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	Chapter One

	 

	I HAD PROMISED myself this week would be different.

	I was determined I would see results. And after almost a month on a diet that had stalled, I was willing to shake things up a little. Since I was dodging rain puddles on a soggy Monday morning jog through the streets of Port Merritt, maybe even more than willing.

	That didn’t mean I didn’t hate every minute of it. But despite some serious huffing and puffing, I had been pretty successful in gritting it out and ignoring the stitch in my side until I heard that first rumble of thunder.

	Then there was a second one followed by a third, and the skies opened up, dousing me and my fledgling resolve.

	Although it might not always appear that I have the good sense to get out of the rain, I actually do. Especially when I see flashes of lightning in the pre-dawn gloom hovering over Merritt Bay.

	Fortunately, my great-uncle Duke’s diner was a couple of blocks away, and with my misery index starting to red-line I couldn’t have been more grateful that the detour was all downhill.

	Another clap of thunder echoed the bang of the Duke’s Cafe kitchen door announcing my drippy arrival.

	“Land sakes, Charmaine,” my great-aunt Alice said, aiming a scowl at me while she rolled out pie dough at her worktable. “You’re soaked. You heard the news and decided to run right over?”

	Huh? “What news?” I asked, huddling in front of an industrial oven venting the mouth-watering aroma of Alice’s award-winning chocolate chip cookies.

	She shook her head. “I didn’t believe it at first, but…”

	My heart, laboring after its first workout in months, thumped with anticipation. “But what?”

	Before she could answer, Lucille, Duke’s longest-tenured waitress, race-walked over in her squeaky orthopedic shoes and shoved a white towel into my hands. “So? What do you know?”

	“Nothing.” I ran the towel over my face. “What happened?”

	“Little Dog’s been arrested,” she said, pursing her coral-painted lips as if the words had left a foul taste in her mouth.

	“Arrested! For what?”

	“Don’t know, but I think something really bad happened.”

	Duke’s chief gossipmonger had to have been mistaken, or this was an April Fool’s joke a day early. And since my high school buddy, George Bassett, was the butt of this joke, I didn’t find it one bit funny.

	I searched Lucille’s face for telltale cracks in her solemn expression. A little flicker, the tiniest quirk of amusement at the corner of the busiest mouth in town.

	That’s what I do as a deception detection expert for the county. I read people’s body language, keying in on the tells that even the best poker face will eventually reveal.

	I knew from experience that Lucille couldn’t hold back her glee when she held a winning hand. She also couldn’t hold back the fear currently glazing her pale blue eyes, so like a snap to the face with the towel in my hands, I knew that this news about Little Dog was no joke.

	But that didn’t mean that Lucille had her facts straight. “Tell me everything you’ve heard.”

	“It ain’t much,” she said. “One of the long-haul guys came in, asking what was up with the cop cars at Bassett Motor Works. I figured there must have been a break-in or somethin’, but Howie told me that Little Dog was taken into custody.”

	Fresh-faced Patrolman Howie Fontaine was the newest member of the fourteen-person Port Merritt police force. In the eight months at my job, our professional paths had crossed a handful of times, typically with him deferring to a superior when it came to disclosing information.

	How come he was making an exception with the queen of Gossip Central, of all people? “He told you that?”

	“I wouldn’t serve him until he told me what was going on up there, but that’s all I was able to get out of the kid.”

	“When?”

	“Just after we opened, so around six-ten.”

	I glanced at the wall clock mounted above a vintage red and white Coca Cola sign. Six-forty-two. A little early for my boyfriend to be at work. Unless Detective Steve Sixkiller had wanted to be the individual to take one of his best buddies into custody, which knowing him as well as I did would have been a safe bet. 

	I didn’t have my cell phone on me, so I headed for the wall phone behind the cash register.

	“You’re dripping on my floor,” Duke grumbled as I passed where he was frying a couple of eggs on the grill.

	I waved my towel at the old coot. “I’ll clean it up in a minute.”

	“Why were you out in the rain at this hour anyway?”

	“I was jogging.”

	“You?”

