painting. In one, they sat in front of a decorated and colorfully lit Christmas tree, surrounded by gifts wrapped with fancy bows and ribbons. In the other, the victim strolled barefoot with her dog across wet sand on a beach, the water licking at their feet.

      I entered the kitchen, looking for food and water bowls, but I found nothing set up for pets. Bernie, my partner, had arrived and joined me as I walked along the hall, searching the rooms for a pet bed. I opened a closet in a small bedroom. Surely, if there had been a dog, it would’ve made its presence known by now, assuming the poor thing were still alive. My heart raced, and I hoped we wouldn’t find a dead canine in one of the closets.

      “What are you looking for?” Bernie asked.

      “What happened to the dog and where are the things people buy for them? I don’t see any bowls, chew toys, or a leash.”

      He shrugged. “We don’t know if it was her dog in the portraits with her.”

      “Did you not see the huge painting on the wall in there?” I pointed toward the living room and scoffed. “Of course it was hers. And he’d live in here with her. Nobody commissions a watercolor, especially one of that size, if it isn’t their pet. Nobody would do it.”

      “Maybe she painted it.”

      “It was signed by someone named Peter Samuels.”

      He tilted his head in agreement. “You might be right.”

      “I am. Trust me.” I left the bedroom, heading to another room, which contained a flat-screen, wall-mounted television, free weights stacked on racks, weight machines, and a treadmill.

      “The alarm wasn’t set. Officer Gomez indicated there didn’t appear to be evidence of forced entry,” Bernie said.

      “She may have let the person in, or they had a key.”

      We crossed the corridor and found the master bedroom. It had a floral scent. Thick white rugs covered the tile floor on each side of the king-size bed.

      Bernie slid open a jewelry box, exposing necklaces, earrings, and a bracelet. They appeared to be diamonds, emeralds, and pearls. “Doesn’t seem like robbery was a motive.”

      I opened a door, found a spa bathroom and entered. A claw-foot tub large enough to accommodate two people sat beneath a window with a panoramic view. The room smelled fresh, like a spring day after light rain. A glass-enclosed shower, tiled to the ceiling in marble, was about the size of two elevator cars. The crystal-clear, highly polished glass gave the appearance of a shower that hadn’t been used recently, if ever.

      The bathroom led to a walk-in closet the size of my twin sister, MacKenzie’s, two-car garage. I stood in the doorway and considered the neat rows of shoes, boots, purses and belts lining the shelves. I’d seen small boutiques that carried less stock. Why would someone need that many shoes and purses? Vanity drawers contained the usual: hair accessories, styling products, body lotion, flat iron and blow dryer. Her medicine cabinet held Rolaids, Motrin, and a prescription bottle of OxyContin with a single pill left inside. It had been refilled with twenty pills yesterday. I handed the bottle to Bernie.

      He read the label before dropping it into an evidence bag. “Where are the rest of the pills?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe she took them or gave them away.”

      “The ones on the floor by the body may have come from the bottle.”

      “If that’s true, it only accounts for two pills,” I said, leaving the bathroom. “What do you think so far?”

      Bernie followed me into the hall. “She didn’t have kids. You can’t possibly keep a place this clean when you have kids. Michael’s too small to be running around the house yet, but there are plenty of things lying around to indicate we have a kid.” Bernie’s girlfriend was a friend of mine, and she had given birth to their baby boy only a few days ago, so I could attest to the amount of stuff a kid of any age needed.

      Having babysat Josh, my five-year-old nephew recently, I also agreed about the cleaning. The victim having young children in her household seemed unlikely. The absence of portraits of children supported our suppositions. We entered a room set up as an office. I flipped through a desk organizer before bagging it as evidence. One of us would look through it later. From there, we took in the spacious kitchen. The appliances were stainless steel, including a double oven and a large sink built into the granite counter on the island. We browsed the room for a while before returning to the dining room.

      I knelt next to the body. “Who is she?”

      “Teena Travis. That’s T-e-e-n-a,” Bernie said. “She’s a celebrity.”

      “Yeah, I figured that from the Emmy that probably killed her.” I tilted my head to get a better look at her face. “Married?”

      Bernie shrugged and shook his head. “No idea. There’s not much of blood, so I’m assuming she died quickly.”

      “Who called it in?”

      “Her personal assistant, Billi Jones.” He jerked a thumb toward the window. “She’s outside, in Gomez’s car.”

      I headed to the window and looked out. The fire department rescue squad was pulling away from the curb. No need for their expertise this time around. Jones held her cell phone to her ear as she gazed at the police activity.

      “You talked to her?” I asked.

      “Not yet. Too distraught at the time. Her, not me.” He smiled. “Figured I’d let her calm down first.”

      “Well, I’m done here for now. I’ll give it a go.” I headed for the door, looking over my shoulder. “You coming?”

      “Right behind you.” He looked as if he wanted to laugh, but he followed me outside.

      I spun around. “What’s your problem?” I glowered at him and planted my hands on my hips.

      Bernie grinned. “You lost the fight.”

      No sympathy for me. “Theresa and I were sparring at the boxing club, and she hit me when I turned away after the gym manager called me to the phone. We were supposed to be light sparring. It was a cheap shot.”

      His smile widened as he scratched his stubble. “Well, remind me to congratulate her on a job well done.”

      I ran a finger lightly over my lip, wincing. I should’ve grabbed some ice before leaving the gym. “She got in a lucky punch while I was distracted, I tell you.”

      “Looks like she got in more than one lucky punch to me.” He raised his eyebrows, clearly enjoying my misfortune.

      Jerk.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Shut up.”

      He breezed past me, heading toward Gomez’s patrol car. “Let’s go talk to Billi Jones.”

      No doubt about it, Bernie was right. I’d underestimated Theresa, another detective in our division, when we sparred.

      As we approached Gomez’s car, I looked at the clear sky and pulled off my disposable gloves and paper booties. I turned them inside out, pushed them in my pocket and removed my notebook. The sun warmed the back of my neck, and I rubbed my tight muscles.

      I guessed Jones’s age at about thirty. She was sobbing and dabbed at her eyes with a wad of tissues as she spoke into her cell phone. At one point, she set her phone in her lap to blow her nose. Bernie held up his badge. Mine was attached to my belt. She nodded and ended her conversation. The day was already hot and, even with the windows down, the car must’ve been stifling.

      I opened the car door. “I’m Detective Valentine, and this is Detective Bernard of the San Sansolita PD. Can you step out of the car, please?”
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      We moved back as she slid out. Slim and about five-six, Jones wore black slacks and black patent flats. Her skin was pale and blotchy. A large pimple on the tip of her nose made her look like Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. She wore her shiny black hair in a chin-length bob and peered at us through red-rimmed hazel eyes made up in a smoky-eyed look I associated with an evening out on the town or glamour photos. Tears and mascara clung to her unnaturally long eyelashes. Surprisingly, her makeup had smeared very little. Her hand shook as she tucked her hair behind her ears, revealing four tiny gold hoop earrings lining the edge of her left ear and three lining the right. Perspiration had soaked through her turquoise short-sleeve top. Either she was an excellent actress, or she was upset at what she’d seen. As far as suspects went, I mentally added her to the “possible” category. Too early to tell. She reached through the car window and removed a large black purse as big as the pillow on my bed. She hung it over her shoulders so the strap crossed her body and the purse rested on her hip.

      “Do you have ID?” I asked.

      “Sure.” She reached into her purse and handed me a driver’s license.

      I wrote down the address of her apartment in Rancho Cucamonga, which was about thirty-five miles away. “Tell us what happened.” I returned her license, and she dropped it in the cavernous purse.

      She sniffled. “Well, I came here, like I always do.”

      “What time?”

      “Noon. Teena required punctuality. I had to be on time—or else.”

      I studied her. “Or else what?”

      She ran her finger across the front of her neck. “I need this job.”

      “Why did you come today?”

      “I was picking up dry cleaning and grocery shopping, for starters,” Jones said.

      “When did you last speak to her?”

      Her chin trembled. “Seven o’clock yesterday evening.”

      “Did she live alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh-oh.” Bernie pointed down the street as news vans rolled toward us and pulled to a stop a couple of houses away—well clear of the crime scene tape.

      I recognized the petite blonde reporter who fluffed her hair and checked herself in the van’s mirror before strutting our way, while uniformed officers dealt with the crowd. Blondie had spent too much time primping, because a skinny male reporter from a competing station beat her to us. He stood a few feet away, talking as the cameraman aimed a lens at him. I recognized him too but couldn’t recall either reporter’s name. It hadn’t taken them long to sniff out a story.

      “I got this.” Bernie hurried toward the male—Ray. His name was Ray.

      Blondie didn’t bother to introduce herself on the air. Rushing to reach us while Bernie talked to her competitor, she held a microphone and shouted at her cameraman to hurry.

      Vultures.

      “Stay here,” I ordered and marched about twenty feet away from Jones.

      “Detective, I’m Vanessa Perkins.” The reporter was out of breath and spoke into the microphone. “My sources tell me that Teena Travis was murdered. Do you have any suspects?” She shoved the microphone in my face.

      “You need to get behind the perimeter.” I waved at Rachel Miles, a uniformed officer who’d been in Travis’s yard. “Officer Miles, please see that she doesn’t breach the tape again.” I turned to leave as Miles approached to shepherd the reporter away.

      Perkins grabbed my arm. “Who were you talking to over there?” She shoved the mic in my face while still holding my arm.

      I shook her off and snatched the mike out of her hand. “You’re interfering with a police investigation. Step back.” I tossed the mike at her and left her standing in the middle of the road. Officer Miles led her away.

      “Detective Valentine! Sydney!”

      Cindy Hayes, a newspaper reporter, hurried toward me.

      How the hell are these people getting through?

      I liked Cindy and had seen her at the boxing club a few times. She was wearing yoga pants, T-shirt and ASICS running shoes.

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      Breathing hard, she scanned the growing crowd. “Was Teena Travis killed?”

      “You know I can’t talk about this yet. As far as I know, the family of the victim hasn’t been notified.”

      “Come on, Sydney. My editor pulled me from the gym and told me to get my ass over here. Give me something I can use.”

      “Sorry, Cindy, I don’t have anything to give you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. Have a good day.” She grumbled as I walked away. When I glanced back, she was hurrying toward the tape as Officer Giles rushed in her direction.

      When I returned to Gomez’s car Bernie was interviewing Jones.

      He scribbled in his notebook. “Did she have family in the area?”

      “Her parents live in Calimesa. She has a brother, George Stone, and a sister, Veronica. I already called her.”

      He studied her. “I need everyone’s contact information.”

      “Her parents are in Paris at the moment. Teena gave them the trip as a gift for their fortieth anniversary. I called them. They’ll be back as soon as they can get a flight.”

      Bernie nodded. “How long have you worked for Ms. Travis?”

      “Almost four years.” Jones removed tissues from a side pocket in her purse and dabbed at her eyes. “Excuse me.” She blew her nose and shoved the used tissue in her pocket. The pimple on her nose grew redder and looked as though it would pop at any moment.

      I stepped back. “What exactly did you do for Ms. Travis?”

      “I was her personal assistant. I did the things she didn’t have the time for or didn’t want to do.”

      “Like what? Please be specific.”

      “Let’s see.” She twisted her mouth and looked around. “I shopped for her groceries and cooked. Teena has a gorgeous kitchen with top-of-the-line appliances but couldn’t boil water.” She ticked off each item as she said them, then took a breath. “I scheduled appointments and made reservations. Did her laundry and picked up dry cleaning. If she wanted to order out, I went to get it. She didn’t like delivery because she didn’t want fans to know where she lived. She kind of assumed everyone was a fan.”

      “Did you clean her house?” I asked.

      Her eyes grew wide, then she scowled. “I wasn’t her maid.” She spat it out as if I’d called her a hooker.

      Maybe “maid” wasn’t her job title, but the duties came pretty darn close. Maids often snooped, and I bet Jones did too. “Did you handle her finances?”

      She shook her head. “No way. Teena took care of them herself.”

      “How did you pay for her dry cleaning and groceries?”

      “She gave me a credit card. Kept track of what I spent and always asked for a receipt.”

      How wise of Teena. “Do you have a key to her house?”

      She studied me. “Yes.”

      I figured she must have. How else would she have gotten in and found the body? I held my hand out. “The key?”

      She passed it over.

      “Thanks.” I dropped it into my pocket. “Do you know if anyone else has a key?”

      “As far as I know, only her parents and her sister.”

      I looked up from my notebook. “Not her brother?”

      “Heck no.” She jutted out a hip and scoffed. “He’s nothing but trouble.”

      “In what way?” Bernie asked.

      “He can’t keep a job and parties too much—if you know what I mean. He was house-sitting for her once and trashed the place with his friends. He’s irresponsible. She changed the locks after that.”

      I’d have done the same. “When did that happen?”

      “About a year ago. It’s how her dog Chico died. George left him outside with no food or water and forgot about him for two days. Tell me, how do you forget about a dog for two days?”

      I shook my head and said, “I don’t know,” but I did know Jones didn’t like George. Hell, I didn’t like the guy either.

      “Chico got heatstroke.” She sniffled. “Teena looked forward to going home to him. When he died, she didn’t get out of bed for two days. I was worried for her.” Her voice broke, and she swallowed.

      “It’s too bad about Chico. The painting and portraits are beautiful,” Bernie said.

      “They don’t do him justice. I don’t think Teena ever forgave her brother for that. She didn’t want to get another dog.”

      “I understand. I noticed she had an alarm. Did you have the alarm code?”

      “No. She usually turned it off when she got up in the morning. Sometimes, she forgot to set it the night before, though.”

      “Where were you before you came here?” Since Jones had a key, she could’ve arrived earlier than she was supposed to.

      She pursed her lips and hesitated. “I was at home. If traffic is light, it takes me about thirty to forty minutes to get here.”

      “Where were you last night after you spoke to her?”

      Her gaze locked with mine then shifted to Bernie before returning to me. “At home alone.”

      I planned to confirm that a call was made between her and Teena when I returned to the precinct house. “Did you like working for her?”

      She scowled. “What?” She jabbed a finger toward Teena’s house. “I didn’t do that to her!” Her lip quivered, but her eyes flashed.

      “She didn’t say you did,” Bernie said. “We need to explore all avenues in our investigation. That includes you and everyone else who knew or had contact with the victim.”

      Jones closed her eyes, lowered her head and took a couple of deep breaths. “Okay.” She opened her eyes again and looked at Bernie, who nodded. “Guess I liked it well enough. It wasn’t the worst job I’ve ever had by any stretch of the imagination.” She shrugged. “Teena was okay to work for, but she could be moody at times. Keeping track of her schedule every day, including some weekends, kept me busy, but I didn’t mind. Sometimes, I got the chance to meet real celebrities, not those reality show wannabes with no talent.”

      Such snobbery. Jones hadn’t considered the fact that she had a job because of those talentless wannabes.

      “Did she have an appointment with anyone this morning or last night?”

      “I think so. Just a sec.” She retrieved an organizer from her purse. “This is the calendar I keep … kept for her.” She licked a finger, flipped a few pages and ran her finger down the page. “She had an appointment with Curtis Walker last night at seven thirty. He’s the executive producer, writer and creator of Mega Star.”

      I requested Curtis Walker’s contact information and she gave it to me.

      I looked up from my writing. “What’s Mega Star?”

      She peered at me. “Really? You don’t know?” She flicked a glance at Bernie, who was shaking his head.

      “If I knew, I wouldn’t have asked.”

      “It’s the musical reality show Teena worked on with Curtis. She was a judge. The winner is the Mega Star, and they get a six-figure recording contract.”

      “Did she have any appointments on her calendar for today?”

      She peeked at her watch and frowned. “Darn. I didn’t realize it was so late. The appointment was a half hour ago, actually.” She squinted as she scanned the crowd of onlookers and parked vehicles. “Hmm. She’s not here. I wonder where she is?”

      I looked around at the rubberneckers on the sidewalks. “Who’s not here?”

      “Jen Conrad.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Jen is another judge on the show.”

      Jones gave me Jen’s phone number and address. The woman lived in Redlands, about twenty miles west of San Sansolita.

      “Thanks,” I said, adding the information to my notebook.

      Jones frowned as she stared at Teena’s house then at her feet.

      I studied her until our eyes met again. “What can you tell me about Jen Conrad? Did she and Teena get along?”

      “No. Not really.” She watched the bystanders gathering on the sidewalks, talking and pointing.

      “Did something happen between them?”

      She sighed. “They fought. I mean physically fought. I’d never seen anything like it. Sure, I’d seen movies, but not real live women fighting right in front of me. Some of the guys had to pull them apart.”

      Yeah, I’m sure they got a kick out of it, too.

      This Jen Conrad might have benefitted from Teena’s death. She might not have had a problem with swinging the Emmy at Teena’s head if she was provoked or in the heat of the moment. “When did the fight happen?”

      “Last week in the writers’ room. It’s where they all get together—the writers, producers and the talent—to talk about what’s going to happen on the show in preparation for writing it. Brainstorming, it’s called.”

      “In a reality show? They write it?” It sounded like the opposite of reality to me.

      “Yep. Lots of people don’t realize that. Some of the stuff is real, but they write other things to nudge a story along or to create more conflict.”

      It seemed as though there was untelevised and unscripted conflict behind the scenes. “What was the fight about?”

      “Jen was tired of being second chair. That’s what she called it. Second chair. I’d heard her say it before. Behind Teena’s back, of course.”

      “When did it get physical?”

      “When Teena told Jen to shut up and grow a pair, then maybe she’d be more appreciated. Some of the people in the room laughed, and that’s when Jen slapped Teena. Hard.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Teena slapped her back. The next thing I knew, they were clawing at each other on the floor. Their weaves flew through the air. A few guys had their phones out, filming it.”

      “Who filmed it?” Bernie asked.

      Her gaze shifted away. “I don’t remember.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Certain.” Her gaze dropped to her feet.

      I didn’t believe her. “Was Curtis Walker there?”

      “I don’t remember that either. Sorry.”

      Her eyes turned to Teena’s house. She swallowed and blinked rapidly as she watched Teena’s body, hidden inside a black body bag, being rolled away, leaving her house for the last time. As Teena was loaded into the coroner’s van, a murmur flowed through the crowd, and they repositioned themselves to catch a glimpse. The reporters scrambled to take their shots. The coroner’s assistant closed Teena inside, climbed into the van and cruised past us.

      I made a note of what Jones had told me thus far as I gave her a few moments to compose herself, while simultaneously surveying the crowd gathered on the sidewalk. My gaze fell on a woman standing in the group. I moved closer to Bernie, who hadn’t finished writing.

      “The dark-haired woman in the red jacket and jeans at ten o’clock,” I whispered.

      Bernie kept his head down but let his gaze drift upward. He nodded. “I see her.”

      The woman looked away from me before stepping back, trying to melt into the crowd.

      “Let’s go. Ms. Jones, stay here, please.” I headed toward the dark-haired woman, who’d begun walking quickly away from us. Bernie and I jogged.

      The woman turned, looking over her shoulder as she shoved some onlookers aside. Some shoved back. She hurried along the walkway of the building next door to Teena’s—a single-story, olive-colored house with white trim.

      I caught up to her. “Stop! Ma’am, stop. We want to talk to you.”

      She turned and looked at us, eyes wide, head shaking. “I don’t know anything!”

      “I’m Detective Bernard, and this is Detective Valentine,” Bernie said.

      “We’d like to ask you a few questions. Let’s start with your name.”

      She was perspiring and breathing heavily. “I’m Sharon Tell, and I don’t want to get involved.”

      “Did you see or hear anything last night?” I asked.

      Sharon studied the people milling about behind us and licked her lips. “I was behind the fence on the side of my house, working in the garden. I had my earbuds in and was listening to music I’d downloaded to my cell phone.” She paused to take a breath before rushing on. “Anyway, when I took the earbuds out, I heard Teena arguing with someone around six o’clock or six thirty. I didn’t see who it was, but it was a man’s voice.”

      “Were you friends with Teena?” Bernie asked.

      She frowned. “Not really. I used to see her walking her dog when I walked mine. We’d cross paths and say hello, but she wasn’t very talkative or friendly.”

      I looked up from my writing. “How did you know her name?”

      “Mega Star.” She shrugged. “She was private, and I didn’t want to bother her. I always pretended not to know who she was.”

      “Did you hear what was said in the argument?” I asked.

      “Some. They might’ve been on the sidewalk in front of her house. It sounded like she thought he took something from her. He said she was crazy and should go back inside her castle. I heard a car door slam, then I heard the car drive away. That’s all I know.” She took a step toward her door. “I need to go.”

      I handed her my card. “If you think of anything else.”

      She snatched the card, hurried inside and slammed the door.

      We returned to Jones and found her chatting on her phone. She put it away the moment she saw us approaching.
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      “Do you know why Jen was meeting with Teena this morning?” I asked.

      “Teena wanted to talk to her about the direction Mega Star was headed.” Jones chewed on her lip. “There have been rumors about Jen moving to another show. In fact, the rumor was that Jen had been approached by CBS to do a new reality show. Teena was competitive and didn’t want to lose any of their audience. Jen was younger and had her fair share of fans. The way I understand it, Teena was planning to talk Jen out of leaving.”

      That sounded as if she wanted to keep her second stringer close by. “How?”

      “Teena told me she might ask Curtis to give Jen more money.”

      “Did she have that kind of pull with Curtis?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Jones said, nodding enthusiastically. “Definitely. They were a couple at one time. Years ago.”

      “Apart from the fight between Teena and Jen, have you ever witnessed any other disagreements?”

      “Only Teena’s side of conversations when she was on the phone with Jen. She complained about Jen a lot. I bet she complained to Curtis too.” She shrugged. “Just sounding off, you know? That’s all it was, I think.”

      I nodded. “Was there anything going on that changed the way people felt about Teena?”

      “Teena wanted to change it up a little. The show’s been running twice a year for nine years. Eighteen seasons and she was always the ‘mean’ one.” She used air quotes around the word mean.

      “And what did she want to change?”

      “She didn’t want the nasty role anymore. I guess she’d mellowed over the years. She told me she enjoyed it in the beginning, but it eventually got to her. People called her The Dream Crusher. ‘Here comes The Dream Crusher,’ or ‘The Dream Crusher was at it again during last night’s show.’ You know, stuff like that.” Jones pursed her lips, apparently lost in thought for a moment. “But, I have to tell you, it made her a wealthy woman.”

      I glanced at Bernie, who was nodding. “Why couldn’t she simply stop being mean?” I asked.

      Jones laughed at my ignorance. “You’ve never worked in show business, have you? Well, you don’t just stop if you’re drawing a huge audience. It’s like they say about the mob. Once you’re in, you stay in until you die.” She teared up and swallowed again. “I guess she’s not ‘in’ anymore.”

      “Was it in her contract to treat people that way?” I looked past her at the crowd holding their cell phones up as they recorded the activity.

      “Yes and no. It wasn’t in her contract, but her attitude brought viewers. More viewers meant increased advertising dollars, and it also enabled her to demand more money per episode when her contract was renewed. She made a heck of a lot more than Jen. I know that for a fact.”

      Interesting. “Did Jen Conrad know Teena made more than her?”

      “Of course. Everybody knew. It was all over the entertainment news programs last year when Teena’s contract was renewed. She got bonuses during sweeps months that Jen didn’t get.”

      Bernie looked up from his notepad. “How do you know about her contract?”

      “It was lying on her desk. Some of it was difficult to understand, but I read most of it. Every November, February, May, and July, she’d ramp up her nastiness. Teena started going in to the studio high to get through it. I don’t know if anyone else noticed, but I could tell. A few people seemed to suspect because they’d look at her funny, you know, out of the corner of their eyes.”

      Now we had a dead celebrity with a substance abuse problem. Maybe it got her killed. “Who suspected?”

      “Curtis, for one. I think Jen knew too, but I’m just guessing.”

      “What was she taking?”

      “Some kind of pain pill. Oxycodone, I think. It was prescribed by her doctor, though. To be honest, I didn’t pay attention to what it was. As long as she paid me, I was happy.”

      Bernie and I had already taken the OxyContin into evidence. The forensic techs would gather any other medications in the house, and Dr. Lee, the medical examiner, would order toxicology tests. She’d have the wine tested as well. However, toxicology results took weeks to come back.

      “Did you ever see anyone, other than Jen, attack her or try to?”

      “No, never. Not physically, anyway.”

      “What about verbally?”

      “Of course. All the time. She put on a good show, but sometimes it clearly bothered her. I wondered if that’s why she took the pain pills. She made a lot of money, but she wasn’t always happy, especially after Chico died and the way he died.”

      I glanced at Bernie, who was frowning. I stepped to the side and wrote down what Jones had told me about sweeps months, the contract, and the medication suspicion.

      Bernie eased forward. “Ms. Jones, did Teena date, or was she married?”

      “She dated some.”

      “Anyone special lately?”

      She lifted a shoulder and grimaced. “You should look at her personal schedule.”

      “Did she have enemies?” he asked.

      “She got her share of hate mail if that’s what you mean.”

      “We’ll need to see all her mail. When can we get it from you?”

      “I’ll have it for you by the end of today. It’s at my apartment because I work from home sometimes.”

      “Thank you. Did she ever have problems with any of the contestants?” Bernie asked, still writing.

      She stared at Bernie and blinked.

      He looked up from his writing. “Which contestants did she have a problem with?”

      Jones gave him more staring and blinking.

      Bernie frowned. “Did she have a problem with all the contestants?”

      The PA nodded. “Pretty much. Do you watch the show?” She flicked a glance my way then returned her gaze to Bernie.

      “My friend does,” he said. “If I’m there while it’s on, I watch it with her.”

      I raised an eyebrow at his ‘friend’ comment about Khrystal, the mother of his first born.

      “Then you know how Teena was. How she treated the contestants and Jen. Did you like Teena?” She looked hopeful.

      “We did. My friend liked her a lot. She usually agreed with Teena’s opinions and looked forward to what she had to say.”

      Jones’s eyes watered. She blinked and tears spilled. “It won’t be … it won’t be the same without her.” Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. I’ll lose my job now. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      What a quick turnaround that was.

      “Well, you’ve been the personal assistant on a top-rated show.” Bernie spoke softly. “I don’t know how it works in your business, but I’d think that would count as something.”

      She brightened. “That’s true. Maybe they’ll replace her, and I could do the same job for the new person. I need to go. I’ve got to talk to Curtis about all this.”

      Before dismissing her, we took down the contact information for Teena’s family members.

      “We’ll be in touch if we need to speak to you again.” Bernie snapped his notebook shut and patted his pockets before turning to me. “Do you have any cards on you?”

      I pulled a business card from my pocket and handed it across. “If you think of anything, give us a call. We’re sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered before shuffling toward a late-model, silver Honda Accord, which was parked in front of my unwashed, white Nissan Altima, otherwise known as the grit-mobile, because I washed it two or three times per year, tops.

      I wrote down her license plate, then considered the suspects so far. The executive producer, Curtis Walker was making money from Teena’s abilities. I didn’t see a reason he would want her dead. Teena’s brother would never get more money if she was dead, unless he inherited it, and that seemed unlikely. Jen, on the other hand, wanted Teena’s job. So far, my money was on Jen. I headed toward my car then stopped and spun around to face Bernie. “What was the deal with Khrystal being just your friend?”

      He stopped and faced me. “What do you mean?”

      “I’d think she’d be more than just a friend. She’s the mother of your child.”

      “Oh, that.” He shrugged. “I didn’t say just a friend. I said she was my friend. She’s definitely more than that. No reason to tell Ms. Jones.”

      I nodded. “What are you doing here anyway? You’re supposed to be on paternity leave.”

      Bernie grinned and sauntered past me toward his car. “I just figured you might need some help.”

      “I’d have thought Khrystal would be the one needing help. Are you just trying to get out of diaper duty, or is it because you were a Teena fan?”

      I bet he liked the show more than he’d let on. It was a shocker that he watched it because I’d only considered him to be a sports fanatic, nothing more.

      “Khrystal’s the fan. Dispatch called me. There was a mix-up on when my paternity leave was supposed to start because Khrystal delivered early, and HR didn’t get the paperwork for the change in my time off.” He gave me another grin. “You sound like you don’t want my help.”

      “Of course I want it, not that I need it. Someone else can fill in. Who do you think we should talk to first?”

      “My paternity leave starts as soon as we close this case.” He glanced at his watch. “Khrystal wants me to stay until the case is solved. Besides, she has plenty of assistance with the baby from her mom. To answer your question about who I think we should talk to first, I think it should be Curtis. Maybe we can get a better idea of what’s going on with the show. He’d certainly know more about that than anyone else.”

      “Makes sense. Let’s give him a call then ride out to see him.”
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      Bernie called Curtis Walker, and we set out to pay him a visit at his home in Ontario. Going to Ontario worked for me because I didn’t want to spend several hours in the car trying to get to and from the gridlock of Los Angeles. None of these Hollywood types seemed to live near the LA area anymore. That’s a win-win for me because Ontario was fifty miles closer to San Sansolita and had less traffic than Los Angeles.

      My phone buzzed, and I answered without looking at the caller ID. “Valentine.”

      “Hey, Sydney. It’s me, Brad.”

      “Hi, Brad. What’s up?” My stomach did a flip.

      “Are you free for dinner tonight?”

      “Don’t think I’ll be able to see you tonight. We were called out on another case. Sorry.” I didn’t have time for this conversation. “Can I call you tonight if it’s not too late and my brain isn’t fried?”

      “Sure. Be careful, Sydney.” His voice held disappointment.

      “Thanks. Bye.” I stared out the window then turned to Bernie. “How do you and Khrystal do it?”

      “Do what? Have a relationship?” He shrugged. “Did you forget that we just got back together? It’s hard. I’m not going to lie. It was different when she was working and in nursing school. She was too busy to think about anything else. Now she’s busy with Michael, but she has more time to notice how much I’m not there.”

      “I guess I’ll have to play it by ear.” The job didn’t give me much choice. I couldn’t change it, and I didn’t want to. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to be in a relationship anymore, and I was losing sleep over it. Brad was nice, and I liked him, but sometimes a relationship took too much effort.

      We’d dropped off our cars at the station, exchanging them for a department-issued Ford Focus. I ran a criminal background check on Walker and Jones during the drive, and they both came back clean.

      It took us about an hour to make it to Walker’s place—an exclusive gated community with the typical upscale amenities. There were signs for a country club, a movie theatre, two lakes, tennis courts and a golf course. A guard scrutinized our badges and checked with Walker before allowing us to enter. Sometimes, I enjoyed coming to places such as this to gawk at the houses. My sister, Mac, would have loved to ride around this neighborhood, peering into the lives of the homeowners. Recently, I found out she read real estate magazines and dreamed about living in some of the homes listed. I peered at the manicured lawns and expensive shrubbery, wondering how much effort and money it would take to maintain. We turned down Hacienda Avenue and made a right on Las Palmas Street, where Walker lived. Bernie pulled into the decorative paver driveway, which seemed to be a quarter-mile drive to the house. It arched into a semi-circle, curving near Walker’s front door. We parked, climbed out and were assaulted by the heat of the blazing sun. An orange tree, half the height of the house and heavy with ripened fruit, stood in a corner of the side yard.

      Bernie rang the doorbell, and we waited.

      The door opened, and I stepped ahead, raising my ID. “Mr. Walker—”

      He glared at us and shot out a long, slender finger with a manicured nail, pointing to the Bluetooth headset in his ear. He waved us inside.

      Bernie looked at me, eyebrows raised, and I shrugged with my palms up.

      Walker, a tall, lanky man with a long, narrow face, strutted through his house with a loose-limbed gait, like the Pink Panther. He was bald and sported a brown goatee with a blond strip down the center. I’d never seen that before. He reminded me of a skunk.

      Walker jabbed a finger toward two pale-green upholstered chairs facing a cream-colored sofa in the same style. He sat on the sofa and flipped off his black suede slippers, each of which sported an embroidered family crest.

      Pretentious, or what?

      With a surprising show of flexibility, he brought both bare and bony feet up under him, tucking them in with a push. I’d rarely seen tall men sit cross-legged. Bernie set our digital recorder on a glass coffee table which had a wooden wagon wheel embedded inside. A small bowl with a whole peeled orange and sections of another orange sat on the table. I doubted the discarded peel would be wearing a “Sunkist” stamp. Mentally, I added an orange tree to the list of things I wanted if I ever had a house of my own.

      Walker placed a finger over the Bluetooth in his ear as if he were concentrating. “No! You need to rewrite it!” He paused, listening. “Because she needs to come off as unsympathetic. In the latest version, she doesn’t.” He looked at the ceiling for several moments. “No, no, no, no. Fix it.” He sighed, looked at his black velour warm-up suit and brushed something invisible off his thigh. “By tonight. I want it by eight o’clock.” He disconnected, probably while the unfortunate writer was still speaking. He removed the device from his ear and set it on the end table. “Now, Detectives, what can I do for you?” He eyed Bernie first, then me.

      Bernie leaned toward the recorder and flipped the switch. Walker narrowed his eyes at the little machine and licked his lips. Was he nervous?

      “I’m Detective Valentine, and this is Detective Bernard,” I announced, pulling out my notebook. “We’re here about Teena Travis, one of your judges on Mega Star.”

      He frowned. “I know who she is, Detective.” He flashed a broad, bright, white-capped smile. “And I know she’s been found murdered in her home.” His gaze shifted between us. “Anything else?” This man was cold. I immediately added him to the suspect list, alongside Jen Conrad.

      Walker glanced at the Bluetooth. “As you can see, I’m quite busy at the moment.” He chuckled. “I’m busy every moment, really. I can’t even afford to sleep.” He eyed Bernie. “How much do you sleep each night, Detective? Eight hours? Seven? If I sleep more than three or four, I won’t accomplish my daily goals. Thus, I don’t feel productive.” He picked up an expensive-looking, sleek silver pen and scribbled something on a sheet of paper on the table.

      “Did you speak to Ms. Travis this morning?” I asked.

      He stared at me. “What happened to your lip?”

      Bernie chuckled then tried to hide it with a cough. I scowled at him.

      “An accident. Please answer the question. Did you speak to Ms. Travis this morning?”

      “I did not. I spoke to her personal assistant, Billi, though. She said she’d talked to a couple of detectives.” He stole another glance at the Bluetooth.

      He’d probably have the damn thing surgically implanted if he could.

      Perhaps I could be of assistance and jam it in there for him before I leave.

      I recalled Jones’s comment indicating Walker had an appointment with Teena at seven thirty the night before. “When did you last see Ms. Travis?”

      He tapped his chin with the pen. “Yesterday morning.” He sighed, glancing at his watch. “I’ll have to check my calendar for the time.”

      “You do that.” I leaned back in my chair and glanced at my watch, said, “We’ll wait,” and tapped my pen on my notebook.

      Walker unfolded his legs and put his feet on the floor, pushing them into his slippers. “Excuse me, then. I’ll be a minute.” He left the room, heading toward a hallway, leaving his beloved Bluetooth.

      Bernie glanced at me, smirking. “I guess you told him,” he whispered.

      “Didn’t his pompous attitude bother you?” I whispered, leaning toward him.

      He lifted a shoulder. “Not really.”

      A door closed from the direction Walker had gone. He reappeared moments later, carrying a leather-bound day planner. He reclaimed his spot on the sofa and opened the day planner, which was twice as thick as the one Jones used.

      He regarded us with impatience. “I saw Teena at ten a.m. yesterday. I had planned to meet with her last night, but she called and postponed it until this evening. She phoned me again later, but I missed the call.”

      “What time were you supposed to see her?” I asked.

      “Seven thirty. She told me she was running late, and rather than rush, she asked if we could try again tonight.”

      “What time did she call?”

      “I was running a little late myself. It could’ve been about seven. I can check my cell phone and give you the exact time.”

      “That would be helpful,” Bernie said.

      Walker showed us the display. Teena Travis had called at seven-ten, and again at a quarter after eight. He returned to his seat and set the phone next to the Bluetooth.

      I took a note of Teena’s call times. “Do you know why she was running late?”

      “No. She didn’t share that with me, but I was under the impression that she wasn’t alone. She seemed to be in a hurry. Rushed. She also spoke quietly.” He laughed. “Teena was not usually a quiet person.”

      “Besides yourself, who else worked closely with her?” Bernie asked.

      He stroked his goatee. “Jen did. In fact, she worked more closely with Jen than anyone.”

      “Ms. Jones mentioned the show was taking a different direction. Can you tell us about that?” I asked.

      He hesitated, licking his lips.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Well, perhaps. I don’t like to talk about future plans with outsiders.” He examined his nails.

      I got the feeling there was another reason for his reluctance to share information about the show’s future. I would return to the question. “Mr. Walker, where were you from seven thirty last night until we arrived?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I was here. I’ve been working.” He glanced at his Bluetooth.

      “Can anyone corroborate that?”

      “About a dozen people. I was on two conference calls with our writers and producers.” He crossed his legs and tugged on an ear.

      “Being on the phone wouldn’t necessarily mean you were here,” I said. “You can do that anywhere as long as there is service in the area.”

      He was frowning. “Are you implying I killed Teena?”

      “May I see your phone again, please?” I asked.

      “I just showed it to you.”

      I held out my hand. “Hence the word, again.”

      He slid the phone across the coffee table toward me. I found the calls from Teena and checked the phone number to confirm it matched the one I had for her. It did.

      “I don’t see the conference calls.”

      “That’s because we use an application online. Everyone calls a special number and enters a code to join the call. It’s much easier that way.”

      I slid the phone back to him, and he picked it up.

      His mouth had formed a thin line, and his back had stiffened. “Is there anything else?”

      “We need the contact information of the people you spoke to last night. While you’re at it, give us the contact information of everyone who worked on or auditioned for your show. Would that cover those participating in the conference call too?”

      “Yes.” Walker flipped his wrist and looked at his Rolex. He sighed. “I’ll have someone put something together for you.”

      “We’d also like copies of this season’s auditions and show episodes, uncut, please,” Bernie said.

      That got a heavy sigh. “Why?”

      “We realize what the viewers see isn’t necessarily all that was recorded,” Bernie said.

      “I’ll make sure you have it by tomorrow at the latest. Are we done?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “You haven’t answered the question about the direction the show was headed.”

      Walker shook his head. “I need to talk to some people before I can answer that.”

      “Why? I thought you were in charge.” The corner of my mouth lifted, but I held back a full-blown smile.

      “I have investors with a great deal at stake. I’m sure you understand.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s all I can say for now. I have business issues to resolve, so …” He stood and headed to the door.

      Bernie and I followed. Walker opened the door and stepped back as we headed outside. I turned to thank him, but he’d already pushed the door closed. It clicked shut.

      I looked at Bernie. “I didn’t like him.”

      He grinned as he ambled to the car. “Really? I couldn’t tell.”

      I climbed into the passenger seat, which was already warm from the heat. “He’s rude and obnoxious.”

      Bernie slid behind the wheel and buckled up. “You still angry about Theresa getting in a so-called lucky punch?”

      “I’m not angry. Walker didn’t seem to be upset about losing his star judge. What was that about?”

      “He probably thinks Jen can step up and replace her. And you know what media types say about all publicity being good publicity.”

      I tsked and looked at my watch. “Hey, we can stop by the home of the other judge, Jen Conrad, since her address is on the way back to the station. I’d like to know why she didn’t show for her meeting with Teena this morning.”

      “And I want to hear about the fight between her and Teena.” Bernie slid a few business cards from the console into his pocket before starting the car, and we were on our way.
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      I tried calling Jen Conrad but her outgoing voicemail message indicated she wasn’t accepting calls. We arrived at her address in Redlands within fifteen minutes. She lived in a much smaller house than Teena—a one-story home on a tiny lot. Plantation shutters on the windows were closed. The lawn was well cared for, and multi-colored river rocks bordered the area around the house. A few small palm trees dotted the yard, and river rocks surrounded them, too.

      We stood at the front door, and Bernie rang the bell. I studied an elderly couple walking a small, chubby white dog. The dog strutted ahead of them with its tail in the air, as if it owned the street and everything on it. The man leaned on a metal cane, and the couple seemed to slow their gait as they whispered to one another. The woman shook her head and pointed at us. The man turned our way, shuffling toward the walkway. I headed him off.

      “May I help you, sir?” I asked.

      He aimed the cane at the woman. “My wife, Estelle, told me she saw the woman who lives here leave a little while ago.”

      I headed over to Estelle. My phone buzzed, and I stopped to take the call. “This is Detective Valentine.”

      “Detective Valentine, this is Billi. Billi Jones. We spoke earlier?”

      I watched Bernie amble toward Estelle. “Yes, I remember. Do you have more information for me?”

      “Actually, I was on my way to the police department to drop off the fan mail you asked for. Are you there now?”

      “We’re in Redlands. Are you near here? We could meet you. It would save you the drive to San Sansolita.”

      We arranged to meet at a nearby post office, and she disconnected.

      Bernie had finished his conversation with Estelle and was standing beside me. “Who was that?”

      I told him, and we headed to the car. “What did Estelle have to say?”

      “She didn’t remember the time she saw Jen leave, but she thinks it was about ten this morning, and she had luggage. I gave them a business card in case they saw her again.”

      “Do they know her?”

      “No. They’ve seen her coming and going when they walked their dog, but they didn’t even know her name. They told me they’d seen her jogging in the past.”

      “Nobody answered the door, and we don’t have probable cause for a search warrant.” I glanced at the time on my phone. “We need to pick up the fan mail from Jones. Hop in.” I slid behind the wheel and cranked the engine before Bernie made it around to the other side.
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      We rolled into the post office parking lot, looking for Jones’s silver Honda Accord. I made a right and circled the lot.

      Bernie pointed to a car at the end of the row. “That looks like hers.”

      I pulled up next to her. When she spotted us, she popped the trunk and slid out. We met her at her open trunk.

      “Here’s the fan mail,” she said.

      We transferred three boxes from her car to ours.

      “How many letters are there?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s everything from the past eight or nine months. I marked the most recent box and separated the mail by week.”

      “Seems like a lot of mail,” Bernie said.

      “Well, that’s nothing. Once we got closer to the end of a season, it would increase. She’d get twice that much.”

      “Did she ever respond to people?” I asked. Teena didn’t sound like the type to deal with the public, even by mail.

      “No idea. She never told me if she did.”

      “Did she ever read the hate mail?” I asked.

      “I picked up her mail from the post office box she asked me to rent from Postal Annex. She couldn’t be bothered and didn’t want a mailbox key. I dropped off the mail at her house, but I don’t know how much she actually read.” Jones looked at her watch and pursed her lips, frowning. “When she told me to, I collected it from her house, took it home and filed it away.”

      “Did she have any email accounts fans might know about?” I asked.

      “No. She didn’t do email or social media.” She opened her car door.

      “There’s something else,” Bernie said.

      “All right.” She sighed and leaned against her car, crossing her ankles and folding her arms.

      “We haven’t been able to talk to Jen yet. Have you?”

      She licked her lips, said, “No, I haven’t,” and looked away.

      “Ms. Jones, if you’ve spoken to her, we’d like to know.” I studied her.

      “I haven’t spoken to her today.”

      “What about yesterday?” Bernie asked.

      “I don’t think so. If I did, it wasn’t important enough to remember.”

      I had a feeling it was the opposite, and Jones was hiding something. “What happens with your job?” I asked. “Have you heard?”

      Her eyes lit up and she grinned. “I might get to be Curtis Walker’s personal assistant now. If it works out, I’ll get a huge raise and other perks.”

      Well, well, well. So much for the crocodile tears. I flicked a glance at Bernie. He raised an eyebrow.

      Yeah, exactly.

      “When did you find this out?” I asked.

      “About an hour ago. I called to tell him you asked for the fan mail. I wanted to make sure it was okay before I gave it all to you. He told me to give you whatever assistance I could. Also, I’ll get the show DVDs to you in the morning.”

      “Did you have an interest in working for him before now?” I asked.

      She frowned. “Why? I mean, I hadn’t considered it. But I’d heard he treated his PAs well. Lots of perks, like I said.”

      “What kinds of perks?” Bernie asked.

      “People have told me his previous assistants received things like cruises as birthday gifts or have joined him on his vacations to wherever. He paid all the expenses, too.”

      “Did you know before now he might be interested in hiring you?” I asked. Perhaps she wanted to move up in the business and getting rid of Teena was the fastest way to do it. On the other hand, she might have resigned or asked Curtis for a job. Maybe she was afraid of being on the receiving end of Teena’s wrath.

      She shook her head emphatically. “Nope.”

      “Have any shows been taped that haven’t aired?” Bernie asked.

      She nodded warily. “But I don’t have permission to give you those yet.”

      “When were they recorded, and how many are there?” I asked.

      “Just the one on the day she died. It will air tonight.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have a problem including the DVDs, right?” Bernie asked.

      She pursed her lips. “Oh, yes. I see your point. If Curtis agrees, I’ll include it.”

      “One more question. Could you have taken the job with Curtis if Teena was still alive?” I asked.

      She considered my question. “Well, I could have. Sure. But I wouldn’t have.”

      I studied her closely. She paled, and I began to wonder if she’d wanted to work for Curtis all along.

      “Why not?”

      “It would’ve felt disloyal to Teena. Besides, I don’t think he would’ve offered me the job if she was still alive for the same reason. Curtis can be abrupt sometimes, but I really don’t think he’d steal the personal assistant of someone who worked with him. I’m not saying I’m irreplaceable, but Teena wouldn’t have liked him doing that, and he needed to keep her happy.”

      “Okay, that’s all for now. Thanks for the fan mail. We appreciate it.” I smiled and watched her dive into her car and pull away, but I’d already moved her up on my suspect list of those who had something to gain by Teena’s untimely demise. Jen Conrad was another I’d moved up. She might have had something to gain if Teena was out of the picture. I still hadn’t figured out where Curtis fit in except as a jerk who pulled the strings. I had no way of knowing whether Jones had previous knowledge of a possible job offer from Curtis. I walked around our Ford Focus and slid into the driver’s seat.

      “Teena’s brother lives in Cherry Valley,” Bernie said. “I’m going to ask him to meet us at the station.” He called Teena’s brother George Stone during our drive back to the station.
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      We hurried into the station for our interview with Teena Travis’s brother, the dog killer. We’d received a call from Theresa, informing us George had arrived and been placed in Interrogation B. Bernie turned on the audio-visual before we entered the room. Our interviewee was texting.

      I took the seat across from him, introduced Bernie and myself, and finished by asking how he was.

      Smirking at me, he slid the phone in his pocket, leaned back in his chair and placed his scruffy Nikes on the table. “I’m okay. You?”

      “Feet on the floor, please.” Bernie sat on the table at the opposite end.

      George eyeballed him. “Just trying to get comfortable.” He slid his feet off the table and folded his arms across his stomach. He was skinny with a shaved head. Tattoos of dragons and other mythical creatures covered his scrawny arms. Various other tattoos encircled his neck and crept up his face. A silver hoop pierced his lower lip.

      Ouch! Did it ever leak?

      He eyed my lip and smirked. “What happened to your face? Your man hit you?”

      “We wanted to talk to you about your sister,” I said.

      He sighed. “Okay.”

      I studied his face. “I don’t know if—”

      “I know Teena’s dead.” He shrugged. “Sometimes, when you piss too many people off, that’s what happens. I bet it was somebody from the show.”

      “We’re sorry for your loss,” I said flatly. “When was the last time you saw her?”

      He ran his hand over his bald head then tugged on an ear. “Jeez, I don’t know, lady.”

      “Estimate. Last week, a month ago, last year?”

      He shrugged. “I guess it was last week or the week before.”

      “Which was it?”

      “Last week.” He glanced at Bernie, who was yawning. “Yeah, it was last week.”

      He seemed shifty-eyed.

      “Where were you when you saw her?” I asked.

      He leaned, elbows on the table. “What does this have to do with her dying?”

      I looked up from my writing. “Please answer the question.”

      He chewed on his lip. “It was outside her house.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      He sighed. “I needed to borrow money.”

      “Why?”

      “I wanted to buy my parents an anniversary gift.” The corner of his mouth lifted, but he lowered his eyes.

      “Is that what you told Teena?”

      He looked up and smiled mirthlessly. “Yeah.”

      “Did she give you the money?”

      The smile dropped, and George clenched his jaw. “No.”

      “Because she didn’t buy the lie any more than we do?”

      He narrowed his eyes, and his face darkened. Someone knocked on the door, and it opened. Theresa stepped inside. George sat up straight and grinned.

      Theresa looked at Bernie and me with raised eyebrows and a smirk. She was wearing a different shade of lipstick from normal, and it looked good against her caramel-toned skin. “Can I see one or both of you in the hall?”

      George grabbed his crotch. “You can see me out there, babe.”

      Theresa snorted.

      “Hey!” Bernie glared at George. “Show some respect.”

      George scoffed.

      I pushed away from the table and followed Theresa into the hall. “What do you have?”

      Bernie was right behind me and shut the door as he left the room.

      “The ME called,” Theresa said. “She estimates the time of death to be within the last twenty-four hours. She told me the cool room temperature makes it more difficult to nail it down. But there was no evidence of insect activity.”

      “People have told us they spoke to her around seven o’clock last night. If that’s true, she could have died anywhere from that point until the time Jones showed up the next day.” I leaned against the wall. Anything could’ve happened during that period.

      “Narrows down our window, though,” Bernie said.

      Theresa jerked a thumb toward the door of the interrogation room. “How’s it going with her brother in there?”

      “He said he wanted to borrow money from her about a week ago, and she didn’t give it to him,” Bernie said.

      “Hmm. Good. Maybe he should stop getting tattoos. I can’t imagine what those must’ve cost.” She shuddered. “Gross.”

      “Not cheap,” I said.

      “No wonder she didn’t give him money,” Bernie said.

      “Yeah, that and him letting her dog die.” I covered my mouth and yawned. I’d stayed up too late last night.

      “Really?” Theresa asked. “What happened?”

      I told Theresa how the dog passed away, ending with, “The poor thing died of heatstroke.”

      “That’s awful. I like him even less now.” She glanced at her watch before turning away and heading down the hall. “Good luck with tattoo boy!” she called over her shoulder.

      Bernie and I reentered the interrogation room and I took my seat. “Where were we?” I asked.

      George laughed. “You were about to introduce me to your friend.”

      I leaned forward. “First of all, you need to show some respect. Second, where were you yesterday and today? All day. From the time you woke up until this morning.”

      George scooted his chair away from the table. “What?”

      Bernie pulled up a chair next to George, crowding him. “You heard. Tell us where you were yesterday.” He had his notebook out and started writing.

      George stared at the door. “For the past two days I’ve been staying at a friend’s place.” Perspiration shone above his lip. He swiped at it with the back of his hand.

      Bernie looked up from his writing. “What’s your friend’s name?”

      “Javier. He lives in Hemet.”

      Bernie ripped a page from his notebook and pushed it toward George. “Write down his phone number and address.”

      “I need to check my phone.” He slid his cell phone from the pocket of his jeans and tapped the screen a few times. “I don’t have anything to write with.”

      Bernie rolled his pen toward George. When he’d finished writing with a shaky hand, he pushed the paper and pen toward Bernie.

      I reached for it. “I’ll check it out.” I left the room, called the number George had given us and asked to speak to Javier. The woman responded in Spanish—not a language I spoke. She was screaming at me. I looked around the squad room for one of our bilingual detectives and came up empty. “Ma’am, do you speak English?”

      “Yes. English.” A television blared in the background.

      “May I speak to Javier, please?”

      “Javier not here!”

      “Do you know when he’ll return?”

      She started screaming again and disconnected. What the hell? We would have to check Javier out in person tomorrow. Hemet was a ten- or fifteen-minute ride from the station. I rejoined Bernie and George in the interrogation room.

      “Did Javier tell you I crashed at his place last night?” He leaned forward, and his leg bounced under the table.

      I remained standing. “I didn’t speak to him.”

      George started to stand then changed his mind and dropped back into his chair, slouching, with his head lowered.

      “We’ll have to talk to him another time.” Bernie covered his mouth and yawned. He must have had a late night with the baby. He stood. “Thanks for coming in. We’ll be in touch if we have more questions.”

      I handed George a business card, stepped aside and held the door open as he went through. “Good night.” I caught the eye of Gomez and asked her to escort him out. Given his lack of money, I doubted George would leave town.

      Before leaving, George looked me up and down. “Later.” He walked with a swagger I wasn’t sure he felt as he followed Gomez down the hall.

      “What was up with his attitude about his sister’s death?” I asked.

      Bernie nodded. “The jerk clearly doesn’t care she’s dead.”

      “Something to think about,” I said. “We still have to read the fan mail.”

      “We could take some home. I’ll take the big box. You can have the other two. If I see any red flags, I’ll set the mail aside.” Bernie stepped into the hall.  “You know, Khrystal’s threatening to stop watching the show now, which is fine by me.”

      “Wait. You don’t like Mega Star? I thought you told Jones you did.”

      “I don’t remember exactly what I said, but I certainly wasn’t going to tell her the show is overblown hype full of untalented nobodies.”

      My desk phone rang. It was Ron, our public information officer, who wanted to know if we had anything he could release to the media. I told him we were still early in the investigation, and we’d let him know once we had more.

      I looked through Teena’s day planner and found no indication she’d arranged to see anyone the evening of her death or the next day. In fact, she hadn’t appeared to use the planner for anything besides appointments with her manicurist, aesthetician and stylist.

      I said goodbye to Bernie and grabbed my purse from the file drawer, slung it over my shoulder and picked up the boxes of Teena’s fan mail.

      Once I reached my car, I dropped the boxes in the passenger seat. I pulled out of the lot, and caught a red light. Bernie drove past, honking his horn and turned right. I looked to my left, and my gaze met George’s as he leaned against a light post, grinning at me. He puckered his lips and winked. I looked away and drove off when the light changed. That was creepy.

      My phone rang, and I glanced at the caller ID and answered. “Hi, Mac.”

      She sniffled. “Syd, I just saw the news about Teena Travis.”

      I groaned. “Don’t tell me you’re a fan.”

      “You don’t understand, and don’t make it sound like a bad thing. It’s not a crime, you know. Mega Star has been the number one show on television ever since its second season.”

      “I’m not going to lie. I don’t get the entertainment value of that type of show.”

      “Like I said, you don’t understand.”

      “Are you crying because Teena Travis died?”

      “Maybe.” She blew her nose. “We have last week’s show recorded on the DVR. I’m about to watch it. Do you want to come over and watch it with me? Mike is giving Josh a bath. He’ll be busy for a while.”

      It seemed as though everyone had seen the show except me. Watching the show before reading the fan mail seemed like a good idea. Besides, we could fast-forward through the commercials, and I was always open to that. “Sure, I’d like to see what the big deal is all about.”

      “See you when you get here. Bye.” She disconnected and was probably going to rush to freshen up her makeup to make it look as if she hadn’t been crying.
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      When I pulled into Mac’s driveway, the porch light came on, and she held the door open before I climbed out of my car. As I trudged toward her, the weight of the day felt heavy on my shoulders.

      “Syd, you look awful.” She stepped aside and inspected me, shaking her head, as I entered the house. She stared at my lip. “What happened this time?”

      I glanced in the hall mirror. The swelling had gone down a little, but there was still slight bruising. “Theresa and I were sparring, and she hit me when I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Maybe you should go home and get some sleep,” she said, frowning.

      “That wasn’t very nice. Is that what Mega Star does to people? They lose all sense of tactfulness and kindness?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “I speak the truth. You look horrible. When is the last time you slept properly?” Mac’s skin glowed, and her shoulder-length blonde curls appeared bouncy. She wore pink velour warm-up pants with a red T-shirt.

      I pouted the way she did when she wasn’t getting her way. “Spewing your meanness twice doesn’t make it any less hurtful.”

      Yeah, I can play up the role of the unfairly mistreated as well as anyone.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Sit down, Syd.” She plopped onto the loveseat, patted the cushion next to her and engaged the recliner. “Take a load off. You need it.”

      They had cozy furniture, and I worried about dozing off the moment I sat. Still, I joined her and raised the footrest of the recliner. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about. Let it roll.” I yawned. “How long is the show?”

      “An hour. I’ll breeze through the commercials.” She peered at me. “How are things with Brad? Is he keeping you up late?” She giggled.

      I wanted to glare at her, but it required too much energy. I still had Teena’s fan mail to read later. “Do you have anything with caffeine in it?”

      “Diet Coke?” She brought her footrest down and hopped up. “I’ll get you a glass.”

      Mega Star started with Teena shaking her head and sighing audibly as a skinny, goth female contestant bellowed out an ear-piercing rendition of Whitney Houston’s version of I Will Always Love You. I couldn’t get past someone dressed as a goth singing that song.

      Mac was smiling as she handed me the soda. She returned to her seat.

      “Isn’t that awful?” I asked. “I can sing better than that! Why are you smiling?”

      She pointed to the flat-screen television mounted on the wall and kept grinning. “Just keep watching.”

      The contestant continued to sing. The high notes weren’t her friends. The camera panned to a scowling Teena. She pressed a big red button in front of her. The singing stopped. Well, that wasn’t accurate. The singing continued, but the sound man had turned off the contestant’s microphone. I didn’t know whether to be embarrassed for her or thankful Teena had stopped the noise torturing our eardrums.

      “Wow. That’s cold.” I sipped my drink.

      Mac leaned forward, still smiling. “Oh, that’s nothing.” She flicked a hand at the screen. “You should see when Ben Lane, the security guard, has to walk on stage and drag them off. It’s hilarious.”

      Mac’s husband, Mike, strolled into the room. “I guess the screeching I just heard means you’re watching Mega Star?” He smiled at me. “Hi, Syd.”

      “Hi, Mike. We’re watching what appears to be Mac’s favorite show. She’s practically drooling over there.”

      Mike smiled. “Yes, she likes this nonsense.” He dropped onto the sofa and leaned toward the TV to look at Teena. “It’s too bad she died.” He rubbed his hands together.

      I couldn’t believe it.

      “You enjoy watching others have their dreams crushed?”