	“Yeah, I exercise every once in a while,” I muttered, punching in Steve’s phone number.

	Duke chortled. “Your elbow, maybe.”

	In no mood for any jibes about my dieting woes, I turned my attention to the recorded message playing in my ear. “Hey, you home?” I paused to give Steve a chance to pick up. “Okay, I’ll catch you later.” At the precinct.

	That called for reinforcements, so after I mopped up the floor, I grabbed a white bakery bag and dropped three apple fritters into it.

	Duke glowered at me. “You gonna pay for those?”

	“Put ‘em on my tab.”

	The salty Navy veteran with the crew cut muttered a few choice words about where he’d like to stick my tab.

	I blew him a kiss from the coffee station, where I filled two to-go cups with the steaming crude oil Duke passed off as coffee.

	Lucille squeaked up and took the carafe from my hand. “I can make some fresh if you want to wait a few minutes.”

	“I gotta go talk to a man about a certain dog,” I said, placing the coffees in a carrier.

	She threw a few creamers into the bag. “I want details, so hurry back.”

	“I’ll see what I can do.”

	“And bring money,” Duke shouted as I headed for the front door, “like a normal person!”

	Running toward the police station in the driving rain didn’t feel the least bit normal, with or without the apple fritters. But once I rounded the corner of 3rd and Main and spotted Steve’s unmarked police cruiser, I had hope that some normality would soon be restored.

	Assuming that I could get someone to buzz me in to see him.

	Given the fact that I’d been known to make Duke’s Cafe deliveries for over half of my thirty-four years, it shouldn’t have appeared overly suspicious for me to show up with a breakfast order for Steve. Except for the fact that I was in rain-drenched sweats.

	Dodging a car heading past the station, I made my way to the door of the brick building and quickly realized it wouldn’t open until the Chief’s secretary arrived around seven.

	“Well, crap.” If I waited until then, I and the apple fritters would be water-logged.

	I picked up the phone next to the door with the hope that Steve might answer.

	After several seconds a reedy male voice I didn’t recognize came through the receiver. “May I help you?”

	“Yes, I’m here to see Detective Sixkiller.”

	“Do you have an appointment?”

	“No, but he’ll want to see me.” Maybe.

	“Your name?”

	“Char Digby.”

	Several seconds of silence followed.

	“Who is this?” I asked.

	“Officer Fontaine, and I don’t think—”

	“Open the door, Howie!”

	More silence.

	“I have Steve’s coffee and it’s getting cold!”

	The door clicked open, and waiting on the other side of it Officer Fontaine stood like a human roadblock.

	“I can take it to him,” he said.

	Not a chance. “I’m also here to consult with him on a case.”

	Howie’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t think this was a coroner case.”

	Since I only worked on the cases that the Chimacam County Prosecutor/Coroner deemed worthy of her budget’s limited resources, those cases typically involved an unusual death shrouded by mysterious circumstances. And before they were turned over to the local police or the sheriff’s department, one of the deputized staffers—usually me—would launch a fact-finding mission.

	My mouth went dry. Not only had Howie just informed me that someone had died in the night, Little Dog had been taken into custody to face criminal charges for causing that death.

	“Clearly that determination isn’t official,” I stated, giving the rookie patrolman my best withering stare. “I mean, really, would I have rushed over in this weather otherwise?”

	“Uh…” His gaze landed on the wet bag in my hand.

	Okay, so stopping off to pick up some apple fritters didn’t help my argument. “Either tell him I’m here or buzz me in.”

	Howie picked up the nearest desk phone and punched three buttons. “Char’s here to see you. Yeah, to consult with you.”

	I winced at his injection of sarcasm.

	Howie turned to me. “He wants to know what you brought to eat.”

	Clearly, nobody was buying my consultation angle this morning. “Apple fritters.”

	He repeated the information and then disconnected. “He’ll be right out.”

	I held the bag out to him. “Want one?”

	“Thanks,” he said, pulling out the biggest of the three.

	“You giving away my breakfast?” Steve called out over the buzz of the security door that led to the restricted domain of the department.