      Mac paused the recording. “Did you like the song you just heard?”

      I crunched on an ice cube. “Nope. Can’t say I did.”

      Mac glanced at the television. “Would you agree that a career in music would be unsuccessful for her?”

      “I’m no expert, but I agree her chances are slim to none.”

      “Then why is it a bad thing to let her know she sucks?” Mac asked. “She needs to move on and find something she’s good at. Singing clearly isn’t one of those things.”

      “But the way it’s done is cruel.” I turned toward her. “The audience is getting off on other peoples’ failed dreams. It’s not right.”

      I eyed both of them, trying to make them feel guilty for enjoying the show. It didn’t work.

      Mac grinned. “That’s the part we like.”

      “Syd, the contestants know what happens on this show,” Mike said. “It’s not a surprise.”

      I sat back and faced the television. “I guess.”

      The caffeine had kicked in.

      Mac pressed play. The judges talked among themselves while the same contestant continued to sing. The camera showed the contestant, scanned the audience reactions, then focused on the judges. We couldn’t hear what the judges were saying. Teena flipped her auburn waves over her shoulder and faced the camera, a gleam in her eyes. She pulled her mike toward her.

      “Stop singing!” she yelled.

      The contestant’s eyes widened, and tears began to pool but, thankfully, she stopped her squealing.

      Teena scowled. “What’s your name?”

      “Brandy,” she whispered.

      “Brandy, that was horrible. Your pitch was all over the place.”

      “My parents told—”

      Teena held up her hand, palm toward Brandy. “Listen, I don’t care what your parents told you. You suck.”

      I stared at the television in disbelief. Everyone had told me Teena was brutal, but I didn’t expect this. “Wow.”

      “See?” Mac said, leaning forward and grinning. “Told you.”

      “The words are bad enough, but it seems like Teena was enjoying it.”

      “We’re all enjoying it.” Mac glanced at me. “Well, maybe not you, but Mike and I, plus millions of other viewers are enjoying it.”

      “Syd, are you on this case?” Mike asked.

      “Yes, and I’m discovering why someone might have killed her.”

      In fact, it added the whole list of failed contestants and their supporters to my suspect pool.

      Sheesh. As though my job wasn’t difficult enough.

      “Really?” Mac asked. “She’s just telling them the truth. They need to hear it.”

      “Maybe so, but they don’t need to hear it on national television and in such a vicious manner.” I held up a hand. “Yes, I know it’s a TV show, and it’s not completely real, but it is brutal. Some of these contestants can’t be more than fifteen or sixteen years old.”

      Mac scowled. “Syd, they signed up for it, so they have to hear it any way it’s delivered.”

      I watched the rest of the show in horrified silence before setting the footrest of the recliner down and heading for the door. “I’ve got work to do. Thanks for letting me see this … nonsense.”

      Mac and Mike jumped up and followed me.

      “Are you close to making an arrest?” Mike asked.

      “Not yet, and judging from what I’ve just seen, the suspect list could be long. Really long.” I opened the door. “That’s why I need to get started on reading the fan mail that may turn out to be hate mail.”

      Mike’s eyes widened. “It could be a contestant or even a judge.”

      Mac nodded. “Jen is the only other full-time judge right now. She seems so sweet, though.”

      “What do you mean she’s the only full-time judge right now? Was there another judge at some point?”

      Mac nodded. “There have been several judges over the years. They don’t last.”

      “That’s something I haven’t heard. Who else was a judge?” I frowned.

      Mike shrugged. “People we’ve never heard of.”

      “They were introduced as singer-songwriters.” Mac pulled her hair away from her face, stretching her curls. When she released her hair, the curls sprang back into place. “I don’t remember their names, and it’s been several years since they appeared on the show.”

      Mike narrowed his eyes. “I think you should look at Jen Conrad. There was some bitterness there, according to the entertainment shows.”

      Mac frowned. “Jen might’ve been bitter, but that doesn’t mean she’d kill Teena. She was usually positive with the contestants and seems like a really nice and sweet person.”

      “Seemingly sweet people kill too. Thanks for the Coke.” I stepped outside, into the cool of the evening.

      We said our goodbyes, and I was on my way with a better idea of why someone might not be happy with Teena Travis.
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      At home, I set the boxes of fan mail on the floor next to the sofa. I put my pistol in the gun safe, took a long shower and changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt. I settled into my La-Z-Boy to read Teena’s fan mail.

      The doorbell chimed. I groaned and hesitated before shuffling toward the door in my bunny slippers, hoping it wasn’t Brad. I’d already told him I couldn’t see him tonight. As the case stood now, we had nothing to go on besides Jen leaving town the same day Teena’s body had been found. George seemed shifty, and we had some work to do there, too.

      I looked through the peephole to see Mac staring at the door. She stepped forward and banged on it.

      “Who is it?” Suddenly in a playful mood, I held back a chuckle.

      “Sydney, it’s me.”

      “Who’s me?”

      “If you don’t let me in, I’m leaving and taking the pizza with me!”

      I unlocked the door and opened it, smiling. “Did you say pizza?”

      “Yeah, I figured it would help.” She barged through the door and stepped inside. “It’s vegetarian.” She looked around with a hand on her hip. “Where do you want me to put it?” She looked at my feet, grinning. “And what’s with the Thumper slippers?”

      “Very funny.” I gazed at her pink Nike sneakers, matching hoodie, and the velour warm-up pants and red T-shirt she’d been wearing at her house. “Don’t knock bunny slippers until you’ve tried them. I just bought them. They’re comfortable.” I closed and locked the door before heading to the kitchen. “It’s not that I’m not appreciative, but why are you here with pizza?” My guess was she was using the pizza as bribery because she wanted to read Teena’s mail. I knew my sister. I removed plates from the cabinet and handed her one.

      “I thought you might need my assistance.” She studied me before dropping a slice on her plate. “I know the show, and I might be able to spot something you can’t.”

      I reached into the box and pulled out a slice. A string of cheese ran from my slice to the pizza left in the box, like a zip line. I pinched it, piled the cheese on top of the slice and took a bite that included gooey cheese, black olives, tomato slices, and green peppers. It hit the spot. “Okay. You can help.”

      Consider me bribed.

      Mac grinned and clapped her hands while bouncing on her toes.

      I plucked a black olive from my pizza, popped it in my mouth and pointed to the boxes in the living room. “They’re filled with mail, and there’s more of it. We’ll get the unedited DVDs soon too.” I bit into my pizza again and wiped my mouth with a napkin, patting the bruised area gently.

      “Are you going to need help with the videos too?” She looked hopeful. “Hey, do you think Teena had a fan club?”

      “You tell me. You’re the enthusiast. Bernie told me Khrystal liked the show because of Teena’s antics, too. I’ll let you know if we need help with the DVDs.”

      “Maybe we should … I mean you should look into the fan club. Do you remember the singer who was killed by the president of one of her fan clubs?”

      I nodded. “Selena. We were kids then, but I’ve heard of her. Her songs still play on the radio.”

      “That’s her. So, about you and Brad. What’s going on? You didn’t answer me earlier.” She leaned toward me, smiling wolfishly.

      “Can we just focus on this?” I asked a little too sharply.

      “Why don’t you ever want to talk about him?” she whined.

      I glared at her. “Did you ever think that maybe it’s none of your business?”

      Her face drooped. “I think he’s a nice guy, and I want to see you happy. That’s all, Syd.”

      “I just want to get through these letters and move on with the case. Can we do that?”

      Mac’s face turned crimson. “Fine. Who are your suspects?”

      “I have suspicions. For one, the brother’s a creep.” I dusted my hands off. “Do you want any more?”

      “No, I’m done. I actually already had dinner. I need water, though.” She grabbed a glass from the cupboard. “In what way’s her brother a creep? What did he do?”

      I said, “He was sleazy with Theresa,” and told Mac about the dog.

      “Aww. That’s so sad.” Mac’s eyes moistened, but it probably wasn’t just because of Chico. “The dog must’ve suffered.”

      “Agreed.” I sighed. “Let’s get to the fan mail.” We padded through to the living room, and I dumped the mail from the larger box on the center sofa cushion between us. “If the mail doesn’t appear suspicious, toss them back in the box. Leave the suspicious ones on the coffee table.”

      I gave her a pair of disposable gloves. Mac had thrown her hoodie over the back of the sofa and piled envelopes on her lap. She’d removed her shoes and had her feet tucked under her as she read.

      “We have some interviews to do tomorrow, and I was hoping to get some information from this lot before then.” I grabbed a stack of mail. Mac was already engrossed in her reading. She probably didn’t hear a word I said.

      The letter I’d chosen was all sweet and lovely, written on flowery stationery. I tossed it in the box and started on another. We continued the same way for an hour and found nothing suspicious. I pulled out my cell phone and called Bernie.

      “Hey, Syd. What’s up?” Little Michael wailed in the background.

      “How’s the baby?”

      “He’s doing great. Do you hear him? Have you been reading the letters?” he asked.

      I tapped a few envelopes on my thigh. “That’s what I called about. Have you found anything that set off any red flags?”

      “Nope. Not one. They all seem to love her.” Bernie was munching on something crunchy.

      “Same here. Mac is here helping me. I was thinking that we should check Facebook and other social media sites, even though Jones said Teena didn’t use them.”

      “Good idea. How did you get her to help?”

      “She stopped by with pizza and offered her assistance because she had some free time.”

      “Right.” He chuckled. “She’s a fan being nosy, right?”

      I glanced at Mac, who was dropping a few envelopes into the box. “Yep.” I sighed. “So far, it appears that this fan mail is from those who liked her. Maybe we’ll find out more when we watch the DVDs. It’s also possible that Jones didn’t give us everything.”

      “Maybe. Let’s get back to it. I’m hoping to get through this box tonight. Khrystal was helping until Michael needed his feeding.”

      “Tell her I said hello. See you tomorrow.” We disconnected, and I turned to Mac. “Bernie hasn’t found any suspicious letters either.” I grabbed an envelope.

      “I haven’t even found any ‘maybe’ letters. What did I tell you? The show won’t be the same without Teena. I give it another season, maybe two, before it’s cancelled.”

      “Did you ever hear anything about Jen Conrad wanting Teena’s job? We haven’t been able to talk to her yet.”

      “You know how it is, a lot of what goes on with those reality shows is phony. It’s just for ratings so people will watch. It works, too. Clothing designers offered Teena dresses to wear for awards shows, but they didn’t do that for Jen.” She pulled another letter from its envelope and began reading.

      I unfolded the sheet of crisp stationery I’d removed from the next envelope. The paper and envelope were cream-colored and textured, like the paper used for mailing résumés. The text was written in blue ink, and the handwriting was neat with block lettering in all caps. “Whoa!”

      “What?” Mac pushed a pile of unopened envelopes aside and scooted down to my end of the sofa. “What is it?”

      She leaned toward me, so she could see the letter as I continued reading. “This is a red flag.”

      Mac read the letter. “Definitely. I just got a chill.” She sat back on the sofa and rubbed her arms. Then she leaned forward, reaching. “Let me see the envelope.”

      I handed it to her.

      “I’ll look for more like this with the same type of writing.” She moved back to the other end of the sofa and piled more envelopes on her lap and began sorting through them.

      “I’m calling Bernie back.” I put it on speakerphone.

      “Hi, Syd.” Paper rustled. “Did you find something?”

      “Possibly. I have you on speakerphone. Mac’s checking for similar letters.” I described the paper, envelope and handwriting. “I thought I’d call you so that you can look in your box.”

      “What does it say?”

      “It says, ‘You don’t know great singing. You will be sorry someday.’ The word ‘will’ has been underlined three times. I’ll take a photo and send it to you.”

      “I got another one!” Mac held up an envelope. “It’s the same handwriting, but the envelope is kind of an antique parchment color.”

      “What does it say, Mac?” Bernie asked above the rustling of paper over the speakerphone.

      “Hold on.” She pulled the letter out, unfolded it and started reading. Her eyes grew wide. “Ah, man.”

      “Read it aloud, please,” I said, patiently.

      “Oh, right.” She cleared her throat. “It says, ‘I bet you can’t sing. Never heard you. I’ll be back. You won’t.’” She looked up. “Crazy. The writer drew a smiley face with evil eyebrows.”

      “Are there dates on either of the letters, or can you read the postmarks?” Bernie asked.

      I looked at my envelope. “It’s postmarked April twelfth of this year from Los Angeles. We asked Billi Jones for the past six months. It’s possible there are other letters before this one.”

      Mac turned the envelope over. “This one was postmarked on April nineteenth. A week later than yours.”

      “Hmm. Might be important,” Bernie said. “Send me that photo, okay?”

      “I’ll do it now, and I’ll let you know if we find any more.” My cell phone display had darkened, and I pressed the button to brighten it.

      “Hold it, Syd! I’ve got two of the parchment envelopes postmarked in March from Los Angeles. I’m opening them.” There was a pause, and we heard paper shuffling. “They’re both smiley face drawings like the one Mac described. No words.”

      “Weirdo,” Mac said.

      “Let’s keep looking.” I disconnected, took photos with my phone and sent them to Bernie.

      Mac and I sat in silence and read a few more letters.

      She fanned herself with an envelope that looked a lot like the other two we’d found. “Suddenly, this case has become more interesting.”

      I rubbed my stiff neck and yawned. “Another one?”

      “Yep. That makes five. The postmark is Rancho Cucamonga on May twenty-sixth. It says, ‘You’re dead to me.’”

      My cell phone buzzed. “Hello?”

      “Detective Valentine, this is Billi Jones.”

      “Hello, Ms. Jones. Do you have additional information for us?”

      “Curtis asked me to call you. He’ll have the DVDs sent to you by messenger tomorrow. He’d like your home address so that he can send them.”

      Yeah, like that was going to happen!

      “He can send them to the station. How far back do they go?”

      “The past six months. Is that okay?”

      “That’s fine to start with. Do they include auditions that didn’t air on the show?” I wanted to see the shows taped before the postmark dates, hoping to find something that triggered the letters.

      “Yes, it does, but I have to warn you, most of it can be pretty awful.”

      “Did you give us all Teena’s fan mail?”

      “I believe I gave you everything. Did you need anything else?”

      “Are you Curtis Walker’s personal assistant now?”

      Silence.

      “Hello? Are you there, Ms. Jones?” I glanced at Mac and shrugged.

      “I’m here,” Jones whispered.

      “Did you hear my question?”

      “The answer is no. I’m not Curtis’s personal assistant.”

      “Then why isn’t he calling me? You no longer have an employer.”

      “Curtis asked me to call so I did. I’m still getting paid, and I’m trying to hold onto my job. Any job.”

      “I see.” I wondered what she’d do to keep the job—any job.

      “No, I don’t think you do. Is there anything else, Detective? I have to go.”

      “No. Thank you. Good night, Ms. Jones.”

      She hung up without saying another word.

      “That didn’t sound like it went well,” Mac said.

      “It didn’t. She was evasive.”

      Mac tossed another envelope in the box. “She’s probably still grieving.”

      I doubted that was the case. She’d been helpful earlier.

      Mac and I read for a while longer. I sifted through the envelopes on the sofa and glanced at the other box on the floor, which we hadn’t touched. There was still quite a bit to read, but I didn’t see any more stationery like we’d been looking for and rubbed my eyes. “Let’s call it a night. I’m beat.”

      Mac stretched her arms above her head. “Me too.” She slipped her feet into her shoes and stood.

      My phone buzzed, and I grabbed it. Dispatch. I held up a finger to Mac for her to wait. “Valentine.” I listened. I jotted down an address on a scrap of paper and disconnected. I knew where I was headed because Bernie and I had been to the area that morning.

      Mac studied me. “Another homicide?”

      I nodded. “Teena’s house.” I hurried down the hall and into the bedroom to change into a pair of jeans and grab my Glock, holster, and a jacket.

      Mac was standing by the front door. She eyed my pistol. “I can stay here for a while and keep reading.” She opened the door. “Is that okay?”

      “It’s fine with me. Thanks.” I left her to the letters and headed to the scene.
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      When I reached Teena’s house, uniformed officers had secured the edge of the property and a coroner’s vehicle blocked the street, double-parked next to a patrol car. Crime scene tape was absent from the front door. Bernie was already there, standing on the sidewalk under a streetlight in front of the house. The stars sparkled against a dark sky. The crescent moon appeared eerie as the smoky-looking clouds seemed to drift past it. When we were kids, Mac and I called it a werewolf moon. I shivered and zipped up my leather jacket, closing out some of the chill in the air. Bernie had his notebook out and was talking to a tall woman who had her back to me. Her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail that trailed halfway down her back. I approached, and the woman turned. Veronica Tenley had broad shoulders and a lean, muscular build. Jones had told me Veronica was Teena’s sister.

      Bernie touched her arm. “Veronica, do you remember Detective Valentine?”

      “I do. Hello, Detective.” She dabbed at her nose and swiped at tears. We knew her from a different case several months ago. She was married to someone we’d interviewed in connection with a murder.

      “What’s going on?” I asked Bernie.

      Bernie flipped a page in his notebook. “Veronica called it in.”

      “Called what in?” I studied Veronica, who looked at Bernie.

      “Why don’t you start from the beginning, Veronica?” he asked.

      She sighed. “I came to pick up some of Teena’s things. I didn’t expect anyone to be here.”

      “Who was here?”

      “I don’t know who she is.” She glanced at Bernie. “I didn’t stay long enough to get a good look. I rushed outside and called 9-1-1.”

      “What time did you arrive?” I asked.

      She peeked at her watch and shrugged. “Less than an hour ago.”

      I looked at my watch. It was almost eleven. “Was the door locked?”

      “Just the one on the doorknob. The deadbolt wasn’t. I had a key to both, so I unlocked the door and went inside. I thought it was okay because there wasn’t anything on the door telling me I couldn’t enter the house.”

      “Can you tell Detective Valentine why you were here?” Bernie asked.

      “The painting and portraits of Teena and Chico.” She sniffled. “They’re the only things I wanted.”

      I looked around the street. Neighbors stood on the sidewalk and driveways speaking in hushed voices. A silver Honda Accord was parked across the street, two houses up.

      Hunh.

      Jones drove that type of car. Maybe she didn’t want anyone to know she was at Teena’s. Why not, and where was she now? Did she leave it because she had mechanical problems?

      “What did you see when you arrived?”

      “A woman was lying on the floor in the kitchen. I wouldn’t have noticed if the light hadn’t been on. I thought the police left it on. It was stupid of me … to check. It could’ve been a burglar. Anyway, I went in to turn the light off and saw her. The blood. It was everywhere.” She shuddered and hugged herself.

      I studied her hands, looking for blood, cuts or scratches. It was difficult to see in the dark. “Please hold out your hands.” I pulled out my flashlight and shone it on her hands and clothing. There was no evidence of her being in an altercation. Her nails were manicured, and none were chipped or broken. I ran the light over her white New Balance sneakers. She lifted her shoes, showing the bottoms. There was no blood visible to the naked eye. If she’d been the perp, her shoes would’ve been covered in blood, assuming there was as much in the house as she said.

      “I had nothing to do with this,” she said, crying. “You have to believe me.”

      “Can you excuse us?” I stepped away and signaled for Bernie to follow. “Did you talk to her inside the house?”

      “Yep. I don’t think she did it.” He glanced back at Veronica, who was talking on her phone. “The victim is Billi Jones. Her car is over there.” He pointed down the street.

      “Yeah, I saw it. She was stabbed?”

      He nodded. “In the abdomen. The knife is still in her. There’s one missing from the set on the counter, and the handle on the murder weapon is covered with blood.”

      “Ah, man.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what to think or say.” I sighed and slid my notebook into my pocket. “What was she doing here? It hasn’t been that long since I spoke to her.” I replayed the conversation in my mind. She’d hung up without saying goodbye and had seemed distracted or angry. Maybe she had company and they killed her. “She asked for my address to send the DVDs. I told her to have them sent to the station.”

      “I wonder if they’re in her car and if she was here when she called you,” Bernie said.

      “She could’ve been on her way here at the time.” I shrugged. “I want to go inside.” I headed toward the door but stopped and turned back to Bernie. “Veronica didn’t recognize Jones? I thought they knew each other.”

      Bernie shook his head. “Billi Jones never said that. I believe her contact with Teena’s family was via the phone. It’s hard to believe they’d never met, though.”

      “Well, if we look at it as her being Teena’s employee, it seems plausible,” I said.

      “My brothers have never met the Chief of Police,” Bernie said. “Come to think of it, neither have I!”

      We left Veronica outside in her car and pulled on our disposable gloves and shoe covers. I checked for forcible entry, found nothing, and we entered the house. The temperature was cool but not as chilly as it had been when we’d found Teena. The air was filled with the coppery scent of blood and human waste. I breathed through my mouth.

      Bernie walked across the room and glanced at the thermostat. “It’s seventy degrees in here.” The painting of Chico lay against the wall near the door. He stopped to look at it, shaking his head. The portraits leaned against the wall beside it. Except for the fingerprint powder, nothing else in the living room appeared any different from our earlier visit.

      I headed to the kitchen and stood in the doorway. “Ms. Jones, what happened to you?” She lay on her back, her eyes and mouth open. Her hands lay at her sides covered in what was probably her own blood, which had poured from the abdominal wound, soaking her thin yellow top.

      The cutlery block sitting on the kitchen counter was capable of holding twenty knives. One slot was empty.

      “Such a shame,” Bernie said. “Do you think George was around? Maybe looking for something to steal?”

      I sighed. According to Jones, he didn’t have a key and Teena had changed the locks since he’d killed poor Chico. “No idea. We planned to talk to his friend Javier tomorrow. George claimed he’d been staying with him for a couple of days.”

      “Javier will probably say whatever George needs him to say.”

      “Maybe, but his wife might not. We’ll see.” I turned to go, heading down the hall to check the rest of the house. Bernie started on a different room. Several minutes later, we met in the hall and headed toward the living room.

      Dr. Lee had arrived while we were doing our walk-through. She was in the kitchen and waved us over. She told us Jones had died within the previous couple of hours. I agreed because I’d spoken to her during that timeframe. I told Dr. Lee about our phone call.

      “Any thoughts?” Bernie asked.

      “I asked for her key to the house and she gave it to me. How did she get in?” I asked.

      “Obviously, she had another key,” Bernie said. “Or it wasn’t locked. There’s no way to tell if it was locked now.”

      “That’s probably true about the key.” I nodded. “She might have had an extra one cut because she’d want a backup, and she didn’t have it on her when I asked.” I should’ve requested all her house keys.

      “It’s not your fault, Syd,” Bernie said after studying my face. “What was she doing here? Could she have been looking for the DVDs we requested?”

      “I doubt it. I was under the impression Jones had them with her or she had access to them.”

      Bernie was reading his notes. “Where do we go from here?”

      “Are we done with Veronica?” I pulled out my notebook and wrote down Jones’s estimated time of death.

      “We are. She called me a couple of minutes ago. I said she was free to leave, but we’d need to talk to her again soon.”

      We headed outside and looked in Jones’s car before it was towed but didn’t find the DVDs.

      So, why did she call me, asking for my address?

      “I’m going to run another background check on Jones.” I went to my car and fired up the laptop our department had recently issued us. We had an encrypted internet connection to the station, which made it easier to inquire about court records, plates, serial numbers, national and state criminal justice databases, and lots of other juicy stuff. I could’ve used my smartphone but found the laptop quicker. My eyes were dry and tired. Dealing with the little smartphone screen was not going to happen. I tried to rub some life into my eyes.

      Bernie climbed into the passenger seat and leaned toward the laptop. “Well, look at that.” He pointed to the screen.

      “Yep.” Jones had filed a civil restraining order against George the year before. He’d violated it once several weeks after it had been filed. Earlier, we’d only run a criminal background check on her, and civil cases were held in a different database.

      “I guess we’re going to Javier’s tonight. I’ll see you over there.” He got out of the car and jogged toward his.

      Must be nice to have that much energy.

      A satellite TV truck from Channel 5 rolled up as we were leaving.

      Sorry guys. Early bird gets the worm.
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        * * *

      

      With the traffic being light, it took us less than thirty minutes to reach Javier’s house. We had Hernandez, a uniformed officer, meet us there to act as our Spanish interpreter. The house was in a run-down area, and rust-bucket cars on cinder blocks sat on the street in front of several homes. Javier’s was no exception. A tire swing hung from a tired oak tree, which was twice the height of the single-story house. The porch light was on. We parked close to the house and approached the front door, with Bernie in the lead. He banged on it for several moments. Voices echoed from within.

      “Police,” Bernie said. “We need to speak to George Stone.”

      I recognized the loud voice of the woman I’d spoken to on the phone. She was screaming at someone in Spanish. Locks disengaged, and someone peeked out through the blind slats in the front window. I placed my hand on my pistol grip. My gaze slid to Hernandez, who was about five foot six and sturdily built. Like me, she’d rested her hand on her pistol. Bernie flashed his badge and the door opened a crack.

      “What’s going on?” a man asked in a strong Spanish accent. He had medium-length, dark hair, and it was in disarray. Dark stubble covered his chin.

      “Are you Javier?” Bernie asked.

      “Yes. What’s this about?” He squinted and rubbed his eyes. “My wife and I were sleeping.”

      “I’m Detective Bernard of the San Sansolita PD. Is George Stone here?”

      Javier looked behind him. The woman was yelling at him in Spanish again. We hadn’t seen her yet. She hid behind the door and off to the side. The curtains to the right of the door shifted.

      “She said that she warned him George would be trouble,” Hernandez translated.

      “He’s not here now. I’m sorry.” He pushed the door forward.

      Bernie stuck his arm out and shoved his boot in the door’s crack, stopping its motion. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      Javier opened the door wider but still hid partially behind it. He was shirtless, and his chest was hairy. Maybe he was naked, or he had the Despicable Me Minions on his boxers. He lifted a shoulder. “I saw George tonight, but he left.”

      “What time was that?”

      Javier said something in Spanish to the woman, and she responded. “We think he left about three hours ago. We were ready to go to sleep, but he wasn’t. He was bored and wanted to party, so he left. He was noisy early this morning and woke us up to get in the house.” He shook his head. “I don’t know where he went or when he’ll be back. He doesn’t have a key, and I don’t think he’ll be back for a while. He took some pills and was high.”

      The woman started up again.

      “She told him George can’t stay here anymore,” Hernandez said. “She doesn’t like that he’s bringing the police to their house. If George stays, she’s leaving. Then she said she’s going back to bed.”

      Bernie pulled out a business card. “Has he been living here?”

      Javier nodded. “Sometimes.”

      “Was he here yesterday and the day before that?”

      “Yes. But I don’t keep track of when he comes and goes. I don’t know what he does.” He narrowed his eyes. “Is he in trouble? Is this about his sister?”

      “He might be able to provide us with information.” Bernie handed Javier a business card. “Please call me when you hear from him.”

      “I will.” Javier pushed the door forward while staring at Bernie’s foot.

      Bernie stepped back as the door closed, and we headed to our cars.

      “We’ve got nothing.” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s time for some sleep.”
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      I arrived home in minutes. Mac’s silver Chevy Cruze was still parked near my apartment. I didn’t expect her to still be there so late. Maybe she’d fallen asleep or her car wouldn’t start, and Mike picked her up.

      I walked in and flipped on the entry light. My eyes were bleary. The mail boxes were gone, which was odd. Mac would’ve called if she’d wanted to take them home.

      “Mac, are you still here?”

      Maybe she was asleep in my bed. I walked past the hall bathroom. Something wasn’t right. I entered the bathroom and turned on the light. Mac’s purse lay on the floor, and the contents had scattered.

      “Oh, no!” A chill crept down my spine.

      With my heart racing and desperate to stay focused, I pulled out my Glock and called for backup. I listened for unusual sounds coming from inside the apartment, but I heard nothing. Leading with my pistol, I crept back down the hall and into the living room. I scanned it and the kitchen. Then, ever more frantic, I checked the closets, windows, and the sliding door. Everything seemed normal. No forced entry at the front door. My heart pounded, and I reminded myself to breathe. I returned to my bedroom. The door was ajar.

      Did I leave it that way?

      “Sydney?” someone called from the living room.

      I spun, holding my pistol out in front of me with both hands.

      “Sydney?” Theresa turned, saw me in the hall and rushed toward me with her back against the wall, pointing her weapon at the floor. “Your door was open.”

      I jerked my head toward the bedroom and moved into position on the far side of the door. Theresa stood on the other. I held my finger up. She nodded, and I pushed the door open with my foot. Sliding against the wall as I entered, I flipped on the light switch. Theresa was right behind me, on the opposite wall, where the bathroom was.

      I looked at my bed. “My comforter is gone.” Circling the bed, I scrutinized the carpet. My hair shears lay on the floor. They were usually stored in the bathroom medicine cabinet, but I hadn’t used them in weeks. Clothes hung over the edge of open dresser drawers and some littered the floor.

      What the hell had he or she been looking for?

      There wasn’t much to see in my smallish bedroom. Theresa pointed to the bathroom, and I nodded. I knelt and looked under the bed, pushing aside plastic bins containing my out-of-season clothing. A spool of green garden twine sat between two bins. Although I used twine for the vegetables and fruit I grew in my container gardens, I didn’t use that particular brand. I stood and scanned the room, searching for anything else out of place. I peeked in the closet.

      Theresa returned from the bathroom and jerked a thumb in that direction. “It looks like some of the stuff from your medicine cabinet fell in the sink.”

      I checked the bathroom. A bottle of ibuprofen and strips of Band-Aids lay in the sink. The hair on the back of my neck lifted as I left the bathroom and blinked away tears.

      How did the perp get inside?

      Returning to my bedroom, I hurried toward the window. Glass crunched beneath my boots. The cold night air flowed through the neat circular hole in the glass near the latch. A hole barely large enough to fit a hand. A pro.

      We slid our pistols into their holsters. My hands trembled as I swiped at perspiration on my forehead. I took a shaky breath, fighting to hold my emotions in check.

      Keep it together, Sydney. Mac needs you.

      Swallowing my tears, I studied the carpet near the door. It was crushed, and a path led out of the bedroom. Possible drag marks.

      “It looks like someone was dragging something,” Theresa pointed to the floor. We left the room, heading to the living room. “Did you check the living room, kitchen, and closets?”

      I nodded. Except for the missing boxes, nothing appeared disturbed in the living room. I called Mac’s cell phone. The theme song to the original Law & Order TV series blared from the table next to my sofa.

      When did she add that ringtone?

      Bending over, hands on my knees, I tried to catch my breath. “I need a minute.” I raced to my bedroom, shut the door and sat on my bed. Hugging myself, I rocked. “Mac, I’m so sorry. I should’ve been here to protect you.” I sobbed as I held a fist to my mouth, in an attempt to stifle the anguish threatening to crush me.

      Stop it! Mac needs you.

      A knock at the door. “Sydney? You okay in there?” Bernie asked.

      Thankfully, Bernie’s here.

      “I …” A sob escaped, and I cleared my throat. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Okay.”

      I sat up, wiped my tears and headed to the bathroom. After blowing my nose, I splashed cold water on my face. Once I’d composed myself as much as possible, I returned to the living room. Bernie and Theresa flicked worried glances at each other.

      Theresa held up Mac’s phone. “Mac sent a text to Mike, telling him you had to leave, and she’d be home by ten. That was over two hours ago. He didn’t respond. Maybe he was sleeping.”

      I paced, chewing on my lip, as gathered my thoughts. “I have to get out of here. Find her.”

      “Sit down, Syd. You can’t work this case.” Bernie led me to the sofa and we sat. “Lieutenant Peterson called while you were … in your bedroom.” He gave me my phone. “You dropped it. Listen, you’ve got to sit this one out.”

      I shot off the sofa. “Nope. No way in hell I’m doing that.”

      Bernie lowered his head, shoving his hands through his hair. Tears had pooled in his eyes when he looked up. “I’m sorry about Mac.” He wiped his eyes and stood. “But you need to let us find her.”

      I whirled on him and jabbed my finger in his chest. “Screw that!”

      He held onto my finger and gently removed it from his chest while looking at Theresa. She nodded.

      “All right,” he said.

      Someone knocked on the door and Bernie opened it to Graham, the SSPD’s senior forensic technician and another man I didn’t recognize. “Hey, guys. Thanks for getting here so fast. Theresa, could you show him where to start?”

      “I’m sorry about your sister,” Graham said to me.

      I nodded. Theresa led him down the hall. I tried calling Mike, but it went straight to voicemail and I didn’t want to leave a message. Theresa returned and Bernie removed Mac’s picture from a framed portrait on my table. “I’ll file a Missing Person’s report with suspicious circumstances and a BOLO.”

      A uniformed officer stepped through the open door. Theresa showed him to the bedroom. My legs grew weak and I plopped into the recliner, leaning forward while my stomach churned.

      Bernie pulled out his notebook and wrote down Mac’s description. Numb, I told him what she was wearing when I’d last seen her. My gaze shifted to the sofa where she’d dropped her hoodie when she arrived. “Her jacket is gone. She had on a pink velour hoodie. She took it off and laid it on the sofa. She must’ve been getting ready to leave.”

      Theresa reentered the living room, carrying a pink Nike sneaker, her face grim. “I doubt this is yours.”

      I shook my head and rocked. Tears squeezed out and I whimpered as I watched Bernie and Theresa.

      He took the shoe from her and put it in an evidence bag. “Did you call Mike?”

      “Got his voicemail. I’m going over there now.” My legs wobbly, I grabbed my purse and headed toward the door.

      Bernie shoved his hand through his hair again. “I’ll stay here, handle your apartment.”

      Theresa followed me. “I’ll go with you, Sydney.”

      I held up my hands, palms facing her. “No. I need to do this alone.” I sniffled and wiped my eyes. “Stay here, help find my sister. Please?”

      “Theresa,” Bernie said, “Mac’s car key is on the floor in the bathroom. Maybe you can check her car or start canvassing the neighborhood.”

      “Will do.” Theresa glanced at Bernie and hurried along the hall toward the bathroom.
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      Fifteen minutes later, I used my key to Mac’s house and unlocked the door. I didn’t want to ring the doorbell and wake Josh. Mike was asleep on the living room sofa, and a movie played on the television. My heart broke for them. He must’ve tried to wait up for Mac. I blinked tears away and swallowed. The back of my throat ached. A dimly lit floor lamp sat at the end of the sofa where he slept. I turned the television off. Mike woke up and squinted at me.

      “MacKenzie?” He rubbed his eyes and blinked. “Sydney? What’s going on?”

      He sat up; his hair was smashed on the side, and he had a crease on his cheek.

      I sat on the sofa. “Mike, did Mac come home tonight?”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “What? No, she was with you.”

      “Right.” I took a deep breath. “She was with me, but I had to go out. She was still at my apartment when I left.”

      “I don’t understand.” He stood and walked toward the hall. “She might be in bed if she didn’t want to wake me.” He was gone before I could say another word.

      He returned, scratching his head. “Where is she?” He stood in front of me, frowning.

      I studied my feet for a moment then looked back up at him, shaking my head. “I don’t know, Mike.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know? Where’s my wife, Sydney?” His face had paled. He plopped on the sofa and scratched his stubble.

      I pulled my notebook out. My fingers shook, and my hands were cold and clammy. “Did you talk to her at all after she left here?”

      He glared at the notebook. “Why the hell are you here asking me these questions? Go find my wife!” He jumped up and paced, his breathing erratic.

      “Mike, this is now a Missing Persons case. We … we need to determine what happened.” I patted the sofa, then slid my cold, trembling hands under my legs. “Please, sit down.”

      He continued to pace. Muffled crying came from Josh’s room, and we turned toward the sound.

      “Missing person? Maybe she’s on her way home now.” His voice came out in a rush. “It’s late, but she could’ve stopped for groceries or something. She asked me to get milk today, but I forgot. Yes, I bet that’s it.” His eyes looked desperate, but hopeful.

      “Mommy! Mommy!”

      Mike sighed. “I’ve got to go to him.” He turned, took a couple of steps, then looked back. His eyes glistened as he stood there. “What am I going to tell him?”

      I bit my lip, trying to hold it together. “I don’t know.” Once again, my sister was in trouble because of one of my cases. My heart felt as though it was about to explode.

      He let out a shaky breath and shuffled toward Josh’s room.

      My phone rang, and I answered it.

      “Sydney, the techs found fresh blood on the door jamb in your bedroom,” Bernie said.

      I stared at the carpet. “Damnit!”

      “Do you know her blood type?”

      My heart raced and pounded in my ears. I could barely hear him. “A positive. Same as mine.”

      “That’s a start. Did you have a bedspread on your bed?”

      “A blue comforter. It’s gone.” I got up and headed for the dining room, trying to keep my voice down.

      “I don’t want to think about why.”

      I painfully swallowed the lump in my throat. “He must have wrapped her body in it and dragged her out of the room.”

      “Theresa thought it might mean the abductor wasn’t strong, maybe a woman,” Bernie said. “Maybe Jen Conrad. Definitely wasn’t Jones.”

      “Why didn’t he just leave her there?” I covered my mouth to quiet my weeping.

      “Maybe she saw the person.” Bernie said. “How are you doing with Mike?”

      I kept an eye out for him. Mike didn’t need to hear this.

      “He doesn’t know anything. Josh woke up crying for Mac, and Mike’s with him now. Did Theresa get anything from Mac’s car or the neighbors?”

      “Nothing from the car. It was locked. She checked out the interior, and everything seemed okay. One of the neighbors saw a dark vehicle he’d never seen before parked near his assigned parking space, but he didn’t pay it much attention. He figured it belonged to the person in that apartment, a guy who works evenings. Theresa and a uniformed officer knocked on the door, but nobody answered.”

      “Which apartment was it? Maybe I know the occupant.” I doubted it since I only knew one or two of my neighbors.

      “It’s the building next to yours. Coincidentally, it’s apartment 2A.”

      “That’s the same apartment number as mine!” My heart raced. “Is it a coincidence, or did the perpetrator make a mistake and go to the wrong building?”

      “Why would someone park in the spot for the apartment he or she planned to hit? Your computer and TV are still here. I don’t think it was a mistake. You were the target.”

      Mike came down the hall, his face red and blotchy.

      “Mike’s coming. I’ll fill you in later. Bye.” I disconnected.

      Mike stood before me. His eyelashes were wet. “Was that Bernie? Did he find her?” It looked as if he was holding his breath.

      “Not yet.”

      He shrunk into himself and collapsed into the sofa. “I just lied to my son. He asked where his mommy was, and I told him she had to go to work.” He sat up straight, narrowing his eyes. “This has to do with your job, doesn’t it?”

      I scooted closer to him and reached out. He backed away. I bit my quivering lip.

      “Answer me. Please.” His voice cracked. “I need to know.”

      “It looks like someone broke into my apartment, and Mac was in the wrong place.”

      He shook his head then dragged his fingers through his hair and left them there, propping his elbows on his knees. “How could being with her twin sister ever be the wrong place, Sydney?” He stared at me, chin trembling. “How? Tell me.”

      His watery eyes pleaded.

      I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Mike. We’re doing everything we can to find her.”

      He shook his head slowly. “I told her not to go, but she wanted to help you. We’re supposed to go to Disneyland tomorrow.” He glanced at his watch. “Today. We were going today. What am I going to tell Josh? He’s been talking about it for weeks.”

      “You’ve already told him she had to work. Go with that. Maybe you could take him anyway.”

      He glared at me. “Are you out of your mind?”

      Possibly.

      “Tell him she’s still working. We’ll find her, Mike. I promise. Is there anything else you can tell me? Were you getting along? Any arguments?” I pulled out my notebook.

      “Only about you. Like I said, I didn’t want her to go.”

      “Have you left the house since I was here earlier? I’m sorry, but I have to ask.”

      He stared at my notebook. His eyes narrowed, and he looked away. A flush crept up his neck. He jumped up and rushed to the door. “Get out.” He opened the door. “Our marriage is fine. Go find her. I’ll call your parents to let them know.”

      I hadn’t called my parents because I’d held out hope that she’d be at home. As I left, I remembered my last conversation with Mac, and my heart broke. I sat in my car, unable to see through the tears. I’d snapped at her for asking about my relationship with Brad.

      After a while, I headed home.
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      I arrived home to find uniformed officers on the street, going door-to-door. Bernie and Theresa were sitting in my living room. He was on the phone, and she was writing in her notebook.

      She looked up. “Everybody just left. Was her husband able to tell you anything?”

      “No. I’m going to take a look around here then go search for her.”

      “Looks like the intruder wore gloves. The techs didn’t get any useful prints from the glass or around the window, like they might’ve been wiped down. I’d think your prints would be there. Do you know what he or she was looking for?”

      “The boxes of mail from Mega Star. They’re gone.”

      Theresa frowned. “What was in the boxes that was so important? It’s just mail. And how the heck did they know you wouldn’t be here?”

      I shrugged. “No idea.” We hadn’t gotten to the smallest box. I wondered if Jones included something that wasn’t supposed to be in there. As far as how the intruder knew I wouldn’t be there, I didn’t notice anyone watching me leave earlier, but I wasn’t looking, either. “Have they started searching anywhere else, like Morrison Park? There are trees there and nobody would see someone dumping a body. Remember Judge Franklin’s body was found in the park and nobody saw it happen.”

      Theresa watched me, eyes narrowed. “We have teams on the way, and I’m headed over there, too.” She got up and reached for me, as if to give me a hug.

      I moved away. “I’ll be right back.”

      I headed into my bedroom and checked the two windows. Forensics had placed a piece of cardboard over the hole. The other window was unbroken. I got down on my hands and knees, taking care to avoid any remaining glass shards. I crawled to the door and spotted a broken thumbnail. About a half-inch long, it had pink-and-white polka dots on a red background. Mac’s. It was embedded in the beige shag carpet. Forensics had missed it.

      What the hell?

      I pulled out my phone and called Graham while I retrieved an evidence bag from my stash and tugged on a disposable glove.

      “Graham, it’s Sydney. I found one of Mac’s thumbnails on the floor in my bedroom.”

      “Jesus, we must’ve missed it.”

      “No shit! What the hell else did you miss?”

      “Sorry, Sydney. We do the best we can. Mistakes happen. Martin, a new hire, did the carpet. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll send someone back out.”

      “Don’t send one of your flunkies. You come and do it! Patrol will be outside waiting for you.” We disconnected. My head felt like it was on fire. Perspiration dribbled down my back.

      I leaned against the wall and placed the nail in an evidence bag. My eyes burned, and I bit my lower lip to stop it from quivering. My breath came out in quakes.

      Theresa popped her head around the door and cleared her throat. “What’s that?”

      “Mac’s broken nail. Asshole techs missed it.” I sniffled and looked up at her. “Let’s go.” I stood, tossed the glove on my bed, and left my room.

      Bernie was still in the living room, sliding his phone in his pocket. “The blood near your bedroom door is A positive.”

      I knew it would be. “Not mine, so it must be Mac’s.”

      “One more thing. An anonymous caller told Dispatch they saw a suspicious dark SUV at Morrison Park around the time we were at Teena’s. He didn’t specify why he thought it was suspicious, however.”

      “Theresa and I are headed there now,” I said.

      I told the uniformed officer outside to let Graham in when he arrived and gave him the evidence bag. We drove in our own cars and parked in the lot near the park’s baseball field. I grabbed a flashlight and hurried to join the others. Dozens of flashlights flickered and sprayed the park. Officers and K-9 Units roamed the brush. The temperature had dropped, and I shivered, but I kept at it until we’d covered the entire area. When we found no evidence of Mac having been there, the Lieutenant arranged to try again the next morning. Daylight might help.

      Bernie tried to guide me to the parking lot. “Sydney, you need to go home, get some sleep.”

      I shook him off. “Mac’s been taken. How can I sleep?”

      “You’re no good to her or anyone if you don’t get some rest.” Theresa nudged me. “Come on, let’s go. We’ll start again at first light.”

      I looked at the sky. “A couple of hours.” I sighed. “Fine. I’ll go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere tonight, by the way,” Theresa said. “I’m staying with you.”

      We went back to my apartment, and Bernie went home.
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        * * *

      

      “What was so important that he’d risk getting caught?” Theresa was making up the sofa bed. “How did they know you wouldn’t be here?”

      “You already asked me that, and I still don’t know the answer.” I took a couple of steps toward the hall then spun to face her. “Because they knew I’d be at Teena’s? I’m also wondering how whoever took the letters knew where I lived. I’ve been thinking about George. When we were interviewing him, he didn’t seem too upset about Teena’s death.”

      “Do you think he was at Teena’s and killed Billi Jones? How did he know where you lived?”

      “No idea.” I collapsed onto the sofa bed. “When I left the station after we spoke to him, I saw him standing near a light post, staring at me and grinning while I waited at the traffic light. It was creepy.” I told her about the restraining order and our visit to Javier’s.

      “Okay. Maybe we need to find the guy.”

      “It might not be him. It could be someone else. Maybe Jen Conrad.” I thought for a moment. “Hey, how did you get here so fast tonight?”

      “I was on my way home from a friend’s who lives a couple of blocks from here. She had a death in the family.”

      “You don’t have to stay.” I studied her. “You should go home to your own bed. I’ll be fine.”

      Theresa shook her head. “No way. I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      “Go home, Theresa.” I stood. “I don’t think anyone will come back. They got what they wanted.”

      “All right.” She put the sofa sleeper away, grabbed her purse and dug out her car keys. “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure. I’ll see you at the station later.”

      From the doorway, I watched her walk to her car and drive away. No cars started up and followed. It was dark and cold. I shivered and went inside, hoping I hadn’t made the biggest mistake of my life.

      I undressed and let my clothes fall to the floor. I set the alarm to ring in two hours, pulled on an oversize T-shirt and went to bed. I started to drift off then had a sudden realization I should’ve thought of before. Only five other people knew I had the fan mail. Bernie, Mike and Mac made three. The fourth person, Jones, was dead. The fifth lived in a castle, strutting around with his Bluetooth jammed in his ear. Time to wake him up. I jumped out of bed.

      I tried to call Bernie, pacing the room until it went to voicemail. Relief flooded through me because I wasn’t sure how he’d react. He’d already indicated that I should get some sleep. I had an obligation to at least call since we were partners. Unless Curtis Walker told others, and he may have, he was the logical person to talk to about it now. My heart pounded, and I rushed to leave the message. I disconnected and headed out to go see Walker, wondering whether I’d made a mistake in calling Bernie. I didn’t have time for sleep, and neither did Mac.

      I pulled on Levis, a fresh T-shirt, and a jacket before grabbing my Glock and holster. My phone buzzed. Bernie. I stared at the display then put the phone in my jacket pocket without answering. He would have surely tried to talk me out of it. Although he cared about Mac, she wasn’t his sister. Mac was also my best friend. The guilt over my last conversation with her was shredding me. If I didn’t get the chance to apologize, I don’t know what that would do to me.

      Damnit, I needed to find her.

      Within moments, I raced out of my neighborhood, engine screaming, burning rubber. The sun would be up soon, and traffic was light. I figured I could make Walker’s compound in thirty or forty minutes. My phone buzzed again. After checking the display, I answered it.

      “Detective Valentine, this is Curtis Walker. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      I doubted that.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Walker?”

      “Have you identified who killed Teena?”

      “The investigation is still ongoing.” I glanced at my gas gauge. Less than half a tank—not enough.

      Walker continued to talk as my mind drifted to the Pink Panther and how quiet he’d been when I used to watch the cartoons as a child. I shouldn’t have been thinking about that and forced myself to snap out of it.

      “When do you think you’ll have a suspect?” he asked sharply.

      “I don’t know. Are you at home?” The thing he seemed to care about most was his precious show and ratings, which, no doubt, was the reason for his interest in us finding Teena Travis’s killer.

      “I’m at home. I don’t mean to seem insensitive to Teena’s family, but I’m concerned about what her death will do to our ratings.”

      And there it was.

      Wow. How blatantly callous.

      “Mr. Walker, your ratings aren’t my concern. My concern is finding out who killed her.”

      And finding Mac!

      “You don’t understand, Detective. The investors are threatening to cancel support of the show if the ratings dip. I need you—”

      “We’re still investigating. When we make an arrest, you’ll hear about it at the same time as everyone else.”

      Unless we arrest you, asshole!

      He sighed. “You’re not much help, but I didn’t expect you to be.”

      Whatever.

      “That’s all I’ve got. I’ll be in touch,” I said.

      I disconnected without telling him about Jones’ death. He’d find out soon enough, unless he already knew. I wanted to read his face when I told him.

      I pulled up to a pump at a Mobil station and went inside. I bought a large Diet Coke and an expensive container of strawberry yogurt from the bleary-eyed male cashier. I gave him a twenty for gas. My phone rang while I stood outside my car, spooning yogurt into my mouth as the tank was filling. Bernie again. I wavered on whether or not to answer. I tossed the spoon I’d grabbed from the store in the garbage along with the empty yogurt container. Bernie was my partner and friend. I needed him to help me through this. Mac’s life, and mine, might depend on it. I answered the phone as the numbers on the pump counted up.

      Bernie sounded out of breath. “Syd, are you on the road?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “That’s what I thought. Come get me. I’ll be waiting outside my condo.” He disconnected.

      Well, that settles that.

      At least he hadn’t tried to argue with me about it.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived at Walker’s house about forty minutes later.

      “Detective Valentine, I just spoke to you, and you had nothing of significance to tell me. Why are you here?”

      “Billi Jones is dead.” I studied him as I slid my notebook from my pocket.

      He flicked a glance at Bernie. “That’s … unfortunate.” Walker removed the towel draped over his shoulders and scrubbed his face.

      So, he either didn’t care, or he already knew.

      He ushered us into his living room, and we all sat. He was wearing gym shorts and a T-shirt, which was soaked. His legs were pale and hairless.

      Who the hell exercises in the middle of the night?

      He gulped Dasani bottled water and wiped his mouth with the towel edge.

      “Where were you last evening between ten and midnight?” I wrote down how he was reacting.

      He shrugged. “I was here, working. Alone.” He bent his head and ruffled the towel through his hair.

      Bernie was writing. He looked up. “When was the last time you saw or spoke to Ms. Jones?”

      “Haven’t seen her in several days. I spoke to her on the phone yesterday about the DVDs you requested.”

      I scanned the room. Except for two thick binders sitting on the round glass coffee table with a wagon wheel embedded inside it, everything appeared as it had when we’d been there previously. “Did she have any conflicts with her coworkers?”

      He frowned. “Not that I know of.”

      That was interesting. I mentally shook my head. I didn’t recall ever seeing this man show emotion about anything except his precious Mega Star. “Besides you and Ms. Jones, who knew we had the fan mail?”

      “My investors knew, and you already have their contact information.”

      I had a thought. “Did Mr. Lane, your security guard for Mega Star, know?”

      “There would be no reason for him to know. If he knew, I didn’t tell him.”

      I was done questioning him. We returned to our car.

      “Bernie, we’ve got to go to Jones’s place. We didn’t find any keys, other than Teena’s, in Jones’s purse or car, or on her body. That means the person who killed her took the key to her apartment. Why would they do that unless they were looking for something. Let’s go!”
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      We reached Jones’s apartment complex thirty minutes later and notified the leasing office of her death. After requesting entry into her first-floor apartment, we stepped through the door, which opened directly into her living room. The place smelled of strawberries. The room was orderly with no clutter, almost as if it were a staged show home. The furniture was in soft peach-and-cream-toned fabrics. Thick throw rugs in the same tones covered the highly polished hardwood floor. The room felt peaceful, light and airy. The sun shining through her vertical blinds made the glass and chrome coffee table and end tables sparkle. I rubbed my burning eyes. I usually closed my blinds in the evening, but Jones may have left when it was still daylight and never made it home to close them.

      I entered the kitchen. A used cereal bowl and spoon sat in the sink. The white Formica counters were clean. Bernie opened the living room closet, and I headed down the hall. After checking the bathroom and hall closet, something in the corner at the end of the hall caught my eye. A pink running shoe! I spun and sprinted toward the living room, my heart racing.

      I pulled out my Glock, my hands shaking. After waving Bernie over, I rushed down the hall, stopping at the bathroom.

      Bernie followed, with his weapon out.

      “Mac’s shoe.” I whispered and pointed to it.

      Eyeing the closed door at the end of the hall, we crept toward it. I slid with my back to wall until I could reach the doorknob. Bernie stood on the other side of the door. My gaze met his. He nodded, and I turned the doorknob. Locked. I shook my head. I took a couple of steps back and kicked out hard. Wood splintered. A second kick finished the job, and the door burst open. I crouched with my Glock aimed in front of me and scanned the room. Bernie looked in the closet and under the bed. An internal door was closed, and I assumed it must lead to the master bathroom.

      “Bernie,” I whispered, jerking my head toward the door.

      He silently stepped across the room and stood alongside me. I opened the door. A mirror and a vanity cluttered with toiletries faced the door. A fluffy pink throw rug was in front of the vanity. I stepped inside. The sheer shower curtain was closed. I yanked it open.

      “Mac!” I slid my pistol in its holster and rushed to my sister. Lying in the tub on my bedroom comforter, she didn’t respond. “Oh, God. Mac!” Tears blurred my vision.

      “She’s tied up. Be right back.” Bernie left the bathroom.

      I shook her. She was pale, her lips dry and cracked, and she smelled of urine and vomit, which had stained her red T-shirt and pink sweatpants. Green twine bound her wrists and feet. A length of twine was also attached from the base and pipes of the toilet to her feet. She wouldn’t have been able to reach the door. The toilet seat was askew, as if it had been kicked. Maybe Mac had tried to get loose. The tub, floor and toilet base had dried vomit on them. A pulse beat at her throat.

      She’s alive!

      I held her hand, squeezed it, then brought it to my face.

      Her eyes fluttered open. Her usually beautiful green eyes were dull and sunken, with a gray tinge underneath. “Syd?”

      Her eyes closed.

      I held her hand tighter. “I’m here. I’ve got you, Mac.” I smoothed her tangled hair. “I’ve got you.” I removed the penknife from my belt and attacked the twine, taking care and making slow progress.

      Bernie returned, holding a kitchen knife. “Let me get in there.” I moved aside, and he sawed the twine attached to the toilet and cut her loose. Next, he sliced the twine from her wrists and feet. She had abrasions on the skin at her wrists, elbows and ankles, but she was alive.

      My twin sister was alive. I choked back a sob.

      Together, we lifted her out of the tub and carried her to the living room sofa. We left the comforter in the tub undisturbed. If her abductor had transported Mac in the trunk of his or her vehicle, fibers may have clung to it. Retrieving strands of hair and other forensic evidence was also a possibility.

      “Do you want to call an ambulance or take her to the hospital ourselves?” Bernie asked.

      “Nooo.” Mac shook her head slowly and barely opened her eyes. “You take me, Syd.” Then she closed her eyes again, and her head lolled to the side.

      I watched her shallow breathing and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry I yelled at you when you asked about Brad. Love you, sis.”
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        * * *

      

      After flying along the 10 with lights flashing and sirens blaring, we reached the hospital inside thirty minutes. They admitted Mac immediately. Following an interminable wait, the doctor told us she was dehydrated and had suffered a concussion, but she expected Mac to make a full recovery. I didn’t understand how she could be dehydrated when she had access to water from the bathtub faucet. Maybe she’d become too weak or disoriented to reach it. I’d spoken to Mike on the way to the hospital. He cried and said he’d take Josh to his mom’s before he came.

      Bernie and I sat in her room and watched her sleep. I’d scooted my chair up to the bed and held her hand, smiling at my beautiful, resilient sister. I loved her so much.

      The medics had inserted a rehydration IV into Mac’s arm. She had bruising on her wrists and ankles, and a laceration and bump on her head. She’d been groggy since we’d found her, but at least her skin showed a little more color. I couldn’t stop looking at her. Didn’t want to, either.

      Bernie was able to take a minimal statement from her. From what she said, she didn’t know who took her and never saw a face. She remembered being in the bathroom at my apartment with the door closed. After knocking over her purse and bending to pick it up, she’d heard a noise in my bedroom and thought I’d returned home and went to talk to me. When she found a man there with his back to her, she screamed. She stumbled and hit her head near the door as she tried to escape. The next thing she remembered was waking up in the bathtub at Jones’s place. She had no idea how long she’d been there.

      “Bernie, whoever took her was probably going to Jones’s anyway,” I whispered. “They might’ve killed Jones for information.”

      “And that information had to do with the fan mail or whatever else they thought was in the boxes.” Bernie agreed, scratching his chin. “The only thing is they didn’t get all of it. I still have mine.”

      “Right. Maybe Jones told someone I had it, but her killer must’ve already had my address.” I studied him. “I wonder if they have yours.”

      “Don’t know. I had a patrol officer take Khrystal and Michael to her parents’ until we get this figured out. Not taking any chances.”

      “One more thing. Whoever killed her already had her apartment key by the time they reached my place.” I shook my head and watched Mac breathe. She seemed to be resting peacefully. “Mac was in the wrong place. Again.”

      My eyes filled.

      “This isn’t your fault, Syd.”

      Mike burst into the room. He was flushed and sweating. “MacKenzie!” He hurried to her bed and hugged her while she slept. Tears streamed down his face. “Oh my God!” He smoothed her hair.

      I got up. “Take my chair.”

      Bernie and I left the room and stood in the corridor outside.

      “I’m going to go to the cafeteria for coffee. You want anything?” Bernie asked.

      “Hot tea with plenty of sugar. Thanks.” I leaned against the wall, biting my lip as I choked back tears of relief. I slid down the wall as if the strength and bones had left my legs. I called my parents.

      A nurse entered Mac’s room, and Mike came out. “They’re checking her blood pressure and stuff. The nurse said she’s doing okay, but they want to keep her in for observation.” He shoved his hands through his hair and sighed. “Tell me what happened to her.” His voice was raspy, and he cleared his throat.

      Using the wall for support, I stood. “Do you want to go to the waiting area or cafeteria?”

      “Are you kidding me?” He breathed heavily. “I’m not leaving her for a second!”

      “Calm down.” My gaze shifted through the open door to the nurse writing on the clipboard in Mac’s room.

      Mike pointed his finger at me. “Don’t tell me to calm down!” He whispered but spoke harshly. “Tell me what happened.”

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and exhaled before opening my eyes. “Mac was in the wrong place at the wrong—”

      “I knew it!” He towered over me and jabbed a finger at my chest. “This is because of your job.”

      I felt at a disadvantage. With all of the energy I could manage, I stood tall and faced him. “We found her in the apartment of last night’s murder victim.”

      “She’s been in an apartment with the dead body you went to investigate last night? How did you miss seeing Mac there, Sydney?”

      “No! She wasn’t in the same apartment as the body! The victim was killed somewhere else. Mac was taken to that apartment,” I said. I told him my theory about Jones’s key not being listed in the inventory and what I thought had happened.

      He nodded as I spoke. “Has she said anything? Did she wake up?”

      “She said my name and doesn’t remember much. When Bernie and I were talking about calling an ambulance, she said she wanted me to bring her here. She told us as much as she could at the time.”

      He let out a long breath and shuddered. “We were supposed to go to Disneyland today. I told him his mom had to work again. I could see the worry in his eyes. He wanted to cry, but he was trying to be a big boy.”

      Tears blurred my vision again, and I let them fall. “I’m so sorry.” My nose ran, and I swiped it with the back of my hand. “I don’t know what to say.” I hugged myself and rocked in place for what seemed like hours. Alone.

      The nurse left the room, and Mike hurried in. He held Mac’s hand to his face and sat by her side. I entered the room and stood next to the bed as he studied her face, probably hoping she’d open her eyes.

      He looked up at me. “I’m not going anywhere. Just find the scum who did this.”

      Bernie was standing by the door with our drinks.

      I approached the bed and leaned close to Mac’s ear. “Mac, I’m leaving for now.” I squeezed her hand and kissed her forehead. “I’m going to find out who did this to you. I’m so proud of you for getting through this. Rest up. I love you.” I headed for the door then turned. “Mike, if you need anything, let me know.”

      He looked up at me, blinking tears from his eyes, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to.

      I joined Bernie in the hall and took the tea. My phone buzzed, and I answered. Brad asked if I wanted to get breakfast at IHOP. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten anything substantial, and I recalled Bernie and Theresa’s words to me about taking care of myself. I agreed to meet Brad there but intended to make it quick. I had crimes to solve.
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      The IHOP parking lot was almost full and I managed to slide into the space next to Brad’s truck. My appetite had returned now that Mac was getting good medical care and Mike was with her. Too bad I didn’t think to have Brad order for me to save time. I jumped out of the car and hurried inside. A hostess greeted me and eyed the pistol on my hip. Brad waved from across the room. He sat in a booth, which I preferred. Booths were cozier than tables in the middle of the room, which seemed too exposed.

      “I see my friend over there,” I said, pointing. “I’ll seat myself, thanks.”

      As I approached the table, a waitress arrived and placed a plate of double-blueberry pancakes across the table from Brad. He’d ordered scrambled eggs, toast and bacon for himself, and held a glass of orange juice. A glass of milk and ice water awaited me.

      Awesome.

      Brad grinned. “Do I know you, or what?” He folded a newspaper and set it on the table alongside his plate.

      “You know me.” I slid my plate and glasses across the table to his side and sat next to him, leaning close. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled again. “I saw the news last night about Teena Travis.”

      I had a mouth full of pancakes and blueberries, so I just nodded and mumbled. “Uh-huh.”

      “You’re on the case?” After a taste, he added salt to his eggs. “There’s an article in the paper, but I haven’t had a chance to read it yet.”

      I swallowed and reached for my milk. “I’m working the case.”

      “That’s what I figured. I know you told me we couldn’t get together, but I stopped by your apartment last night to surprise you with a pizza, but you weren’t there. I wasn’t going to stay. I guess you weren’t home from work yet anyway.” He watched me eat.

      Although it was the ideal time to tell him about the break-in, I didn’t. His over-protectiveness would’ve ruined my joyous mood.

      I stabbed a chunk of pancake and swiped compote with it. Resisting the urge to close my eyes, I settled for a deep sigh instead. “Do you watch the show?”

      He flushed then smiled awkwardly. “Every now and then.”

      I watched him, narrowing my eyes. “You’re a fan, aren’t you?”

      He glanced at me then looked away, suddenly interested in buttering his wheat toast. “My guilty pleasure. I wouldn’t say I’m a fan exactly. I’ve seen the show and yes, I enjoyed parts of it.”

      “Which parts?” I asked.

      “I liked the audition shows early in the season. Some of those contestants are nuts if they think they can sing. I liked it when Teena told them her version of the truth, which usually matched mine.”

      “Believe it or not, you’re not the first person I’ve heard say something like that.”

      “Do you have any suspects? I imagine the list is really long.”

      “Actually, we do have some, but nothing solid yet.”

      “You can’t be serious. I’d think you’d have more than some suspects.” He frowned. “There have been contestants who went on to make a name for themselves. Mostly, the woman pissed off every person who walked across their stage. Every single one. Even the ones with real talent. She always found something she didn’t like.”

      “That’s what I heard. We don’t have the show’s DVDs yet so we haven’t been able to add any contestants to the suspect list.” Suddenly, I wasn’t feeling hungry. I pushed my plate away.

      “What’s wrong?” Brad stared at the plate of pancakes drizzled with blueberry compote. “You usually dig right into those.”

      “I’ve lost my appetite.” I sighed. “Teena’s personal assistant gave me and Bernie boxes of Teena’s fan mail yesterday. Mac and I were reading some of them last night.”

      “Okay.” He studied my face, and his brow furrowed.

      “I had to leave.” I looked around at the other diners. None were within hearing range. It must’ve been a slow morning at IHOP. “I got a call from Dispatch. There’d been another homicide—Teena’s personal assistant.”

      “Whoa. So, Teena’s murder does have something to do with the show. Why her, though?” He shoveled eggs into his mouth then bit into buttered toast. Apparently, he wasn’t bothered by the talk of murder. “I don’t understand.”

      “You’re not the only one.” I watched him chew, and I sighed. “That’s not all. Someone broke into my apartment and stole the fan mail while I was out.” I didn’t tell him about Mac because I didn’t want to talk about it with him yet, and I knew how he would react to what I’d just said. I already had enough to deal with and hoped he didn’t notice I said I was out, instead of we were out, meaning Mac and me.

      “What?” He set the knife on the side of his plate. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      Yep, I knew he’d freak.

      “What would you have done?”

      “I would’ve come to your apartment.”

      “And then what? Brad, I’m a big girl and can take care of myself.”

      “Maybe, but still. It would’ve been nice to know. You wouldn’t have been able to keep me away if I had known.”

      “See? That’s why I didn’t call. Theresa wanted to stay, but I told her to go home. I didn’t think there was any danger. Whoever it was had already taken what they wanted.”

      And Mac as a bonus.

      He shook his head. “How do you know? Maybe they didn’t.”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” I tried a smile. “Nobody returned last night.”

      “How did the person get inside?” The muscle in his jaw pulsed, and the tips of his ears had turned red.

      “They broke a bedroom window and unlocked the latch.”

      “What if you’d been there sleeping?” He stopped eating and pushed his plate away.

      I scanned the room for eavesdroppers, but everyone appeared to be focused on their food or companions. “I guess you don’t know me so well after all.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He scowled, and I scowled back.

      “You do know I own weapons, don’t you? And I know how to use them.”

      “How could I forget? You wear them like badges of honor.” He sighed. “I just don’t think you take these things seriously.”

      “What things? I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation, Brad. I’m serious about my job. I’m serious about protecting myself, too.”

      And my family.

      “Okay. Let’s just enjoy the rest of our breakfast before you run off to start your day dealing with the degenerates of our society.”

      “Sounds good to me.” I peered at him. “The breakfast, not the degenerates.”

      “I’d feel better if you were out of that apartment. It’s bad luck. You were talking about looking for a house a little while ago. I’m renovating one not far from your apartment. Stop by and see it if you want. You know I’d give you a good deal. I think it’s time you seriously started looking for something.”

      “Me too.” I pulled my plate toward me and wolfed the rest of my pancakes in silence. They were no longer hot, but I didn’t care.

      When we finished, Brad paid the bill, and we headed out to the parking lot toward our vehicles. I unlocked my door with the remote and stood next to my car.

      “Sydney, I know you can take care of yourself. I’m not suggesting you can’t.” He placed his hands on my shoulders and squeezed. My muscles were tight, and it felt good. I closed my eyes to revel in the momentary touch.

      “It sure sounded like that to me. I just don’t think you’re used to being with a woman who works in law enforcement.”

      He dropped his hands to his sides and let out a breath. “I think I have a right to be upset when you take chances.”

      “Who’s taking chances? I wasn’t even home when it happened!”

      “You stayed there alone afterward though, even when Theresa offered to stay.” His face had turned red.

      I sighed. “Look, I’ve got to get to work. I’ll talk to you later.” I climbed in my car.

      When I pulled out of the parking lot, he was standing near his truck with his arms crossed.

      Whatever.
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      I arrived back at the station, ready to resume working the two homicide cases and Mac’s abduction, especially since they were related and she was family. Bernie had brought in his box of Teena’s fan mail, and I looked through it, hoping for a clue to what was so important. I received an email from our forensic team stating they’d finished dealing with my apartment and found nothing of value from it.

      I called my apartment manager to request that my window be repaired as soon as possible. He was used to receiving those types of calls from me. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they started billing me extra for damages. A few weeks earlier, during another case, someone had set fire to the apartment next to mine and used pieces of tire rubber, hoping to kill me with fumes. The other apartment was empty and would have sustained significant damage if the apartment manager hadn’t used a fire extinguisher prior to the fire department’s arrival.

      “Hey, Syd.” Bernie walked over and regarded the pile of mail on my desk. “I already went through that. I didn’t see anything to make me think it warrants a further look. I think we’re on the wrong track, at least with mine.”

      “I’m not so sure. There has to be a link if someone broke into my apartment and took the boxes, not to mention my sister.”

      “That’s true, but the mail I read didn’t seem suspicious. Except for the ones I’ve put aside, almost everybody who wrote seemed to love her.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I could’ve missed something.” He returned to his cubicle, and I heard him plop down into his chair.

      I stood, looking over the cubicle wall at him. “Another pair of eyes won’t hurt, though.”

      “The mail they took from you would probably break the case”—he eyeballed me—“if we still had it.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault someone broke into my apartment. Speaking of which, I may be buying a house. Brad’s renovating one in my neighborhood, and I’m going to take a look at it soon.” Assuming he was still speaking to me after our chat over breakfast.

      “Good for you. Khrystal and I may be in the market for something, too.”

      “Great. Maybe after this case, we could house hunt together. But back to work. What’s the connection between the mail, Jones and Teena that someone would kill for?” I wandered over and sat on the edge of Bernie’s desk. “Maybe something was placed in one of the boxes accidentally. Perhaps it had something to do with one of the contestants.”

      “We should probably include the contestants’ families in our inquiry as well. Parents can be vicious when their child’s dreams are destroyed. But how could they know about the box and you?” He sighed. “Too many possibilities.”

      “Yeah, it was like court when a judge dismisses a case, and there’s no way for the plaintiff to appeal the verdict. You’re done. I watched last week’s episode at Mac’s last night.” I shook my head. “I don’t even remember the contestant’s name, but I could imagine her parents being angry enough to kill Teena after the tongue-lashing she dished out. I couldn’t believe what she said to the poor girl.”

      “I haven’t seen that show yet, but I can imagine the kid told Teena her parents encouraged the singing. Teena would’ve said her parents were clueless. Is that the way it went?”

      “Pretty much, but Teena wasn’t as gentle. It just seemed like she was being extra mean and nasty on purpose.”

      “I’m sure she was. How bad was the singing?”

      “Dreadful. I can sing better.”

      “I doubt it.” He grinned. “Was it a Whitney Houston or Celine Dion song?”

      “Whitney. How did you know?”

      “I don’t know why, but their songs seem to be popular with the talentless. They’re just up there screaming and thinking they’re nailing it. It seemed to be one of Teena’s pet peeves. She was extra vicious when people did that.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re wrong about nailing it. The kid was awful, and I was glad Teena turned off her microphone. I felt sorry for her, though.”

      “Because she kept singing anyway?”

      “Yep. When Teena critiqued her, if you want to call it a critique, she insulted both the girl and her parents. That wasn’t necessary. The poor thing couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Cutting off the microphone was enough, I’d think.”

      “Well, it’s all about ratings. People lap that sort of viciousness right up. They love it when Teena does that … did that.”

      “Mac and Mike enjoyed Teena’s treatment of the contestant. They were smiling. I was a little surprised because Mac’s always been such a bleeding heart. They justified it by saying the kid deserved it, and it’s better to do it now rather than later after she’d spent several years trying to make it in show business.”

      “Well, yeah. That’s true. Khrystal says pretty much the same thing. Sometimes, I think it’s more about crushing the parents’ dreams. For some reason, when their kids sing, they don’t hear the same thing as the rest of us. I sure hope I’m not going to be like that.”

      I chuckled. “Don’t worry. If I ever thought little Michael sucked at something, I’d tell you.” I turned to go back to my cubicle.

      He laughed. “Right. I can always count on you. I’d do the same if you and Brad were in denial about your own talentless kid.”

      I spun around. “Wait. What?”

      Bernie’s grin could have soured milk.

      I scowled at him. “Ha ha. Very funny. You shouldn’t be making jokes when we have a couple of murders and an abduction to solve.” I returned to my desk and stared at the mail.

      “Good morning.” Theresa ambled past, smiling. “A courier dropped off a box out front for you guys.” She had a bakery bag in one hand, and the other hand gripped a hot drink cup with a tea bag tag hanging over the edge. “I would’ve brought it in for you, but my hands are kind of full.” She held the bakery bag and drink cup in the air as she continued toward her cubicle across the room.

      If I hadn’t been so stuffed with pancakes, I might’ve begged for a piece of whatever was in the bag. I peered over the wall at Bernie. “I’ll get it. Maybe it’s the DVDs.”

      Bernie leaned back in his chair, tapping a pen on his thigh. “Let’s hope. Otherwise, we got nothing.”

      “We still need to talk to Jen Conrad,” I said.

      He leaned forward and pulled his phone from his back pocket. “I’ll work on tracking her down.”

      I left him to it while I retrieved the package which, as we’d hoped, did contain the Mega Star DVDs. As I set up the video room, I had a better idea. I ran it by Bernie, and we decided it would be better to see if Jen had returned home yet. Maybe she’d only taken a short trip. Theresa volunteered to spend time watching the DVDs. She’d brought her breakfast in, and the pastry fragrance filled the room. She nibbled on a cheese Danish with cherries in the center.

      I slid the remote across the table toward her. “Can you write down the contestants’ names for us?”

      “This isn’t my first day on the job, you know. Of course, I will.” She propped her feet on the table and sipped tea, waved and said, “See ya,” before picking up the remote and starting the video. Her self-satisfied grin could have matched Bernie’s in the milk-souring stakes.

      I shook my head and left her there. I knew she would enjoy watching the unedited version of Mega Star. Although grateful for the assistance, it irked me that she was going to enjoy the experience. Still, after the emotional events of the previous day, the last thing I wanted to do was watch Teena torment poor defenseless kids. Their parents? Yeah, I would have liked to see her have a go at a few of them. I didn’t believe they couldn’t tell that their children couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket and wondered whether the contestants were paid for each week they remained on the show. If so, being eliminated would be a motive for someone to kill Teena if they thought it was her fault.

      Something to think about.

      Bernie was already in the car and had the engine running when I reached the parking lot. His head was bobbing, and his mouth was moving as if he was singing. I opened the car door to him singing the song Happy from one of the Despicable Me movies.

      Who knew my partner could carry a tune?

      He turned in his seat. “What took you so long? I thought you were right behind me.”

      “I didn’t know you could sing.”

      He grinned. “Good, aren’t I?”

      I sighed. “Anyway, I was talking to Theresa. She’s going to start watching the DVDs for us.” I glanced at him. “You’re welcome.”

      “She isn’t doing it for us. The woman’s going to have fun while we drive around all day in a stuffy car.” He pulled out of the parking space and rolled toward the street.

      “Well, it is our case, not hers. I’m glad she’s available to help out.”

      Bernie looked at me while we waited for the light to change. “Maybe you’re glad, but I kind of wanted to watch.”

      “Hunh. Nobody’s stopping you. Have at it. Take them home with you. The more eyes on them, the better.”

      “I might just do that. Khrystal would love it, too.” The light changed, and he started head bobbing and silent singing.

      Somebody’s in a good mood.

      I called Mike to check on Mac. He seemed less angry with me. Apparently, she’d been awake and talking earlier. The doctors were planning to discharge her the next day. My parents had also called to tell him they would stop by soon.
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, I rang Jen Conrad’s doorbell, and Bernie banged on the door. The driveway was empty, but her car could’ve been in the garage. He told me he’d called her from the station. She hadn’t answered the phone, and her voicemail was full. I didn’t think he should’ve left a message anyway. Why give her another reason to leave?

      The peephole darkened. “Who is it?” a woman snapped.

      “Detectives Bernard and Valentine of the San Sansolita PD,” Bernie said. “We’d like to talk to Jen Conrad.”

      Silence.

      “Ms. Conrad?” Bernie asked. “Can we come in? We’d prefer to talk in private.”

      “Is this about Teena Travis? It’s all over the news. I don’t know anything about what happened to her.”

      “We’d still like to talk to you,” I said. “As part of our investigation, we’re talking to everyone who had contact with her.”

      “How long will this take?” Jen asked.

      “Not long.” Bernie shook his head and sighed at me.

      She unlocked the door and opened it. “I don’t know what I can do to help.” She stepped aside. Petite and slim with straight, shoulder-length dark hair, she wore black skinny jeans. Her brown eyes were heavily lined with black eyeliner. It made her look like a raccoon. “Come in.” Her lips pursed, and her raccoon eyes narrowed.

      “Thank you.” Bernie stepped back and allowed me to enter first.

      We stood in the entry hall—a square of five feet on all sides. Beyond that, the living room couldn’t have been more than ten by twelve. She had an eat-in kitchen, like mine. From what I could see of the place, it wasn’t much bigger than my apartment. No wonder she hungered for Teena’s job.

      “We can talk in here.”

      She led us into the living room, no more than a few steps away and waved us to an ugly mud-colored sofa. She took a sturdy green chair. The white walls were bare, and the discolored beige carpet had thin patches.

      Bernie and I sat on the sofa and faced her with our notebooks out. Bernie had inadvertently left the digital recorder at the station.

      “Ms. Conrad, can you tell us where you were the evening before last?” he asked.

      She leaned back in her chair. Her feet skimmed the floor, and she crossed her short legs. “I was on my way to Vegas.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “What time did you leave?”

      “Late in the afternoon the day before. It might’ve been around four or five o’clock. I’m not sure. I stopped in Laughlin, Nevada on the way there and back. I like to gamble there too.”

      I wrote down the information and looked back up at her. “You can’t be more specific?”

      “I’m not sure about the time. I’ve already said that.” Her gaze shifted from Bernie to me. “I am, however, certain I wasn’t at Teena’s house. As I said, I was still in Vegas, or maybe Laughlin. Can’t remember. I was having too much fun and didn’t keep track of the time. Sorry” She smirked as she casually swung her leg, which was still crossed over her knee.

      “Were you and Ms. Travis friends?” I asked.

      Her body went rigid and she scoffed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Were you enemies?” Bernie asked.

      “We weren’t anything outside of work. Coworkers. Nothing more.” She studied her nails. “Quite honestly, I didn’t think Teena had friends, unless you counted Chico.”

      I studied her cool demeanor. “How was your working relationship with her?”

      Her mouth still hinted at a smirk. “Same as her working relationship with anyone else.”

      She was starting to piss me off. “I’m not asking about anyone else. I’m asking about you.”

      “Look, I know you’ve already talked to a few people, and you know that she and I barely tolerated one another.”

      I stared her down.

      She scowled. “That doesn’t mean that I’d harm her.”

      A headache was forming behind my eyes. “Where did you stay when you went to Vegas?”

      “Oh, one of the smaller hotels on the strip.” She flicked a hand at us. “I can’t remember which one. Sorry.”

      “How did you pay for it?” I tapped my pen on the notebook.

      She studied her nails.

      I leaned forward. “Ms. Conrad, what means of payment did you use to cover your hotel bill?”

      She smiled. “Cash. I paid cash.”

      Yeah, right.

      I coughed. “Did you go alone?”

      “You know, I think I’d like to stop here.” She stood. “I feel like you’re getting entirely too personal. My personal life is none of your business.” She’d placed her hands on her slim hips. “I didn’t kill Teena. That’s all I have to say.” She pranced to the door and opened it. “Please leave.”

      Bernie and I exchanged glances. We had no probable cause to take her in for questioning. Nobody had seen her near Teena’s house on the night of the murder. Lack of confirmation by a third party for her whereabouts during the time of the murder wasn’t enough to bring her in without other incriminating evidence. Threatening to take her in would do us no good. She knew better and had already said she was done talking to us. We left without another word. Once again, Bernie climbed into the driver’s seat, and I rode shotgun.

      Bernie let out a long breath. “Well?”

      “Interesting. She was clearly lying about Vegas. We didn’t get the chance to ask her about the fight between her and Teena—the one Jones told us about. Remember? The fight that started in the writers’ room?” I stared at Jen’s front door, sure she was watching us from inside.

      Bernie glanced at the door. “Why do you think she was lying?”

      “The neighbors saw her leaving her house the morning Teena’s body was discovered. However, Jen told us she was in Vegas at that time. She can’t have been in two places at once. Maybe her neighbors were mistaken about the day or time, but I doubt that’s the case. Perhaps she was in Vegas with a man. It could be someone she doesn’t want us to know about.”

      “Curtis Walker?” Bernie asked. “Billi Jones didn’t say if he was married, not that it matters to some people.”

      “I don’t know. We saw him at his house after we left Teena’s. He wasn’t in Vegas with Jen, if she was actually there.” I flipped through my notes. “I don’t see any mention of salaries for Jones or Jen Conrad.”

      “If Jen was messing around with Curtis, why wouldn’t she be making more money? I’ll tell you why. Teena was better than her.”

      “With him, it would definitely be about who brought the higher ratings. According to everyone, including you, that person was Teena.”

      Jen’s garage door slid up, and a banged-up, blue Toyota Prius backed down the driveway. Jen stared at us as she rolled out onto the street, smiling as she passed.

      “I’m going to run her plates,” I said, firing up the car’s integrated computer.

      “Want to tail her?” Bernie watched her go.

      “No. We’re made. There’s no point. She’d lead us all over the place just for fun.” I scrolled on the computer display and tapped it. “One speeding ticket, which she dealt with. That’s about it.”

      “All right,” Bernie said. “I wonder how Theresa’s doing with the DVDs.”

      “No doubt, she’s still sitting there with her feet on the table but eating pizza by now.”

      “Let’s go check on her progress.” Bernie started heading along Redlands Boulevard on his way to the 10 East.

      My phone rang, and I answered.

      “Detective Valentine? This is Curtis Walker.”

      I groaned inwardly. “What can I do for you, Mr. Walker?”

      Bernie raised his eyebrows but continued to drive.

      “I had the DVDs delivered earlier. Have you made an arrest yet?”

      “We did receive the DVDs. Thank you for sending them. We have yet to make an arrest.”

      He sighed. “Well, what have you been doing? I’ve given you what you requested. Have you even watched the videos?”

      What’s with this guy?

      “Mr. Walker, I cannot provide you with information on an ongoing investigation.”

      “Sounds like you haven’t watched them. Are you going to watch the videos? Surely, between you and your partner, one of you can find the time.”

      “Again, I cannot discuss that with you.” I clenched a fist. “Is there anything else?”

      “No. You’ve been quite unhelpful.” He disconnected.

      I stared at the phone and shook my head. “Idiot.”

      Bernie laughed. “What did he want?”

      “He kept asking if we’d watched the videos.”

      “Maybe you should’ve asked him if there’s a particular video we should be paying attention to. It almost sounds like he’s pointing us toward a clue.”

      I tried rubbing the tightness from the back of my neck. “Yeah, maybe. His arrogance pisses me off, big time. It’s as though he thinks everyone, including us, are at his beck and call.”

      “I guess he’s used to exactly that.”

      “Well, I should’ve told him off, but that might appear unprofessional.”

      “Never stopped you before.”

      “You can stop talking now.”

      I checked for text messages, but there weren’t any. Maybe Brad was still angry about me not calling him the night of the break-in.

      Bernie pulled onto the freeway on-ramp. “Have you heard from Brad?”

      “Nope.”

      I’d done it this time. He was finished with me for sure.

      “Here’s a suggestion,” Bernie said, eyes wide and innocent. “Call him.”

      I said, “I will later,” but knew I wouldn’t. I watched the scenery breeze by.

      “Oh, I get it. You don’t want me to hear you talking to Brad. Trouble in paradise?”

      Not funny. Not funny in the slightest.

      “Shut it, nosy.”
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      On the way back to the station, I received a call from Theresa and put her on speaker.

      “I’m about to leave for an appointment and wanted you to know I’ve watched some of the videos, and there were a few where Teena was being especially nasty. The one that got my attention the most showed a female audience member coming toward Teena and yelling her name. If the security guard hadn’t caught up to her, I don’t know what would’ve happened. Who knows what her intentions were. She was dragged away before anything happened. Actually, now I think about it, I’m not sure if the woman was angry or just an overly excited fan.”

      “What happened to cause her to jump out of her seat and behave that way?” I asked. “Did Teena say something to the woman’s child?”

      “That’s just it. A guy, who must’ve been in his late twenties, had just performed. The performance was okay. I mean he wasn’t bad, but he wasn’t that great either. Teena actually wasn’t rude to him at all. She even encouraged him. It was strange. She even smiled a little. I don’t know if the woman was related to the kid, and I couldn’t tell if she said anything other than Teena’s name. She was struggling when they took her away, though.”

      “Maybe the incident had nothing to do with the singer. She could’ve been a crazed fan,” I said.

      “Beats me. I didn’t get it. That’s the type of thing they’d never show on the air. You know, Teena being nice to someone. Anyway, I wrote down the contestant’s name, but now I can’t find it in my notebook. Maybe the security guard will remember what happened. I’ll track down the contestant’s name before I leave and get it to you. Later, guys.” She hung up.

      “That’s a first for her to be disorganized,” I said.

      “True. Maybe she’ll get back to us. Curtis Walker might know, but you’ve pissed him off,” Bernie said, grinning.

      Funny man.

      “You know how to use the phone. Call him. I’m tired of talking to him anyway.” I gazed out the window as Bernie pulled into the station parking lot.

      “I’ll give him a shout. Maybe I’ll find out what he’s been trying to lead you to.” He headed for the entrance. “I’ll let you know what he says, and I’ll get the contestant’s name from Theresa.”

      “See you later.” I climbed into my car and checked on Mac. Mike told me she was doing well. I called Brad, and his voicemail came on.

      Damnit.

      “Hi, Brad. It’s me. Give me a call. Bye.”

      I sat, debating whether I should go to his house or go home, before starting the car and rolling out of the parking lot. I was on a mission.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, I was sitting in my car with the engine still running, a few doors down from Brad’s house. A white compact car I’d never seen before was parked in front of his house, and a light-colored SUV was parked in front of the house next door. Lights shone through his windows, but that was no indication he was home. Brad always set timers on the lights throughout his house. The area near the front door was dark because the porch light was off. The driveway was empty. He usually parked his truck in the garage. I hit redial on my phone and called him again.

      This time, I got his voicemail and didn’t leave a message. He lived on a street with few streetlights. The swaying branches from the tall maples created shadows, giving the houses an eerie appearance.

      I took a deep breath, not knowing what I would find if I rang the doorbell. I got out and trudged up the concrete walkway toward the door, which was around the corner from the garage. I reached for the doorbell, but the garage door creaked open before I could press it. I jumped away, looking around, wondering whether Brad was leaving the house or arriving. I hadn’t heard his truck come up the street when approaching the door. I stepped off the porch and peered around the corner toward the driveway. Brad drove out of the driveway, his back to me. A pretty blonde sat in the passenger seat. She had the lighted visor mirror down and was focused on applying lipstick. I’d used that same visor mirror myself at times. Brad turned the steering wheel, apparently not noticing me or my car. He drove away, stopped at the bank of mailboxes at the end of his street, then got out of his truck.

      I’d worked myself up all day, and now my anxiety seemed to be rushing back at me in full force. Blinking back tears, I swallowed before rushing to my car. Maybe the blonde was a family member, a cousin perhaps. It might have been why he hadn’t returned my texts or calls. I sat in my car, swiping at the tears escaping my burning eyes. I swallowed again and took a deep breath, trying to compose myself.

      “No. Get it together. It’s okay. This isn’t what you think it is.” After firing up my car, I waited until Brad climbed back into his truck and drove away before turning on my headlights.

      Once his truck had turned the corner, I followed, and was now officially a full-fledged stalker. I told myself I had to do it. I owed it to myself. Which was probably what all stalkers said, even up to the point when they were standing over their lover’s bloody corpse with a gun or knife in their hand. Shaking the image from my head, I blinked rapidly. No way would I ever do that. I wasn’t a nut case. Again, all stalkers probably said the same thing. I kept that in mind as I drove.

      They headed for the Starbucks on Third Street. Brad pulled into the drive-through and placed his order. It had to be the blonde’s idea. Brad had mentioned to me more than once how he thought Starbucks was overpriced, and he didn’t understand how it had become so popular. I waited in a nearby darkened parking lot until they drove past, ducking when his headlights floated over my car. After giving them a few seconds before following, I caught up to them at a red light. Two cars separated us. I was concerned about making the light when it changed because I knew it was a short light. If the first driver wasn’t paying attention, nobody else would get through.

      Brad turned toward the blonde, laughing.

      Jerk.

      The woman tossed something out the window.

      Litterbug.

      The light changed, and I hurried to make it before the yellow turned red. Brad was the first vehicle at the next light. I would lose him for sure if the cars in front of me were slow to move.

      My heart pounded. My palms were sweating, and I didn’t know whether to cry or be angry. Although I’d encountered plenty of life-threatening situations in my career, I wasn’t cut out for stalking boyfriends. It was difficult since I didn’t have enough information to understand the situation unfolding before my eyes. If it was innocent and I got caught, I might be jeopardizing my relationship, not to mention my sanity, by continuing this pursuit. What the hell was wrong with me? Had I become the type of woman I had despised all my adult life? If Mac knew what I was doing, she would have shaken the living daylights out of me. Poor Mac.

      When the light changed, I made a right as he made a left, and I headed home. I needed to trust him because I couldn’t trust myself at that moment. Still, I kept asking the same question; why hadn’t he been in touch with me since our breakfast that morning? I simply didn’t know. I would find out eventually. I just wanted to go home, take a hot shower and wrap myself around a hot chocolate. Eating a PB&J sandwich with lots of gooey peanut butter sounded like a good idea, too. In other words, I would sulk. No way I could call Mac for reassurance, either. My relationship problems are tiny compared to the traumatic experience she went through. Ben and Jerry’s Cherry Garcia ice cream for dessert would have to suffice. A pint in the freezer had my name all over it.
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      The next morning, I woke early with a tightness in my jaw and a vicious headache. No doubt it was the result of me gritting my teeth throughout the night. I’d gone to bed after eating nearly a pint of ice cream, and I felt bloated. Bernie never contacted me about whether he’d reached Curtis Walker regarding the crazed audience member. I wasn’t in the mood for Walker’s calls and didn’t give a rat’s ass about his show’s ratings. Hopefully, Bernie pulled information from him.

      When I checked my cell phone for new texts, missed calls and voicemails, I discovered I didn’t have any. Not one.

      Bummer.

      I crawled out of bed, stood in the shower and boiled my skin for a while, thinking about the case and about Brad. If I wanted to solve the case, I needed to forget about Brad for the time being. He was distracting, and I’d already lost sleep due to thinking about our relationship.

      After pulling on a pair of worn Levi’s and a green top, I included a belt. Once I shoved my feet into a pair of dark green cowgirl booties, I added my holster and Glock. I posed in the full-length mirror, turning to see all sides. Yeah, I looked good, way better than Brad’s blonde bimbo. My auburn curls were great with the top. I shook my hair out and smiled at my reflection before strutting to the kitchen for something to drink.

      My mouth felt cottony, but I wasn’t hungry. Gobbling up hundreds of ice cream calories in one sitting would do that to a person. I downed a glass of low-fat milk, which seemed hypocritical after my binge-fest.

      It is what it is.

      I left my apartment, ready to begin my day of dealing with the degenerates of society—as Brad had put it.
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        * * *

      

      I reached work earlier than most of the other detectives in my squad and took full advantage of the quiet time to read a few of the remaining fan letters from Bernie’s stash. After an hour, I’d found nothing that stood out. Now hungry, I foraged in one of my desk drawers for a tea bag and Wheaties cereal—I kept a bowl and spoon in there, too. I took my mug with the photo of Josh on it to the coffee station for hot water. My stomach rumbled.

      “Wow. What was that?” Bernie walked into the kitchen, holding a San Diego Chargers mug of steaming black coffee. “Your stomach?”

      The odor of his coffee assaulted my nostrils. “Yep. I’m starving, so move out of my way or get eaten.” I checked the expiration date on the milk before drowning the Wheaties in it.

      Bernie led the way from the kitchen. “By the way, I didn’t speak to Walker yesterday. He never picked up and didn’t return my call. I’ll try again this morning.”

      “I just read a few more of Teena’s fan letters and came up with zilch. Nothing seemed off.” I held my mug and bowl in one hand and spooned cereal into my mouth as I walked.

      That’s me, a multi-tasker.

      “I’ll call Walker and join you when I’m done,” he said.

      Moments later, I leaned over the cubicle wall and peered at him. “I’m going to watch the DVDs now. I want to see the one Theresa mentioned. Do you have her note about the woman who came at Teena from the audience?”

      “She’s Kathy Lawrence. I already called this morning. She didn’t answer, and she doesn’t have voicemail. Who doesn’t have voicemail nowadays?” He plucked Theresa’s note from a pile and handed it over the screen. “Here you go.”

      Carrying my tea and cereal, I made my way to the video room. We were encouraged to leave our food and drinks at our desks but, what the hell.

      That’s also me, a rebel.

      After closing the door, I turned up the volume and watched the show. I viewed over two hours of it, and it was just the camera following contestants around as they rehearsed. Boring. According to the date written on the DVD, it was taped a few weeks ago over a period of several days. I wondered in which order Theresa had watched them. I studied the audience as the camera panned across the crowd, hoping to pick out Kathy Lawrence by her facial expression while the other contestants performed.

      Jen Conrad sat facing the stage at a long table with a clear top, possibly glass or acrylic. The top sat on a metallic base that looked like musical notes.

      Interesting.

      I couldn’t recall what design style that was. Mac would know. I hadn’t noticed the table style when watching the recording at Mac’s house. I paused it for a second and took a photo with my cell phone. Jen sipped from a white plastic cup with a Pepsi logo etched into it.

      She chatted with a man who resembled Homer Simpson, except this guy had little round wire-rimmed glasses. He was sitting next to Jen, and they talked as if nobody else was in the room. The man scooted closer, draped his arm over the back of her chair and whispered in her ear. She threw her head back, laughing as she touched his arm, then looked into his eyes, smiling. Her display of affection and energy was nothing like Bernie and I had experienced when we spoke to her. Of course, we weren’t trying to charm her out of her pants either.

      I paused the DVD as the camera zoomed in on Jen caressing his hand. He was wearing a gold wedding band.

      Uh-oh.

      Did they show this in the program that aired? Mac and Bernie would know. Before continuing, I wrote a note to ask Theresa if she knew who the mystery man was. Jen flicked a glance at Teena, who was sitting on the other side of her, but not as close as the Homer lookalike. Teena, her mouth a thin line as she shook her head, focused on the stage. While Jen was busy flirting, Teena was doing her job. No doubt at least part of the reason for the disparity between their incomes.

      The door to the video room opened, and I paused the recording again. “Hey, Bernie.”

      “What’s going on?” He pulled up a chair opposite me.

      “I haven’t reached the part Theresa was talking about, but I have noticed a bit of flirting between Jen and this guy.” I reversed the recording and stopped when I reached Homer. “Do you know who he is?”

      “Oh, right. He’s another judge they brought in recently. He usually sits between the two ladies and pays more attention to Jen than the contestants.”

      I pressed play. “What’s his name?”

      “Oh, man.” He raked his fingers through dark hair that was becoming more sprinkled with gray over time. He stared at the table. “Can’t remember right now, but it’ll come to me when I stop thinking about it.”

      I paused it as the camera showed their hands. “He’s wearing a wedding band.”

      Bernie’s eyes widened. “If Jen had been murdered, I’d say we had ourselves another suspect in the wife.”

      I pulled out my cell phone and checked for text messages. Still nothing from Brad. I called Theresa again because I was too lazy to get up and walk to her desk, telling myself calling was faster, anyway.

      The door opened, and Theresa stepped into the room. I disconnected and set my phone on the table.

      Bernie pointed at the TV. “Theresa, do you know the name of the man who’s sitting next to Jen?”

      She took a seat next to me. “That’s John Walker.”

      “Walker?” I leaned toward her. “As in someone related to Curtis?”

      She nodded. “Brothers. There was a big stink when Curtis hired him because John Walker has no entertainment experience. He started out off-camera and became a judge later.”

      I looked at Bernie. “I’d love to know how much money he makes and how ambitious he is.”

      “Ambitious enough to kill off the competition?” Bernie asked.

      We both looked at Theresa.

      She shrugged. “Rumor has it that he’s not ambitious at all, but he does love spending money. It seems he has a gambling problem, and I’ve heard he didn’t make anywhere near as much as Teena did. Being unambitious doesn’t mean you don’t like to have money in your pockets. It just means you’re not willing to put a lot of effort into earning it.”

      “Well, well, well,” I said. “He might be her Las Vegas companion.”

      “If she ever went,” Bernie said.

      Theresa stared at the screen. “What if Curtis thinks John killed Teena or Billi, and he’s trying to deflect the attention onto the contestants or their families?”

      “Curtis would know better than anyone how lazy and unambitious his brother is,” I said. “However, he’d also know if Johnny boy was in debt and needed money. Maybe he owes loan sharks, which is why Curtis gave him the job. What if he’s covering for his brother?”

      Bernie stood. “Worth thinking about, and it would explain his repeated calls asking about suspects.”

      “The asshole cares more about ratings than anything. We still have the issue of the stolen mail from my apartment. Who’d care about that?”

      “No idea. Too many questions and no answers. I’m going to try reaching Curtis again.” Bernie left the room then poked his head back in. “How’s Mac?”

      I told him she was doing well and was scheduled to be discharged from the hospital that day.

      Theresa and I continued to watch the videos until Gomez knocked on the door and poked her head inside. “Sydney, you have visitors at the front desk. Howard and Charlotte Stone—the parents of Teena Travis.”

      “Where the heck have they been all of this time?” Theresa asked.

      “Paris. Teena gave them a trip for their hundredth wedding anniversary.” I made a gagging sound.

      “Really, Sydney. You need to be more romantic, girl. You’d think having a great boyfriend would’ve done the trick.” She shook her head but continued to smile.

      I didn’t volunteer anything about my so-called great boyfriend, the cheater. “Yeah, you’d think.” I shrugged and stood.

      “Uh-oh.” She glanced up at me. “Trouble in Brad-land?”

      “Have you ever sent your parents on a trip for their anniversary?” I asked.

      “Nope, but it’s sweet Teena did. It’s too bad they had to come back to this mess.” She stood and pushed her chair in. “I’ve got to work my other cases, but I’ll be available if you need me to watch more videos. Fancy grabbing lunch later?”

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was well past my normal lunchtime. “Sure. I’ll come find you, but if you get hungry before I do, go ahead without me.”

      “Okay.” She smiled and turned to leave the room.

      I noted where I’d stopped on the video and removed it from the machine before packing everything up and hauling it to my desk. I braced myself to deal with the Stones. Talking to grief-stricken parents about their murdered child was one of the hardest parts of my job. Pity I couldn’t hand if off to Bernie.
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      I pushed open the door to the room and found the Stones sitting together at a long conference table. Mr. Stone had his arm around his wife, and she dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. He plucked another one from the Kleenex box on the table and handed it to her as they studied me. Both were gray-haired and slight in appearance.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Stone, I’m Detective Valentine. I’m sorry for your loss.” I pulled up a chair across from them and laid my notebook on the table. I was hoping to find out more about their family dynamics. “When did you get back into town?”

      “Last night,” Mr. Stone said. “We’re a little dazed and out of sorts. Has anyone been arrested yet?” He leaned in, making eye contact.

      “No, but we’ve been following up on a number of leads.”

      “Have you spoken to George and Veronica?” Mrs. Stone’s voice quivered.

      “Yes, we have, and we’ll talk to them again soon. How was the relationship between your children? Did they get along?”

      Mrs. Stone glanced at her husband before looking down at her hands.

      “Mrs. Stone? Do you have something to share with me?”

      She exhaled and looked at the ceiling. “Our daughters were closer to each other than they were to their brother.”

      I took notes. “Can you tell me why?”

      “He didn’t work.” Mr. Stone removed his glasses and wiped the lenses with the tissue. “They called him a freeloader.”

      Mrs. Stone gasped and looked at him, wide-eyed.

      “It’s true, Charlotte. You know it is.” It was his turn to sigh. He replaced his glasses.

      “Has there ever been any violence between them?” I looked from one to the other.

      His gaze shifted around the room. “Not to each other, but Teena accused George of killing Chico—her golden retriever.”

      I nodded. “When was the last time you spoke to Teena?”

      “The day we left for Paris,” he said. “We’d only been gone about a week before Billi called us to tell us Teena had … passed on.”

      “Teena had been to Paris before and suggested places to eat and things to do,” Mrs. Stone said. “That’s about all.”

      “Have you spoken to George since you returned?”

      “I’ve phoned him, but he hasn’t returned my calls.” Mr. Stone looked at his wife. “Charlotte?”

      “He called this morning,” she said.

      “What did you talk about?” I asked.

      Mr. Stone scoffed. “Money, I’m sure.”

      “He’s right.” She shook her head. “It’s the only reason George calls us.”

      “Do you give it to him?” I already knew the answer to that question. If George called his mother instead of returning his father’s calls, she must have been an easier target.

      Mr. Stone pointed to his wife. “She does. I don’t.”

      “Has he ever been physically violent with you or anyone else?” I asked.

      He nodded. “He pushed me once when he was fourteen.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I pushed him back, right on his ass, excuse the language. He never tried it again.” He folded his arms and leaned back.

      I jotted all of that down. “Was that the only time?”

      “With us, yes. I really don’t know about others. I don’t think he’s ever hit his sisters. They wouldn’t have allowed it to happen more than once.”

      “When do you plan to see George again?” My cell phone rang—Brad. I let it go to voicemail.

      Bad timing.

      The Stones both shrugged. I gave them business cards and asked them to call if they had any questions. I also requested they call me if they heard from George, but I doubted they would, especially Mr. Stone. I walked them outside to the parking lot and watched as they got in their Chevy Impala. If George was motivated by money, he could’ve hurt Teena if he hadn’t gotten what he wanted.

      My heart raced as I punched in my password to my phone’s voicemail. Brad had left a message.

      “Hey, Sydney. Sorry I didn’t get back to you yesterday. Can we have dinner tonight? I can pick you up at six if that’s okay. Call or shoot me a text to let me know. Bye.”

      I started to call then decided I’d prefer to talk to him in person about the blonde. If I brought it up, it would sound as though I was spying on him. It would be better if he was the one who started that conversation. I sent him a text letting him know six o’clock was fine with me. Then I went back inside to grab Theresa for a late lunch and talk to Bernie.

      I strolled into the squad room and found Bernie at Theresa’s desk, chatting. She was giggling like a school girl. A Jersey Mike’s sub wrapper with a half-eaten sandwich lay on her desk. I eyed it.

      “I was hungry,” Theresa said. “I got you a veggie sub. It’s on your desk.”

      “Hey, thanks. What are you two up to?” I asked.

      “Nothing much.” Bernie picked up a Post-it with writing on it. “Just waiting for you to come back. I got the names of the security guards they use for the show. Walker gave them to me. I described the one in the video, and he told me the guard is out of town on vacation, but he’ll be back tomorrow. His name is Ben Lane.”

      “Mac mentioned Lane often dragged unwilling contestants from the stage.”

      “Walker didn’t even ask about the investigation much,” Bernie said.

      I suppose he reserved that conversation for yours truly. Lucky me.

      “Did you ask about his brother, John?”

      “Yep. Curtis told me he can hire whomever he likes, and it’s not anyone’s business as long as it doesn’t interfere with the show making money.”

      I nodded. “I’m not surprised he’d say that. The question is, did John want Teena’s job badly enough to kill her for it?”

      “No,” Bernie said. “I think the question is, does John want Jen badly enough to kill for her?”

      Theresa was shaking her head. “I think Jen could be playing him. She’s a good-looking woman, and she was flirting with him hard in that DVD. Also, if he has a gambling problem, who knows what else is going on?”

      I looked from one of them to the other. “Wait. Maybe she has gambling issues, too. Her house is a shack compared to Teena’s. I know Teena is rumored to have made more, but I doubt Jen’s making chump change. What do you think?”

      Theresa lifted a shoulder then nodded. “Hey, Bernie, maybe your buddy Curtis will tell you Teena, Jen and John’s salaries.” She winked at him. “Why don’t you give him a call?”

      “You know, I think I will.” He slid his cell phone from his pocket. “Watch and learn, ladies. Watch and learn.” He grinned.

      Mr. Confidence.

      Theresa and I looked at each other, both with raised eyebrows. I was fairly certain Walker wouldn’t give him the information, at least not for his brother. The way Theresa was shaking her head, she didn’t believe it either.

      “It’s ringing.” Bernie held out his phone, so we could hear it ringing. Walker’s voice boomed through the phone, but it was his voicemail. Bernie sighed but left a message for Walker to return his call.

      “Let us know if he gets back to you.” I patted Bernie on the arm and smiled as I passed. “I’m going to eat my sub and watch the rest of the DVD.”

      The DVD didn’t show anything except more flirting between Jen and John Walker. It was disgusting to watch, and I almost lost my appetite. I caught a few sidelong glances by Teena at the couple. She’d grimaced more than once.

      Before leaving for the day, I heard from Forensics. They found blood and gunpowder residue on the comforter Mac was lying on in the bathtub. They were able to retrieve hairs and carpet fibers as well and had ruled out the carpets in my apartment and Jones’s. They suspected the fibers were from the trunk of a car. The hairs weren’t mine or Mac’s. Hers was blonde, and mine was auburn, and the hairs they found were short and dark. This was good because it gave us something to go on if we ever narrowed down our list of suspects.

      I left for home, gearing up to deal with the Brad situation.

      Gulp.
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      Brad was parked in a visitor’s space near my apartment when I reached home. I was late for our dinner date, but so what? After he’d been laughing and riding along with Blondie, he could damn well wait for me. He climbed out of his truck and flashed his gorgeous smile. I almost felt guilty for being bothered by the bimbo.

      “Hi, Sydney.” He reached for me, and I let him give me a hug. My arms remained at my sides, but he didn’t appear to notice. He smelled of soap, as if he’d just showered.

      “Hi, Brad. How are you?” I tried to sound cool and receptive. I turned and ambled to my front door with Brad trailing behind me.

      “I’m good. How was your day?” He stood behind me, playing with my curls as I unlocked the door. “Everything okay with you?”

      “Yep. Fine.” I stepped inside and turned on the lights.

      “Are you hungry? I’m starving.” He rubbed his stomach and smiled.

      “Actually, I’m not hungry. I had a late lunch today. Theresa bought me a sub from Jersey Mike’s, and I forgot about our dinner. Sorry.” I plopped on the sofa and looked up at him, not feeling sorry at all.

      “Really?” He sat beside me. “I wish I’d known. I would’ve eaten before coming over.” He looked around the room as if he planned to munch on my furniture. I nearly laughed at the thought.

      “Can I make you something? I don’t have much because I haven’t been to the grocery store recently.”

      I got up and went to the kitchen, and he followed. I made him a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, poured a glass of low-fat milk that may have been close to its expiration date and gave him an old apple. We returned to the living room and sat on the sofa. He ate his food quickly and without complaint.

      “Are you still working the Mega Star case?” He drank half his milk and wiped the milk moustache with the back of his hand.

      I nodded. “Yes. We haven’t caught a break yet, though.” I glanced at him. “I haven’t heard from you.”

      “I’m sorry. Yesterday was a crazy day for me.”

      I stiffened. “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got?”

      “What do you mean? Is something wrong? You sound like you’re angry with me all of a sudden.”

      You should’ve seen me yesterday.

      “What was so crazy about yesterday?”

      “I’m sorry.” He went to the kitchen and set his dishes in the sink. “I was distracted.”

      Yeah, I would have called it that.

      “Distracted by what? Or should I say whom?”

      He sat next to me. “What are you talking about? That sounds accusatory.”

      “Are you seeing someone else? Is that why you didn’t get in touch with me?”

      He frowned and looked away. “Of course, I’m not. That’s ridiculous. I wouldn’t be here if I was seeing someone else.”

      “Why were you distracted then?”

      Spit it out, buddy.

      “I had trouble with my truck. I didn’t even go to the house to do any renovations. I was leaving in the morning, my truck stalled and I couldn’t get it started again. I ended up calling for a tow. They took it to the shop I go to for maintenance. They had it all day and finally finished right before they closed.”

      I looked him in the eyes. “Why didn’t you call and tell me?”

      He ran his hand over his short blond hair. “I didn’t have my cell phone.” He eyed me warily.

      I groaned. “Not that story again.” I looked away.

      “Are you calling me a liar, Sydney?” He stood and paced. “What’s your problem tonight?”

      I stood, too, my arms crossed. “What’s my problem? My problem is the blonde riding around in your truck last night.”

      Oops.

      He stopped pacing and turned, his brow furrowed. “You were spying on me? Why, Sydney?”

      “No, I wasn’t spying. I came over to make sure you were okay because I hadn’t heard from you since IHOP.”

      Well, that was partially true. I looked at my feet.

      “Okay, but if you saw me, why didn’t you say anything? Where were you anyway?”

      “On your porch. I was about to ring your doorbell when I heard your garage door open. You backed out of the driveway but didn’t see me. The next thing I knew, you were driving down the street with a pretty blonde.”

      He was scowling. “Sydney, that was about twenty-four hours ago, and you’re just now telling me this?” He raked a hand angrily through his hair.

      “No, you’re the one who’s just now telling me.” I jabbed him in the chest with my finger. “I’m the one who needs an explanation. Not you.” I jabbed him again.

      He sighed, grabbed my hand and pulled me down with him as he sat on the sofa. “Listen, I told you my truck had issues. It turned out to be electrical.”

      “Okay, but that doesn’t explain the blonde riding shotgun. In my seat.” I couldn’t believe I’d just said that. My seat.

      “Yes, it does if you’d let me talk. Like I said, my truck was towed, and they worked on it all day. I didn’t have transportation, so I stayed home and worked in the yard. I even built shelving units for the garage. Been meaning to do that for a while. My garage is more organized now than it’s been since I moved into the house.”

      Blah, blah, blah. I don’t care about your stupid shelves.

      “Why didn’t you call me? I texted and called you.”

      I just realized I had a hell of a lot of nerve. There’d been plenty of times when he’d called or texted me, and I didn’t get back to him in a timely fashion. That didn’t stop me from continuing this conversation, though.

      “My phone was in the truck. I had it plugged into the charger and forgot about it when they towed it. I’m surprised it wasn’t stolen, to be honest.”

      “You could’ve used your landline.” I crossed my arms and scowled.

      “Are you forgetting how horrible I am at remembering phone numbers? Remember what happened when I accidentally ran my last cellphone over with the lawn mower? I always use my contacts or recent calls list when I phone people I know. Guess I should commit phone numbers to memory, especially yours, because I keep getting into trouble.”

      I uncrossed my arms and nodded. “Yes, you should remember my number.”

      “Oh, really?” His eyes smiled. “What’s my cell number, Sydney?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t have a clue. I use my contacts list and recent calls, too. You know that.”

      “I do. Well, I asked if you remembered what happened when my last cell phone was destroyed. Do you?”

      I nodded. I slid my cell phone from my pocket and checked my Gmail account. His email was there. It was from early yesterday afternoon, and I’d missed it. I read it. He told me everything he’d just said to me, except he didn’t mention the blonde.

      I grinned. It was a start. “This doesn’t mention the blonde at all. Who is she? A relative, ex-girlfriend, or what? Wife?”

      He shook his head. “You’re jealous? Wow. She’s none of the above.”

      “Spill it, then.” I crossed my arms again and pursed my lips.

      “Tiffany is from the auto shop. The owner is her uncle, and she’s working there while going to college. She wants to be a dentist.”

      So, the cow’s name was Tiffany?

      “Good for her,” I snapped before I could stop myself.

      “Are you going to let me tell you or not? Jeez.”

      I uncrossed my arms and folded my hands in my lap. “Continue.”

      “Since I didn’t have transportation, she drove my truck back to my house as a courtesy after they finished the repairs. By the way, the repairs cost almost six hundred bucks. Anyway, I drove her back to the shop. We stopped at Starbucks on the way there. She had to have one of those stupid Frappuccino things.” He frowned. “And you know what? She didn’t pay for it. I did. I hadn’t thought of that until now.”

      I grinned. Served him right.

      “Are we good?” he asked.

      “Not quite. Why were you both coming out of the garage when the garage door was closed? What were you doing in there?”

      “Wow! You’re tough. I don’t know if I like this side of you. You didn’t like it when I questioned you when your neighbor Craig was always over here.”

      “First of all, he wasn’t always over here. I think he was here a couple of times, but never inside my apartment like she was inside your house. Secondly, he was never riding around in my car with me, drinking Frappuccinos. I’ve certainly never purchased anything for him to consume.”

      “True.” He nodded. “I was working in the garage when came to pick me up. She pulled the truck inside and sat in the living room while I changed. They tried to call me to let me know the truck was ready, but the cell phone rang inside the truck and they didn’t have my landline number.” He sighed. “Is that good enough for you, or are you planning on waterboarding me now?”

      His story seemed plausible, but I remained suspicious. I needed to remember he was innocent until proven guilty. In the meantime, I would keep my eyes open. I studied him.

      He looked away. “You don’t believe me.”

      “I need to think about it.”

      “Well, I’m going.” He removed a key from his pocket and placed it in the palm of my hand. “This is the key to the house I’m renovating. Stop by and see it when you get a chance.” He gave me the address and left. I stared at the key and wondered why the hell I’d given him such a hard time.
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      The next morning, Bernie and I had a pleasant surprise waiting for us when we reached the station. John Walker had arrived and was sitting in an interrogation room. He’d heard we’d been asking about him and, against his brother’s advice, John came to see us. Bernie and I entered the room after turning on the audio-visual equipment.

      I made the introductions, pulled out a chair across from him and set my notebook and pen on the table.

      Bernie sat at the head of the table. “What’s your name, sir?”

      John stood, waited for me to sit, then dropped into his chair. “John Tyler Walker.”

      He had a bushy unibrow, and a few strands of brown hair were combed back from his shiny forehead. He didn’t look so much like Homer Simpson in person. He was skinny and shorter than I’d imagined.

      “What’s your occupation, Mr. Walker?” I asked.

      “You already know all of this.” He leaned back. “Why are you asking me questions when you already know the answer?” His beady gray eyes stared back at me.

      I prepared to take notes. “That’s the way it works. We need to hear it from you.”

      “I’m a judge on Mega Star. Ever seen it?” He drummed his fingers on the table. His nails appeared to be manicured, and they shone.

      “How long have you worked on the show?”

      “Oh, I get it now. You can ask me questions, but I can’t ask you, right? Is that how it works?” He tilted his head back.

      Give the man a medal.

      “We’re investigating serious crimes and gathering information. We’re not sharing it until we’re ready.” I locked eyes with him. “Please answer the question.”

      He glared at Bernie and shook his head. “I don’t know why I bothered to come down here.” He scoffed. “Curtis was right. I should’ve listened to him.” John looked at the ceiling, still shaking his head.

      “Mr. Walker, you came to us. You’re free to leave at any time.” I snapped my notebook shut and pushed away from the table. “But before you go, remember this; if we have questions, we’ll find you and ask our questions there, even if you’re at work”—I flicked a glance at his nails—“or getting your manicure.” I smiled. “What’s it going to be? Your choice.”

      “Well, if you’re going to be a bit—” He watched Bernie writing in his notebook and grunted. “Okay, fine. Ask your questions.”

      I flipped open my notebook again. “How long have you been employed with the Mega Star show?”

      “I started working there about four years ago as a production assistant, but I only work when I feel like it.” He smirked. “I thought being a judge would be interesting, but it’s actually kind of boring.”

      “What did you think of Teena Travis and the work she did on the show?” I asked.

      “Teena was amazing! I don’t care what anybody said about her, but her opinions were usually spot-on.” He looked down at the table. “She wasn’t very nice, though.”

      “What did people say about her?” Bernie leaned in.

      John turned and looked at Bernie. “You know, they thought she slept her way into her contract.” He shrugged. “It happens.”

      “Who did people think she slept with to win the contract?” Bernie was writing.

      “My brother. They dated a few years back, and that’s where it started.”

      “What do you think about that?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I know my brother, and I don’t think her sleeping with him would matter. As long as he was making money, he wouldn’t care if she slept with him or not. If sex was all that was required, Jen would’ve had better contracts than Teena.”

      My gaze shifted to Bernie then back to John. “Can you elaborate, please?”

      “What’s there to say?” He yawned, apparently bored with the conversation. “Curtis and Jen have been messing around for years, even when he was with Teena.” He shrugged. “Everybody knows that.”

      No, not everybody. We didn’t know. Billi never mentioned it, which didn’t mean she didn’t know, however. “How do you know this?” I asked.

      “He’s my brother. He talks about that shit.” He looked at Bernie. “You have brothers, right? Brothers talk about that. Am I right?”

      The corner of Bernie’s mouth lifted into a partial smile. “What did Curtis tell you?”

      “That he was banging both of them, and neither knew about the other. Teena dumped him though, but he kept seeing Jen, even now.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “Have you had a relationship with either Teena or Jen?”

      He stared at the wall and tugged at his collar. “No.”

      “Really? I saw a video of you and Jen from one of the shows. It sure looked like a lot of flirting was going on.” My gaze drifted to his gold wedding band then back to his face.

      He turned crimson. “I’m a married man.” He held up his hand and pointed to his ring.

      “Did Jen ever tell you she’d been involved with your brother?” I asked.

      “Not exactly, but she kind of hinted at it. She thought she was working him, but I know different. He knew what was going on.”

      “What’s your salary, Mr. Walker?” Bernie asked.

      John’s eyes widened. “What the hell does that matter?”

      Bernie was writing. “Just a question. Did you make more than Teena?”

      “Hell no.” He averted his gaze. “I told you. I work when I want. She worked a lot more than I did.”

      “What about Jen?” I asked. “Do you make more than her?”

      He nodded.

      “How much more?” I eyeballed him. “And does she know?”

      He grinned. “Twice as much, and she doesn’t have a clue.”

      I stopped writing and looked at him. “Why is she paid less than you and Teena?”

      “It’s value, Detective. Curtis believes he can get anyone off the street to play Jen. That’s what he called it, ‘playing Jen.’”

      I didn’t get it. “Why would he value your abilities more than hers?”

      “I’m his brother, and he owes me.”

      “Owes you what?” I asked.

      “I’m his brother.” He leaned back and folded his arms.

      “Do you gamble?” I asked.

      He smiled. “Sure, I like a good game of poker as much as the next guy.”

      “When was the last time you were in Las Vegas?” Bernie asked.

      John cleared his throat. “It’s been a couple of months.”

      “Do you have any gambling debts?” I asked.

      “I’ve had my moments, but I try to keep it in check, though.” He eyed the door.

      “How much do you owe?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” He looked at the table. Perspiration speckled his forehead.

      “Have you ever owed loan sharks more money than you could pay?” Bernie asked.

      “I’m done talking with you. I’m leaving.” His eyes flashed as he shoved his seat back and stood, but he didn’t head toward the door.

      Bernie and I pushed our chairs back and waited.

      “You’re free to leave, Mr. Walker,” Bernie said and glanced at the door.

      John studied our faces then walked out of the room. We followed him until he stepped outside to the parking lot.

      I shook my head. “What a weasel.”

      “He gave us some information on Jen, though.”

      I went back to my desk and read reports I’d received on some of the evidence collected from Teena’s house. The bottle of OxyContin had fingerprints that didn’t belong to Teena, but there was a good match to George’s thumbprint. I stood to tell Bernie, but he was on his phone.

      My cell phone rang, and I answered it.

      “Detective, this is Mrs. Stone. George is in the hospital.”

      “What happened?”

      “I … don’t know. I think he was stabbed and didn’t get it treated. Now it’s infected.” She sniffled. “Can you come right away and find out why somebody hurt my son? He’s at San Sansolita Memorial.”

      “We’ll be there as soon as we can.” I disconnected and looked at Bernie, who was standing.

      “Dispatch called. George Stone is in the hospital with a possible gunshot wound,” he said.

      I told him what Mrs. Stone said and wondered who George had pissed off this time and whether he stole most of Teena’s medication. I also told Bernie about the thumbprint.

      “Well, at least we can stop looking for him. Let’s roll,” he said. “I wonder if he was stabbed and shot.”

      “Mrs. Stone probably doesn’t know what happened.”

      On the way to the hospital, I called Mac, who told me she was as good as new and was glad to be home. Then I texted Brad to tell him I planned to see the house today, but I didn’t have a time frame. He texted right back saying he was working on another reno and something had come up he needed to deal with. He was looking forward to me seeing it and said he might get to the house later. He also texted that Tiffany said hello. I responded with “Jerk,” received a “LOL!” in response and I smiled.

      “Why are you smiling?” Bernie asked.

      “Brad. I’m going to see the house he’s renovating. I might buy it. Did I tell you that already?”

      “I believe you mentioned it, and I think it’s cool.” He drove through the hospital parking lot. “Is George in the emergency room?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so. She didn’t say if he was in a room.” I grinned. “I didn’t ask. I just remember thinking that I was surprised he hadn’t been stabbed before now.” I looked at Bernie, who raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, I know it was a mean thing to think. What can I say?”

      Bernie shook his head. “You’re cold.” He parked in one of the spaces near the emergency room entrance.

      “I’m honest. There’s a difference. I’m also hungry, but that’s beside the point.” I climbed out of the car and followed Bernie inside, breathing through my mouth because I hated the smell of hospitals. I fell off a boat and almost drowned during a field trip in elementary school and remember being scared when I had to spend the night at the hospital. Sometimes, breathing like that helped, depending on how strong the smell was and how much I had to talk while I was there.
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      Bernie and I peeked inside the ER waiting area, looking for the Stones. Several pairs of anxious eyes stared back at us, no doubt wondering what ailment brought us there. A small child, about two years old, wailed in the corner. A teen boy paced with a bloody towel wrapped around his hand. I didn’t see George’s parents. I pulled out my cell phone and called the number Mrs. Stone had used to call me.

      “Hello?” It was a man’s voice.

      “May I speak to Mr. or Mrs. Stone, please?”

      “This is Howard Stone.” He sounded wary. “Who’s this?”

      “Mr. Stone, this is Detective Valentine. My partner and I are in the hospital emergency reception area. Where are you?”

      “We’re upstairs in the second floor waiting room. George is in surgery now.”

      “On our way.” I disconnected and told Bernie what he said.

      “I know where it is. Khrystal used to work up there.” He marched along the hall toward the exit. “It’s shorter to go back out, bring the car around and park on the other side. I always get lost if I start from here.”

      We did as he suggested and found the second floor waiting area. A uniformed officer on guard outside told us George was in surgery being treated for infection due to a possible gunshot wound. Bernie and I entered the waiting room. Mrs. Stone’s face was sunken and ashen, and she dabbed her red-rimmed, puffy eyes with a wrinkled white handkerchief.

      Mr. Stone, more stoic, held his wife’s other hand. He looked up as we approached. “My son was stabbed late last night.”

      Bernie took the seat to his right, while I sat beside Mrs. Stone.

      “Do you know the circumstances?” I asked.

      They both turned to me. Mrs. Stone’s lip trembled, and she shook her head.

      “Apparently, he was stabbed near Teena’s house,” Mr. Stone said.

      “Did anyone witness the stabbing?” Bernie asked.

      He sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s confusing. I think somebody saw him lying in the street and called 9-1-1.”

      “How bad are his injuries?” I asked.

      “Pretty bad. He was stabbed in the stomach.”

      Bernie stood. “Excuse me.” He left the room.

      “I know this is difficult to talk about,” I said, “but every piece of information you can provide will help us find out who did this to him. Was George able to talk to you at all after his injury?”

      Mr. Stone squeezed his wife’s hand and answered for her. “He was in a lot of pain when we arrived here. His friend’s wife called us to let us know her husband was taking George to the ER.”

      “Have you spoken to George since I talked to you at the station?”

      Mrs. Stone dabbed at her eyes and nodded. “I did. Last night at our house. He didn’t seem like himself. He was sweating a lot. I thought he was high and asked him if he hurt his sister.” She rocked and held onto herself. “He was so angry with me for asking him that, he punched the wall. It was a mistake, and I shouldn’t have asked him. He’s my son.” She twisted her handkerchief.

      “What did he say? Did he deny it?” I asked.

      She raised her eyes to mine. “No, he didn’t.”

      Her son didn’t answer the question. It didn’t mean he’d killed her, but he could’ve meant he’d hurt her emotionally. Although not a crime, it was an interesting piece of information.

      Mr. Stone pulled his wife closer. He gazed at me over her head.

      “Do you think he had anything to do with Teena’s death?” I asked.

      He licked his lips and looked across the room, toward the door. “I’d like to think not, but I don’t know.”

      “How long did he stick around after he punched the wall?”

      “He left right away. I think he hurt his hand. He was bent over and holding it against his stomach.” Mrs. Stone’s eyes glistened. “That was the last time I saw him before we arrived here. Oh dear God, what did I do?” She crumpled into her husband’s shoulder and sobbed, her shoulders shaking. “What did I do to my son?”

      “Mr. Stone, were you there?”

      “I was in another part of the house. Although I heard him yelling at Charlotte, he was already gone by the time I got there.”

      “Do you know why Billi Jones had a restraining order against him?”

      “He was enamored with her,” Mrs. Stone said.

      “Let’s call it what it was.” He frowned at his wife. “He stalked that poor girl. I never saw him hit her or anything, though.”

      “All right. Thank you for speaking with me.” I left them and found Bernie in the hall, leaning against the wall and writing in his notebook. “Any news?”

      He looked up. “Yeah, nobody took a 9-1-1 call reporting his stabbing. George was brought in by car. I talked to Rodriguez, and he told me the doctor speculated he’d been shot more than a day or two ago. It went clean through his side. It didn’t hit any organs and was an inch or so from missing him entirely. He’s here because he has a bad staph infection. He would likely have died if he’d waited another day or two. They’re cleaning out his wound now. He’s in a lot of pain and will be on IV antibiotics.”

      “Was it possibly self-inflicted?” I asked. “Perhaps to deflect suspicion?”

      “I don’t know if he has that much forethought, and we haven’t pursued him as if we thought he killed his sister. Anyway, the doctor told Rodriguez it’s possible, but he couldn’t say with certainty.”

      I nodded and filled him in on my conversation with the Stones. They had everything wrong. “Who brought him to the hospital?”

      “Javier. He’s in another waiting room, and I talked to him. He said George came home the night of Jones’s murder after we left. He was bleeding, and they patched him up. It got to the point where it was swelling and leaking pus, so he brought him here. George didn’t tell him what happened, but he told me George was popping pills for the pain, which was how he managed to last this long. He also said George had used his car without permission the night he was shot. He bled all over the seats, and Javier was pissed about it.”

      I pondered that. “And just like we thought, Javier didn’t call us when George returned to his house. We won’t find out what happened until George is awake and able to speak. I’d bet he stole the pain pills from Teena. Maybe she caught him, and he killed her. Remember, Teena’s neighbor heard her arguing with a man. It could’ve been George.”

      Bernie flipped pages in his notes. “It’s possible, but he would’ve had to return later to kill her. Unfortunately, we haven’t placed him, or anyone else, at the crime scene after the argument.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Yep, but get this. Guess who I saw being rolled down the hall in a wheelchair, about to be discharged?” Bernie smiled. “You’ll never guess, so I’ll tell you. Kathy Lawrence, the woman from the audience who screamed at Teena. She’s been here a week. Had her appendix removed, and there were complications. I confirmed it.”

      “That’s news. We can eliminate her from the investigation, then.” I never considered her a real suspect, but it was good to know, just the same.
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        * * *

      

      When we returned to the station, I called the Mega Star security guard, Ben Lane, and asked him to come to the station. As it turned out, he lived in San Sansolita and told me he would come down in a couple of hours. In the meantime, I ran a database search and discovered he was a private investigator, licensed in the state of California.

      Two hours later, I stepped into our interrogation room to meet the man himself. “Hello, Mr. Lane. I’m Detective Valentine. How are you?”

      “I’m okay,” he answered, pacing. “How can I help you?” He sat at the table.

      “I’m curious. Do you screen for weapons before allowing people to enter the audience?”

      He frowned and leaned back. “Of course not.”

      “Perhaps you should start. Have you ever written to Teena?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck and his gaze shifted away. “Nope.”

      The liar can’t even look at me.

      “How did you feel about Teena? Did you think she was a fair judge?”

      “Definitely. I like people who don’t pull their punches.” He licked his lips. “There were times when I thought she could’ve used a little more tact, though. Overall, I liked and admired her. She wasn’t bad to look at either.” He winked.

      “You’re a licensed private investigator. Why are you working as a security guard? I’m not suggesting that there’s anything wrong with that. I’m just asking.”

      He rubbed his index finger and thumb together. “Money. The work’s easy, and it pays well. End of story.”

      “Have you ever done any investigative work for your employer?”

      He smiled and leaned back in his chair, folding his hands on the table. “Confidentiality prevents me from answering that.”

      “Of course. Did you spend any time with contestants or employees of the show outside of the job?”

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Did you ever notice how Teena got along with her coworkers?”

      “She kept her distance, did her job and left.” His phone rang. “May I?”

      “Go ahead.” While he talked, I wrote down what he’d told me and listened.

      He finished the call, all smiles. “That was my daughter. She just got her first job out of college. She’s been looking for over a year and sending tons of résumés out every week, all over the country.”

      “That’s good news. Let’s get back to our conversation. Did you witness any fights at Mega Star?”

      “Nope.”

      I ripped a sheet from my notebook and asked him to write down everything he’d told me in his own words. I had already written it in my notebook, but I had other reasons for wanting his version. I promised to return shortly and left him alone in the room.

      Bernie was at his desk and on the phone. I waved to him then continued to my cubicle. I propped my feet on the desk, leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. I needed to think for a while.

      “Wake up, Syd,” Bernie shouted, sitting on my desk. “How did it go with the security guard?”

      I told Bernie everything Lane told me. Then, I returned to the interrogation room to retrieve his handwritten statement before letting him go.

      Bernie was sitting in my chair with his feet on my desk when I returned. I tossed the statement on my desk and shook the chair. I grabbed a couple of envelopes containing the suspicious mail from the box Bernie had brought back into the office. Then, I slid them in another envelope with Lane’s handwritten statement.

      Bernie watched me.

      “I’m sending this to our document examiner for comparison. The handwriting looks similar to me, but I want it confirmed.”

      Bernie was frowning. “So, if he was writing the letters to Teena, why?”

      “I have no clue. I just thought of something else. I wonder if Teena had a will and who’d benefit from it.”

      “That should’ve been one of the first things we checked,” he said. “How stupid are we?”

      “We were going at the case from a different angle. I’d like to call her parents to check up on George’s condition anyway. We still need to know where he was when Jones was murdered.” I called Mr. Stone and put him on speakerphone.

      “He’s resting in his room,” Mr. Stone said. “Everything went well.”

      “That’s good. Do you happen to know if Teena had a will?”

      I could hear him breathing, but he didn’t say anything. There was beeping in the background, probably from medical equipment.

      “Yes, I think she did,” he finally said. “The reason I remember at all is she wanted to make sure Chico was cared for if anything happened to her. She asked Veronica to look after him.”

      My heart pounded. “Do you know if she used an attorney or where she kept the documents?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m sure Veronica does. You should ask her.”

      “I’ll do that. Thank you, Mr. Stone.” I disconnected and turned to Bernie. “Did you hear any of that?”

      “I’m sitting right here. ’Course I heard it. Are we going to see Veronica now?”

      “Sure are.” I pocketed my cell phone and headed out the door. “C’mon. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Within the hour, Bernie and I were sitting in Veronica’s living room. She said her husband, Charles Tenley, was out with his son, Jamie, but he was due back soon. Veronica’s long dark hair was held in a French braid down her back. She wore denim cutoffs and a tank top that showed off her toned arms and shoulders.

      We hadn’t been in that apartment since the Child Protective Services murder case several weeks earlier. At that time, the furniture was worn, and the air was filled with weed. The room now smelled like vanilla. Times had changed. A child’s racing car set was in the corner, and toy trucks were strewn about the room. The apartment was tastefully decorated in pale sage green leather furniture that was buttery soft. Large throw rugs in colorful geometric patterns covered the cracked, dull linoleum. Her husband’s artwork was framed beautifully on the walls, which were painted to complement the furniture. We’d interviewed Tenley several times during the previous investigation because a woman he’d had a relationship with, prior to his marriage to Veronica, was killed. During our investigation, he’d won the lottery. He and the child’s mother weren’t together at the time of her murder. CPS was involved because they both had substance abuse issues in the past. Winning the lottery had surely changed his and Veronica’s lifestyle. The fact that he was no longer wasting his money on weed couldn’t have hurt either.

      We briefly spoke about George and his injuries. Veronica didn’t seem interested and commented, the same as I had, that she was surprised he hadn’t been shot before. I studied Bernie’s reaction to that statement, and he glanced at me with an eyebrow raised. I almost smiled.

      “Veronica, did Teena have a will?” I asked.

      “Yes, she did. She asked me to take care of Chico if she was no longer able to do so. I agreed to do it, of course.”

      “Where is it? Have you been contacted by an attorney yet?”

      “No, not yet. Teena never mentioned how we’d receive her will if she died. Maybe my parents have been notified.”

      “They haven’t been,” I said. “Would she have stored it somewhere? Hidden it, perhaps?”

      She frowned. “Why would she do that? How would anyone ever know about it?”

      I shrugged. “No idea. Just thinking out loud.”

      Her eyes brightened. “It could be in her home office. Did you check there?”

      “The inventory of what was found didn’t include a will.” Chico was the most important part of Teena’s life. I looked around the room, and my gaze landed on the painting and portraits of Chico on the wall—the same ones we’d seen at Teena’s house. Veronica observed me as I walked over to them and lifted the watercolor from the wall, trying to see how it was hung.

      She got up and crossed the room. “What is it?”

      Bernie came over, helping me maneuver the bulk of the four-foot-wide painting. It was awkward and heavier than it looked. Veronica held the bottom edge as we lowered it to the floor.

      “Look. Right there.” I pointed to a slit running halfway across the width of the painting, creating a pocket. Veronica held the painting as I ran my finger over the slit. I lifted it up and saw something white inside the slot. Grabbing a corner of the item, I pulled out an envelope with Veronica’s name on it. I gave it to her and took hold of the painting.

      She stared at the envelope in her hand. “I would never have thought to look there, but it’s the obvious place.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes, and she held the envelope to her chest. She swiped at the tears rolling down her cheeks, and sat in the nearest chair. Bernie and I set the painting against the wall and walked toward her. She looked up at us, and we sat on the sofa across from her. Breathing heavily and sniffling, she opened the envelope with shaking hands and unfolded the papers.

      I held my breath. The anticipation was killing me, and I wanted to shout at her to hurry. “Veronica? What is it?” I asked in a soothing voice.

      “Teena’s will.” She leaned forward and gave it to me as she swiped at tears again.

      “You’ve been named as the executor. She set up a trust for you to care for Chico. She left George ninety-nine cents.” I wanted to laugh, but I smiled instead.

      Veronica laughed. “That’s Teena for you. Yep, she told him she’d never leave him even a dollar of her money and she wasn’t kidding.”

      “Why is that?” I wondered if she was afraid that he’d kill her to get her money and didn’t want to encourage him.

      “She thought he’d just blow it on partying.” She nodded. “And she was right. Of course, he’d do that. I don’t think he believed she’d leave him so little, though. I had my doubts, too. She’d given him so much money over the years and told him again and again she wouldn’t give him any more. She always did eventually—just like Mom.”

      I read further and noticed the total amount to be disbursed. “How did she get so much money? It says one hundred and twenty million dollars.”

      Veronica gasped, and her hand flew to her chest. “I don’t … I don’t know.” She was frowning and shaking her head.

      Bernie and I were frowning as well. Jones had told us she’d heard that Teena was worth about fifty-five million dollars, which seemed more reasonable. That—what I was reading—was something else.

      What the hell?

      As we headed back to the station, Bernie and I tried to wrap our minds around the sum of money Teena had amassed. We had three years of bank statements, taken from her home office, in evidence. We looked through them and didn’t see any unusual activity, but the statement suggested she was getting paid and receiving massive bonuses for sweeps months, as Jones had told us.
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      A couple of hours later, I was sitting in Mac’s living room, waiting for her to finish putting Josh to bed so we could go see the house Brad was renovating. He had texted to say he wouldn’t be there because he needed to take care of an issue with another renovation, and it couldn’t wait.

      Mac looked good. Her skin was back to its rosy glow, and she’d gotten a manicure and a haircut. Her curls were flat-ironed out, and her hair hung straight down to her mid-back like a sleek waterfall.

      She came into the living room. “Okay, Syd. I’m ready now. Josh didn’t want to go to bed tonight. Even though his eyes were closing when I read the story, he insisted he wasn’t tired.” She let out a breath, and her side-swept bangs lifted. “Kids.”

      “I guess he didn’t want to miss anything.” I thought Josh might have been afraid she would be gone when he woke up in the morning, and I would make sure that didn’t happen.

      “What would he miss? We just sit around and watch TV all night.”

      I shrugged. “Do you mind driving? I want to call Brad and find out what’s going on with his reno.”

      “I don’t mind. Let’s go.” She flounced toward the garage entrance, her hair swinging across her back.

      We climbed in her car, buckled up and headed off. I gave her the address.

      “Oh, I know where that is. It’s not far.” She drove down her darkened street.

      “Mac, lights would be good. How can you see?” I shook my head, amused.

      “Right.” She giggled and switched on the headlights. I studied her profile. Her face was slender, almost concave, but still attractive. She’d lost weight during her captivity and subsequent hospitalization. I touched my jawline and cheeks. My face felt rounder than usual. I flipped the visor down and turned my face to the side.

      “What the heck are you doing over there?” Mac asked.

      “Do you think my face is getting fat?” I sucked in my cheeks and pursed my lips.

      “Yep,” she said without looking at me.

      “You didn’t even look!”

      “Didn’t need to.” She stopped at a red light and turned on the inside light. She gazed at my grinning face and turned her head to the side as if to study me. “Yep.” She turned the light off and drove.

      I glared at her, flipped up the visor and called Brad.

      “Sydney, I thought I’d be able to meet you and Mac later, but I’m going to be here for a while.” He groaned. “It’s worse than I thought.”

      I felt my cheeks and traced my jaw with a finger. “What happened?”

      “A burst pipe. I turned off the water and called a plumber. I’m just glad I wasn’t further along in the reno.”

      “Sydney, we’re here,” Mac said.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Brad. I hope you can get it taken care of quickly. It doesn’t sound like it, though. Couldn’t you have the plumber come tomorrow since you’ve turned the water off?”

      “I’ve already called him, and he’s on the way. If he looked at it tonight and did the work tomorrow, I’d have to pay for two service calls. I’ll call you later if I can.”

      “Okay. Bye.” I looked at Mac, who was staring at me.

      “Is it bad?” She removed the key from the ignition.

      “Sounds like it.” I pushed the car door open. “Ready to see the house?” I had the key in my hand.

      She was staring at the house, shaking her head. “I don’t know.”

      The single-story house was dark inside, and the porch light was off. There was no grass or shrubbery in the front. Drapes covered the windows. Brad still had a lot of work to do.

      We climbed out of the car and started up the concrete walkway toward the door. Mac clutched my arm, and I jumped.

      “Mac! What are you doing?” I jerked my arm away. My heart was pounding.

      “It’s spooky. I wish he’d left some lights on.” She walked close to me. “We don’t even know where the light switches are in there. Maybe we should wait until morning.”

      I stopped walking. “Do you really want to?” It wasn’t the most inviting sight, but I hoped she wanted to go in because I was going to go with or without her. I’d waited long enough to see the place.

      She gazed at the building and looked at the neighboring houses with their lights ablaze. “I guess not.” She took a couple of steps then stopped again. “Do you have your gun?” she whispered.

      “My spare pistol is in my ankle holster. Don’t worry. Let’s go.” I started toward the door, hearing her breathing behind me. “By the way, I’m glad you wore your Reeboks in case we have to run.”

      “Shut up, Syd.”

      She pinched the back of my arm. Hard.

      “Ow! Cut it out!” I swatted at her then rubbed my arm as I hurried along. I stood in front of the door and waited for her to catch up. “Can’t wait to see it!”

      She held an index finger in front of her mouth. “Shush.”

      I unlocked the door and felt around inside the entrance for a light switch. I found it and turned on the lights. We went inside, looking around what would have been the living room. Brad had installed recessed lighting throughout. An open floor plan, I could see the kitchen and another room from where we stood. The fireplace didn’t have a mantel or tiling yet, and Brad had yet to start the flooring. Bummer. It was concrete. I had hoped for hardwood floors throughout the house.

      “Do you want to walk around?” I asked.

      Her gaze shifted around the living room. “If you like.”

      “I thought you wanted to do this.”

      She had her hand on the open door. “If I had the choice, I’d have preferred to do it in the daylight, but … let’s go.”

      “Come on, Mac. We’re here. We might as well take a quick look around.” I waved her over. “Just a quick five-minute peek. Okay?”

      She looked outside then back at me and sighed. “Well, all right.” She eased away from the entranceway.

      I stepped forward, reached around her and closed the door. It clicked shut. I turned the deadbolt, and Mac jumped at the sound that seemed to echo through the room.

      “Ready?”

      “I’ll follow you.”

      I led the way into the kitchen. There was a lot of storage. More than I might ever need.

      Mac ran her fingers over the double-bowl white sink. “This is a farmhouse sink. I love these.” She looked at me. “Is he letting you pick the fixtures?”

      “I believe so. Maybe he already had this in by the time we talked it over.”

      “He has good taste.” She smiled. “Mike could learn from him. I like the white cabinetry too.”

      “Let’s go down the hall. I want to check out the bathrooms and bedrooms.” I flipped the lights on in the hall, which also had recessed lights.

      Mac turned the light on in the hall bathroom. “Oh, a soaker tub! I can’t wait to see what he’ll do to the master bath.” She put the toilet seat down and sat, smiling. Then she jumped and gasped. “Did you hear that?”

      “I didn’t hear anything. What did it sound like?” I tilted my head and squinted, trying to listen.

      Her eyes had grown wide. “A scratching sound came from the living room.” She focused and was breathing heavily. Her gaze darted around the bathroom as if she was looking for an escape route. “Oh, Syd. What are we going to do?”

      “Quiet. I’m going to check it out.”

      She grabbed my arm. “No! Don’t go. Call the police.”

      I turned and stared at her before bending and removing the Glock from my ankle holster. “Be quiet while I see what it is. Stay here. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Okay.” She patted her pockets. “Oh God! My cell phone is in the car.” A tear trickled from her eye, and she swiped at it. Her hand was trembling.

      With my Glock in hand, I crept down the hall heading toward the living room. The doorknob on the front door twisted, and a shadow moved outside. Maybe it was Brad. I eased toward the window and peeked through the drapes. The only vehicle I saw was Mac’s Chevy Cruz. I slid along the wall until I reached the row of light switches. I flipped a switch to turn off the inside light but accidentally turned on the porch light instead. A bulky figure dashed across the front yard, heading toward the street.

      I pulled on the door, but it was locked. I unlocked the deadbolt and ran outside in time to see someone jump into a dark-colored sedan a couple of houses down, crank the engine and speed away. He turned the corner and was gone. There was no way I’d leave Mac alone, so I let him go. I turned to see her standing in the doorway, hugging herself. The harsh porch light made her face ashen. She was trembling. I gave her a hug. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”

      “Who was it, Syd? What did they want?” She rubbed her arms.

      I shook my head. “No idea. Let’s get out of here.”

      After Mac came out, I closed and locked the door, leaving the interior and porch lights on. What in the world was happening?

      Mac handed me her car keys. “I can’t drive. Can you?” Her teeth chattered.

      “No problem.” I climbed into the driver’s seat, slid my pistol back in its holster and drove Mac home. Once she was safely inside, I hopped into my car and drove back to my apartment.
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      Once home, I called Brad and told him what had happened. He sent the plumber away, dropped everything and raced to my apartment. I told him I didn’t get a look at the person because it was dark. However, he or she appeared to have been wearing jeans. They also wore black gloves and a dark baseball cap.

      I hadn’t been able to see the intruder’s car, except that it was dark in color, but I filed a report anyway. Brad told me burglars sometimes target houses under renovation and steal the appliances, furnaces and air conditioner parts. It may simply have been someone attempting to burglarize the house then realized someone was home after I’d turned on the porch light. Brad planned to install security cameras at the house the next day.

      He insisted on sleeping on my sofa bed, and I had no energy to argue. I left him in the living room after we’d set up the bed. We’d made up without me realizing it. I went to my bedroom, took a shower and tried to calm down so I could get some sleep. Brad had been great all evening. Sometimes, I guess I needed to let him be there for me. Before drifting off, I wondered if he was asleep and what he was wearing.
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        * * *

      

      I eventually managed a few hours’ sleep but woke at some point after a bad dream I couldn’t remember. Still, I was awake before the alarm the next morning, and I showered, dressed and headed for the living room. Brad was already up and flipping through the channels on the television. He’d folded up the bed and linens, and placed them in a neat pile at the end of the sofa. Blond stubble covered his cheeks and chin, and his hair was in disarray. He ran his hand through it when he saw me.

      “Morning, Sydney.” He patted the sofa cushion next to him. “How did you sleep?”

      “Pretty good. You?”

      He shrugged. “What’s on the agenda for you today?”

      “I’m hoping for a break in the case. Maybe Mac and I could get another look at the house in the daylight, too. What do you think?”

      He held out his hand. “Maybe. The key?” He wiggled his fingers. “A buddy of mine is doing some work for me and he has the other key. I want to get in to install the security system today.”

      I reached in a pocket of my jeans and dropped the key into his palm. “Mac liked the sink. Farmhouse is what she called it.”

      He smiled. “What did you think about it? Was it your taste?”

      I shrugged. “Not sure what my taste is, but I liked it, too.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” He pushed himself up, stood, then stretched and groaned. “Your sofa bed isn’t that comfortable.”

      “Really? Nobody’s ever complained before.”

      He crossed his arms. “Oh, you have men spending the night on your sofa often?”

      I picked up the folded linens. “Just Bernie.” I walked down the hall toward my bedroom.

      Brad followed me. “Huh? Why?”

      I dropped the linens in the hamper. “Don’t start. He did the same thing you did. He was worried and stayed.”

      Brad frowned. “Why was he worried? What happened?”

      I left my room and headed down the hall toward the living room, and he trailed behind. “It was a while back. We didn’t know if I’d had a break-in, so he spent the night.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “What have I gotten myself into? It’s never boring. That’s for sure.” He kissed me on the forehead. “I’d better get going if I’m going to get anything done today. The plumber is meeting me at the other reno. At first glance, he didn’t think it would be a major repair. I’m happy about that since dropping six hundred bucks on the truck repair. Are you going to be okay?” He eyed the Glock on my hip.

      “Fine as I can be.” I held his hand as we walked to the door. “Go. See you later. Thanks for staying. I really do appreciate it.”

      “I know.” He squeezed me in a tight hug.

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and gazed up at him, smiling as I studied his lips. We kissed and I tingled all over. After a few moments, Brad pulled away. “I don’t want you to be late. I know how important your job is to you. Stay out of trouble today, okay?” He stepped outside.

      My heart pounded but I said, “I’ll try.” I longingly watched him stroll to his truck, climb in and drive away.
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      Ten minutes later, I was sitting at my desk when Bernie arrived. He stopped by my cubicle and set down a bakery bag.

      I grinned. “For me?”

      “It is.” He held up another bag. “I got one for me, too. Enjoy.” He continued to his cubicle.

      I stood and studied his demeanor. “What’s the occasion?”

      “No occasion. I just felt like a doughnut.” He shrugged and held out a hand. “If you don’t want it—”

      “Oh, I want it.” I opened the bag and removed a long doughnut with chocolate icing. “By the way, Mac and I went to see the house Brad’s renovating last night.”

      He munched on his jelly doughnut. “Did you like it?”

      “We liked what we could see of it. That’s not what I wanted to tell you about, though.”

      He stopped chewing. “What happened?”

      I told him what happened and described the would-be intruder.

      He dropped his doughnut on his desk and stood. “What? Who was it?”

      “Couldn’t make out any detail because it was so dark.”

      “Why the hell did you guys go there so late? Where was Brad?”

      “He had an emergency to deal with at another reno.”

      He scowled. “Why didn’t you wait until the daytime?”

      “Because we were anxious to see it so that we could start making plans if I bought the house. Mac wanted to back out. She was scared because it was dark. It did look a little spooky.”

      A muscle pulsed in his jaw, and he seemed to chew harder than was necessary. “Well, maybe you should’ve listened to her. Think of all Mac’s been through recently. The poor woman must have been terrified.” He plopped down in his chair, and it squeaked.

      “Mac was scared. I gave her a chance to back out but she didn’t want to. Besides, I’m not going to let anyone hurt her again. Not if I could help it,” I said.

      “Yeah, but still. You should’ve waited for Brad to go with you.”

      What was with these guys? Bernie and Brad were treating me as if I was some helpless girl with no training or ability to protect myself. “It turned out okay. Let’s drop it. Mac and I are both safe.”

      “Hey, you’re not shy about giving your opinion when I’m being stupid.”

      “Anyway, I called Brad when I got home, and he came over,” I said.

      Bernie perked up and shot me a cheeky grin.

      I returned a grin of my own. “He spent the night on the sofa.”

      He snorted, shaking his head.

      Ignoring his snort of disappointment, I checked my email and pondered the case. My gut told me we were close to an answer. Then my cell phone rang, and I checked the caller ID. “Hi, Mac.”

      “Can we go back to the house this morning and see it now it’s light outside?” she asked, sounding perkier than I expected.

      “We could, but we wouldn’t be able to get in. I gave Brad the key.”

      “Already?” She sighed. “Wait. When did you see Brad?”

      “Last night.”

      “He was busy at the other place, though. You called him? Ohhhh. Did he spend the night?” She giggled.

      Not Mac as well?

      “Yes, he did, but before you ask, he slept on the sofa bed.” I continued to munch on the doughnut.

      “What did he say about our little adventure?”

      “Apart from being worried, he said he’d install a security system. What did Mike say?”

      “I haven’t told him yet. He was asleep when I got home.”

      I licked chocolate icing from my fingers. “Are you going to tell him?”

      “More than likely. He’ll probably tell me we can’t play together anymore.” She was laughing. I wasn’t sure if she was putting on a brave front.

      “Oh well. Listen, I have to get going. I’ll call you if I can arrange for us to see the house today.”

      “Okay. Bye, Syd. Stay out of trouble.”

      Why does everyone keep saying that? It’s not as though I go out looking for trouble every day, for goodness sake.

      “Bye, Mac.” I disconnected, picked up the rest of my doughnut and continued to enjoy the rare treat from Bernie.

      “Syd, George Stone’s parents called. They said he’s awake,” Bernie said. “They also know he was shot, not stabbed.”

      I stood. “Okay. Let’s see what the miserable asshole has to say.”

      Bernie arched an eyebrow. “That’s a little harsh.”

      “After what he did to that poor dog? Deserves all the pain in the world.”
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        * * *

      

      Forty-five minutes later, we were in George Stone’s hospital room. Bernie was at the door, and I stood at the foot of the bed. Mr. and Mrs. Stone occupied white plastic chairs near the window. George lay on his back, an IV attached to his arm.

      “George, we’d like to talk to you about what happened,” I said. “First, why were you near Teena’s house?” He wouldn’t know whether or not I knew if he’d been there, and I hoped to catch him off guard.

      “I just wanted to see Billi. I knew she was there because I saw her car. I was parked in front of her.” He turned his head toward the window, looking at a point above his mother’s head.

      “Why didn’t you go to the hospital when you were shot?”

      He glanced at Bernie, who was standing near the door, gazing at him. “Because they’d have to report it to the police. I got enough problems.”

      I moved closer to the head of the bed. “Who shot you?”

      He peered up at me, frowning. “It was dark, and I didn’t see the bast—shooter, but it was a dude.”

      “Were you with someone?”

      “No. I …” His eyes drooped. “I was just leaning against Billi’s car … minding my own business, and … this dude shot me. Didn’t say nothin’. Just walked up and shot me.” He closed his eyes, breathing deeply. After a few breaths, he looked at me, weariness showing.

      “What happened next?”

      “I hurt so bad. The guy walked to a car … opened the trunk. Thought he was gonna come back … throw me in there. Had a … two-liter soda bottle on the end of his gun. I got outta there.”

      So, he’d used a homemade silencer.

      “What kind of car did he have?”

      “Couldn’t tell in the dark.”

      “Did you see anyone else out there?”

      He shook his head.

      I watched him closely. “Did you remove any medication from Teena’s house?”

      He flicked a glance at his mother. “No. I’m tired. Want to sleep now.” He winced as he rolled over then turned his head back to me, frowning. “The guy who shot me, did he kill Billi?” Tears glistened in his eyes.

      “I don’t know. We’re still investigating. One more question. Why did Ms. Jones have a restraining order against you?”

      His lip trembled, and he bit down on it. “I loved her. That’s why!”

      Mrs. Stone stood. “That’s enough, Detectives. The doctor said he needs to rest.” She adjusted the thin blankets on the bed. “Perhaps you can come back later?”

      Bernie was already turning to go, and I followed him into the hall.

      “Remember, the bullet went through him. It might be lodged in Jones’s car.” I walked down the hall. “If it is, Forensics never said anything to us about it.”

      They missed Mac’s thumbnail, and now a bullet? What else could go wrong?
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      We spoke to Forensics, who told us there were no bullet holes in Jones’s car. They promised to go over it again and get back to us. I spent the next couple of hours at the station, watching DVDs and running a criminal background check on John Walker. I also ran one on Ben Lane, the security guard. Both searches came up empty, but it didn’t mean they hadn’t done anything wrong. It simply meant they hadn’t been caught. Big difference. I checked to see if Lane and the Walker brothers had guns registered. Only Ben Lane and Curtis Walker did. Lane’s was a .38 pistol, and Walker’s was a .22. I strummed my fingers on the desk and hummed, thinking. Something was missing. What? It tickled my brain.

      Bernie stood at my desk. “Earth to Syd.”

      I looked up at him. “May I help you?” The thought I’d had disappeared when he’d spoken. I frowned.

      He stepped back. “Hey, what did I do?”

      “Nothing.” I gave him a phony smile. “What do you want?”

      “I have an idea.” He paused, probably waiting for me to say something. I didn’t. “Why don’t we go back to Teena’s house and see if she has a safe? Maybe she’s got a boatload of cash hidden there.” He patted himself on the back.

      I leaned back in my chair, nodding. “That’s actually not a bad idea.” With that, the thought I’d had reappeared. “I have another one. Let’s see if she has a safe deposit box at one of the banks she used. It’s more likely she had money in one of those than in her house.” I grinned, pleased with myself.

      Bernie nodded. “Great minds think alike. Maybe it’s the doughnuts?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s it.” I grinned. “I’m going to give Veronica a call. She might know about a safe deposit box since she’s the executor of the will.” I found Veronica’s cell phone number and dialed. She answered on the third ring. “Veronica, this is Detective Valentine. Do you know if Teena had a safe deposit box?”

      “She sure did. It’s at Bank of America. Why?”

      “Do you have the key? As the executor of her will, it’s something you’d probably want to take care of.”

      “I have more than the key. I’m on the account as a joint owner. She wanted me to have access to money so that I could care for Chico.”

      Why hadn’t she mentioned that when we were asking about the will?

      “My partner and I want to meet you at the bank branch. We’d like to see the contents of the safe deposit box.”

      We arranged to meet her at the San Sansolita branch on Fifth Street.
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        * * *

      

      Bernie drove us to Bank of America, and we waited a few minutes for Veronica. I always noticed her long dark hair before anything else. Perhaps, because it was so different from my own auburn curls. Hers was styled in waves that appeared to ripple down her back. Her Levi’s fit snug on her hips, and Bernie ogled the view. I poked him in the ribs as we trailed after her into the bank, her red heels clicking on the gleaming tile floor.

      After jumping through a few security hoops, a bank teller allowed us all into the vault and left us to it

      Veronica lifted out papers and a few pieces of expensive-looking jewelry and laid them on the table. Then she removed a large manila envelope, looked inside and laid it on the table beside the other items. “Last time I was here, the box was empty.” She reached in the box again and her eyes went wide. “Oh my God!”

      I leaned closer. There were bundles of hundred-dollar bills with mustard-colored bands—ten thousand dollars per stack.

      Bernie moved closer. “How many bundles are there?”

      She counted. “There are ten stacks.”

      “A hundred thousand dollars,” I said.

      Veronica looked up after she finished removing the bundles. “Why would she keep all this money here?”

      “Good question. What else is in there?” I asked.

      She removed papers from another envelope. “I don’t know what this is.” She handed it to Bernie.

      He scanned the papers. “It’s a list of numbered offshore accounts and the balances as of two months ago.” He looked up. “A little over one hundred and fifty million. Jeez!”

      I took photos of the documents and money with my cell phone. Bernie and Veronica did the same. We closed the box and returned it to its slot. I had an idea and needed to get back to the station to check it out. We’d missed something.

      “Thank you, Veronica,” I said.

      She walked in a daze but mumbled goodbye.

      “We’ll be in touch once we figure this out,” Bernie said to her as we got in our car.
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      When we were back in the station, I pulled out the recent financial statements we’d taken from Teena’s house. She’d received direct deposits for eight thousand dollars every week over several months, then they escalated to twenty thousand dollars. She was withdrawing thousands periodically, about five to eight thousand at a time. I had previously assumed it was her paycheck, but there were larger deposits on a monthly basis from Curtis Walker Productions. The withdrawals were probably going into her safe deposit box.

      When I walked over to Bernie’s cubicle, he held out his phone with the mute on. “Hey, Syd. Walker’s on the phone. He says you’re not returning his calls.” He grinned.

      “He hasn’t called me lately. What’s he talking about?”

      Bernie shrugged. “He wants to know when this will be over. His investors are worried, and he’s getting impatient.”

      “Getting impatient? That ship has sailed.” I shook my head. “What are you going to tell him?”

      “I don’t know. No news is good news?” He laughed.

      I raised my eyebrows and smiled. “Ask him to come down here and have a chat.”

      Bernie furrowed his forehead. “You really want to talk to him?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Get him down here this afternoon. Tell him whatever you need to. Can you also have patrol pick up the security guard, Ben Lane?”

      “Consider it done.” He released the mute and continued his conversation.

      I hopped online and ran a corporation search for businesses registered in the state of California. I scrolled through the names.

      Bingo!

      Unable to mask a smile, I printed out the website pages.

      Bernie leaned over his cubicle and looked down at me. “Walker’s coming. He told me he left Redlands a little while ago and was headed this way anyway.”

      “What are the chances he was there to mess around with Jen Conrad?” Still smiling, I shook my head. “Come look at this.”

      I dug through the statements we had taken from Teena’s house until I had the ones from the previous six months. I also grabbed several from last year and spread them on my desk. “Pull up a seat.” He rolled my rickety visitor’s chair toward the desk, and I scooted over to make room.

      Bernie leaned over the pages. “What are we looking at?”

      “Look at the corporations I found on the California Business Search website.”

      “Okay. You were looking for variations of Curtis Walker’s name, including his middle initial.”

      “Right. Now, look at Teena’s bank statements.” I pointed out one company in particular. “This one is for Mega Star. I know that because I saw it on the credits when I watched the recording at Mac’s house. His production company paid her monthly, and it was a heck of a lot of money. From what some of the people we spoke to said, it sounded like she probably earned it.”

      My desk phone rang, and I wheeled my chair closer to it. “Valentine.”

      It was a clerk at the front desk. “Sydney, there’s a Mr. Curtis Walker here to see you and Bernie.”

      “Thanks. We’ll be right out.”

      “Walker’s here?” Bernie asked.

      “Yep. You want to put him in Interrogation B?” I planned to photocopy the statements and redact the account numbers before speaking to him.

      “No problem, but you need to tell me what you’ve figured out. I noticed there were weekly amounts of eight thousand dollars going into Teena’s account,” Bernie said. “And it’s from one of the companies you found on the business search.”

      “Right. I clicked on it, and the address is an office building near where he lives. I found it on Google Maps.”

      “Okay. Tell me more.”

      “I scanned a statement from last year and found a catering company with Walker’s name. I checked the business search website, and the same address was listed. Why would a catering company be paying Teena? For food? Tables or chairs? I don’t think so. According to Jones, Teena didn’t cook.”

      “Oh, I get it. Wow.” He stood. “I’ll get Walker in a few minutes.” He hurried away, shaking his head.

      I called our forensic document examiner and learned that the statement written by Ben Lane matched the handwriting on the suspicious envelopes and fan mail letters. After that, I ensconced myself in Interrogation B to wait for Bernie and Curtis Walker.
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      By the time Bernie brought Walker into interrogation, I’d already turned on the audio-visual feed and arranged the documentation I’d planned to confront him with. Walker was dressed in dark casual slacks, a white button-down shirt and red tie. He wore a spice-scented cologne with a woodsy undertone. He’d dyed the blond streak in his goatee to match the rest of it. His lanky body glided into the room. He still resembled the Pink Panther to me, especially when he strutted into the room.

      I waved him to a seat. “How are you, Mr. Walker?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks for asking. I see this day has you in good spirits.” He slid a chair out from the table and sat. “I hope this means you’ve discovered who killed Teena and Billi. We all want to get on with our lives.” He folded his hands on the table near his cell phone. “I’d enjoy leaving here with good news for my investors.” He flashed a wide grin.

      Bernie chose a seat next to Walker. He pulled his notebook out and tapped his pen on it.

      I cleared my throat and picked up a page of a bank statement. “I’d like to start with Teena’s salary. Do you mind?” I watched him as I paced in front of the long table.

      He stroked his goatee. “No, I do not.” He flicked a glance at Bernie, and his mouth twitched. He tugged on his collar.

      “How often was she paid for her work on Mega Star?”

      “Monthly.”

      “How much did you pay her every month, gross?”

      He pulled his collar farther away from his throat. “She was paid per episode, and we typically aired one episode each week, which we broke down into a monthly payment.”

      “And how much was the payment, either monthly or per episode?”

      “I’d have to look that up. I don’t recall.”

      “I’ll take a ballpark figure.”

      “Ballpark? Maybe a million per episode. The contract was a significant increase for her because we valued her highly as a judge. If we recorded two shows in one week, she’d get five hundred thousand for the second one.”

      Bernie’s mouth had fallen open.

      Exactly.

      I couldn’t fathom that kind of money either. The figures he gave corresponded to the statements. I’d noticed she had moved money from her checking accounts into investments. We would need a forensic accountant to track it all, but, for now, we had enough to keep talking to Walker.

      “Did she do any other work for you that required payment?”

      “No. The show was the only business relationship we had.” He glanced at the display on his phone. It was a different phone than the one he’d had when we met him the first time at his home.

      Theresa knocked on the door. I excused myself, opened it and stepped into the hall, closing the door behind me.

      “We have Ben Lane next door in Interrogation C,” Theresa said. “Who do you have in there?”

      “Curtis Walker. It’s going well. I’ll catch up with you later and let you know how it went.”

      “I may watch the monitor later after I wrap up some things. Good luck, Sydney.” She walked down the hall toward the squad room.

      I peeked my head inside the room and called Bernie into the hall. Walker eyed me warily, and I smiled at him. “We’ll be right back.”

      I had a plan.

      Bernie grabbed the statements and stepped into the hall, closing the door behind him. “What’s up?”

      “Theresa just told me Ben Lane is here. He’s next door. How do you want to handle it?”

      He leaned against the wall. “I’ll talk to Lane. You take Walker.”

      “I’m thinking we should let Walker sweat while we talk to Lane, but I have something to do first. Rodriguez told me George’s wound was a through-and-through. I have a theory.”

      We went back to our own desks. I called Graham in Forensics, and he confirmed he’d found a .22 caliber slug wedged under the passenger seat of Jones’s car. The window had been rolled down when they impounded it and, as I suspected, the bullet had passed through George and entered the car through the open window. Martin, the new forensics hire, had screwed up three cases by cross-contaminating evidence from different crime scenes and mislabeling DNA samples. He was now unemployed.

      Good.

      Moments later, I was sitting across from Lane in Interrogation C. Bernie remained standing. I’d yet to tell Bernie what the document examiner had discovered.

      “Hello, Mr. Lane. I’m Detective Bernard. I understand you’ve already met Detective Valentine.”

      Lane nodded slowly. “Yes. What’s this about?” He was dressed in a red T-shirt, and perspiration darkened its armpits.

      “I’m going to get right to the point.” Bernie towered over Lane, who peered up at him. “What type of investigative work do you do for Curtis Walker?”

      “I don’t …” He cleared his throat. “He pays me to be his security guard.”

      “Did you notice Mr. Walker’s car in the parking lot when you arrived just now?”

      He gazed at the closed door. “Yes, I did.”

      “Then you know we’ve already spoken to him. We need you to confirm what he told us,” Bernie said.

      Lane frowned. “What he told you?”

      “Yes. How long did it take you to find out where Detective Valentine lives?”

      He smiled. “Oh, that was easy. It didn’t take …” He cleared his throat and looked at the table.

      “It didn’t take what?” I asked.

      His gaze shifted to the wall. “Nothing.”

      Bernie leaned forward on the table. “It didn’t take long?”

      “It didn’t take a genius? What?” I asked.

      “Nothing. I thought you asked something else. Forget it.” He licked his lips. “I don’t know what else I can tell you.”

      “Do you know George Stone?” Bernie asked.

      Lane rubbed his hands over his face. “I know he’s Teena’s brother. I’m not friends with him, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Bernie sat on the table. “When did you last see him?”

      “Jeez. I don’t know.” He shoved a hand through his hair and wiped the perspiration from his brow. “Maybe about six months ago.”

      “That’s not what we heard. Remember, Curtis is here, and we’ve spoken to him.”

      He turned red, and his eyes flashed. “Wait, did he say I shot George?”

      Good. He thought Curtis was talking.

      “How did you know George was shot?” I asked.

      He slapped his fist on the table as he leaned forward. “I had nothing to do with that!”

      “Who did?” Bernie asked.

      “I have no idea. It wasn’t me. That’s not what I do.”

      I would bet he’d do whatever he was paid to do if the price was right.

      “What do you do?”

      “I investigate and pass on information. That’s all.” He shrugged then pointed to me. “I gave Walker your address. That’s all I did. No harm in that, right?” He looked at me. “Did you get the DVDs he wanted to send you?”

      Clearly Walker stole the fan mail from my apartment or had Lane do it. What I didn’t know was why. “Don’t you think I would’ve given him my home address if I’d have wanted him to have it?”

      He frowned as he looked at his watch. “I don’t know.”

      Bernie stood and paced. “Did Walker give you any assignments pertaining to Billi Jones?”

      “I followed her a few times after Teena died and reported back to him. She was mostly just doing normal things, like shopping, or she was at home. Walker told me he was worried about her and wanted to make sure she was safe.”

      “I guess you failed then,” I said.

      “She was safe the last time I saw her! She was in Teena’s house for a long time. I reported it to Curtis, and he told me it was okay to leave, so I did. He thought she was going to spend the night there because she missed Teena.”

      I couldn’t believe how stupid the man was and wondered how he’d managed to get a private investigator’s license. Either Curtis set him up, or Lane killed Teena and Jones on his own. I didn’t know what reason he’d have to do it on his own, so my money was on Curtis pulling the strings. Money could buy anything if the price was right.

      “Were you following George Stone, too?” Bernie asked.

      “No. Why would I do that?” He looked at me then back to Bernie, his brow furrowing.

      Bernie leaned on the table, close to his face. “Do you own a weapon?”

      “Yes. A thirty-eight.”

      Bernie looked at me, and I shrugged then stood. I was ready to get back to Walker, but I needed to check something first. I told Lane we would be back shortly, then Bernie and I left, after putting a uniformed officer in the room for security and intimidation.

      “I’m going to look at Teena’s phone records for the night she died.”

      Bernie followed me to my desk.

      I found the records and located the time in question. She’d made one call around seven o’clock, but I didn’t recognize the number. The other number she’d called was Jones’s. I thought the first could be the phone Walker had with him now. She might’ve dialed the number before calling his other phone at 7:10 p.m.

      Teena also made a call at 8:15 p.m., a call that lasted less than one minute, but it was to the phone he’d shown us that first time we’d been at his house.

      She also made a much longer call to the unknown number, which could have been the conference call Walker mentioned. I envisioned him driving to Teena’s while on a conference call. Although I was speculating, it made sense.

      I told Bernie my thoughts, and he agreed it was conceivable. I grabbed the phone records, and we went back to talk to Walker.

      We had a plan.

      Bernie opened the door, and I stood in the hall, out of sight. I dialed the phone number listed on Teena’s phone bill. Seconds later, the cell on the desk in front of Walker buzzed. When he picked up the phone, I disconnected and entered the room.

      Walker had his cell phone to his ear. He removed it and was frowning at the phone. “You’re back.” He said it as if I were an STD.

      I glanced at Bernie, who nodded, and I took the seat across from Walker.

      Bernie laid Teena’s bank statements on the table and slid them toward me.

      “Mr. Walker, you told us you had no other business relationship with Teena Travis, other than through Mega Star,” I said.

      He nodded. “Yes, that’s correct.”

      I gathered the printed pages for the companies I’d found on the California Business Search website and slid them across the table, so Walker could see them. I pointed to the catering business. “Is this your company?”

      He blanched but responded. “Yes, it is.” His lips formed a thin line.

      I pointed to another line on the page. “How about this one?”

      He tugged his tie loose. “Yes.”

      I pushed Teena’s bank statement toward him. “Why was your company paying her so much money if there was no business relationship between you? Was it charity?”

      He smirked. “I don’t remember the transactions. Sorry.”

      “Mr. Walker, you don’t strike me as a man who’d forget about paying someone thousands of dollars every week for who knows how long.” I shook my head and leaned back, folding my arms. “No, I’m not buying it.”

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      “Was she blackmailing you?” I stood and paced, my hands clasped behind my back. “Did you leave one of your cell phones at home, then called yourself using Teena’s phone from her house after you killed her? Why? So that we’d think she was still alive at 8:15?”

      He narrowed his eyes and glanced at Bernie, who was eyeballing him hard.

      “How could you afford to pay her so much for so long?” I sat on the table. “Is that why you killed her? You couldn’t afford to pay her anymore? What did she have on you?”

      His breaths came quicker, and he was perspiring heavily. “Nothing.”

      “Were you embezzling money from your investors, Mr. Walker? Did Teena find out? Did she get greedy? Then, when you thought Ms. Jones found out, you killed her too?” I was just fishing because I didn’t have the paper or electronic trail for the embezzlement, but that was the only theory that made sense.

      Walker stared at the wall, avoiding eye contact with both of us.

      “Did you shoot George Stone because he was outside Teena’s house and you wanted to get to Ms. Jones?” Bernie asked. “That bullet was meant for Billi Jones, wasn’t it?”

      “Did you ask Ben Lane to write the letters to Teena?” I asked. “I noticed the letters were mailed close to sweeps months.”

      Walker licked his lips and eyed the door.

      “Were you trying to get Teena angry so that she performed better?” Bernie asked.

      “Did Jones accidentally give me the wrong boxes? Was there something in the boxes that wasn’t supposed to be there?” I slapped my hand on the table and leaned in, getting in his face. “Why did you abduct my sister?”

      He jumped and leaned away. “I have nothing else to say to you.” He stared at the table.

      “You don’t have to say anything else.” I pushed away from the table and stood.

      Bernie and I left the room, taking the documents with us. We were done with Walker. I had no more patience for his lies. I requested subpoenas for his phones and financials. I also filed affidavits requesting search warrants for hair samples as well as for his residence and business addresses.

      I didn’t think we would find the homemade silencer Walker had used on George. He’d probably intended to use the gun on Jones, but he’d shot George first, and had to use a knife on Jones instead. He may have tossed the two-liter bottle in his trunk. It might have still been there when he’d put Mac in the trunk, which would have caused the comforter to pick up the gunshot residue. I was still speculating, but the evidence all fit.
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      Two weeks later, I walked through the house Brad had been renovating. Mac was with me, and it was a bright sunny day. Brad had finished the renovation, and I’d decided to make him an offer. Mac went outside to browse the yard while I walked through the house, trying to make decisions on furnishings. I stood at the sliding glass door and watched her. I’d come close to never seeing her again. I swallowed back my tears at the thought. She was my family and my best friend.

      “Knock, knock.” Brad entered through the front door, smiling. “You like it?”

      “Love it!” I ran to him, nearly knocking him over.

      He wrapped his strong arms around me, pulling me close, and we kissed. I was home, in more ways than one.

      In the end, Forensics confirmed that the blood on my comforter was Mac’s. No surprise there. The fibers on the comforter matched those from the carpet in my apartment and the trunk of Curtis Walker’s vehicle, a Range Rover. Strands of my hair were retrieved from Walker’s trunk, having been transferred from the comforter. The short, dark hair strands on the comforter belonged to Curtis Walker. Although he was bald, they came from his goatee. In Walker’s trunk and garage, we found a spool of the same brand of garden twine that had been found under my bed and had been used to bind Mac’s wrists and ankles. He’d originally bought it to support some of the lower branches of a dwarf lemon tree in his yard.

      The paper and electronic financial trails showed that Teena had been blackmailing him for years. It turned out that he’d confronted Jones that night at Teena’s because he thought she had notes Teena may have written which documented his embezzlement. However, Jones didn’t know anything about it and suggested the information he needed might be in the boxes she’d given to me. I guessed she thought it would buy her some time, but he killed her anyway.

      I thought about Teena, George and Veronica. They were family, yet three separate people with different strategies on how to live their lives. Still, George had nearly died because he’d loved Jones.

      Walker loved money and had done everything he could to keep hold of it. Teena had plenty of wealth she’d earned honestly before the blackmail, but her greed had led to her murder. And she’d taken Billi Jones down in the end too.

      Greed was not good, and nobody would ever convince me otherwise.

      

      Thank you for reading Mega Dead! I hope you enjoyed it.  To stay informed about my books and other news, sign up for my Readers’ Group at:

      https://danielleleneedavis.com
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