	“Nope.” I had given away my breakfast. Just as well. I didn’t need the fat calories. “I had extra.”

	“In the event you needed to bribe your way in here?”

	“It worked, didn’t it?” I said as he held the door open for me.

	Steve blew out a weary breath. “I guess it’s safe to assume that you heard the news.”

	“Yeah. What happened?”

	“Not out here.”

	The hallway leading to his office was deserted. As were the three offices we passed, so it wasn’t like there was anyone around to overhear us, but I could sense the tension emanating from Steve like heat waves and knew better than to press.

	I followed Port Merritt PD’s one and only detective through the open door marked Investigation Division and placed the bag and coffees next to his computer monitor.

	Watching me take a seat in the hardback chair across from his metal desk, he frowned. “You’re soaked. Want me to get some paper towels?”

	I reached into the bag for a couple of napkins to sop up the drips cascading from my wet hair. “I’m fine. Can you tell me what happened? Is Georgie okay?”

	“He’s okay physically.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	Steve’s lips flattened into a grim line. “It’s not looking good for him.”

	I shivered, my skin crawling with apprehension. “What on earth happened?”

	“We’re still sorting that out.”

	In other words, he wasn’t going to tell me.

	“Okay,” I said, wrapping my hands around the closest coffee cup to soak in some much-needed warmth. “Can you at least tell me who died?”

	He popped the plastic top of his cup and dumped in some creamer. “I take it from your attire that you’re not heading straight to the courthouse from here?”

	“Yeah, it’s not mangy Monday.”

	Leaning back in his black vinyl chair, Steve fixed me with an icy stare that chilled me to my marrow. “You remember Colt Ziegler?”

	Mainly as the idiot who got suspended after picking a fight with Little Dog back in high school. “Sure.”

	“He was found by a tow truck driver delivering a vehicle to Bassett Motor Works early this morning.”

	I sucked in a breath. “Dead?”

	Steve nodded. “From an apparent blow to the head.”

	“Holy crap. And what… Howie arrested Little Dog because he’d heard about that stupid fight a million years ago?”

	“No, he called me, and I took Dog in for questioning.”

	“You don’t think he killed Colt, do you?”

	“Doesn’t matter what I think. All I know is that a man is dead who shouldn’t be, and Dog admitted having a run-in with him last night. So until he gets a bail hearing, he has to remain in holding.”

	“When’s the hearing gonna be?”

	“Later this morning.”

	Reeling with this information, I almost felt like I’d experienced a blow to the head. “Holy crap!”

	Steve touched my hand. “Go home and get ready for work. There isn’t anything any of us can do now but wait.”

	Intellectually I understood that he’d dispensed some reasonable advice, but everything about what I had just heard felt very, very wrong.

	I leaned across the desk to give him a kiss. “Call me if there’s any news,” I said, heading for the door. But I knew he wouldn’t. This was going to be a long, miserable day of waiting, probably the beginning of an even more miserable week.

	And I had wanted this week to be different.

	Boy, would it ever be.


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	AFTER CHASING AWAY my shivers with a hot shower, I gave my hair a quick blast with my blow dryer, threw on a cotton tunic and black jeans, and drove down the hill toward the highway.

	Yes, if I had followed Steve’s advice and trotted off to work, I would have turned right out of my apartment complex instead of left, but this way I could do a drive-by of Bassett Motor Works and satisfy… What, I wasn’t sure. Morbid curiosity about the scene of the crime?

	Maybe in part.

	More than anything, I wanted to understand how the heck the lovable doofus Steve and I grew up with could be responsible for the death of Colt Ziegler.

	Slowing as I approached the entrance, I was astonished at how normal the auto repair yard appeared. Even the black and white mutt sleeping near the front door of the office seemed oblivious to the fact that Little Dog had been arrested.

	I didn’t know what I’d expected to see. Cop cars and yellow crime scene tape cordoning off the area? There was none of that. Of course, Steve would have been the one working the scene after he got that early morning call, and the CSI team of one had obviously come and gone.

	With a logging truck gaining ground on the two-lane highway behind me, I pulled into the entrance to let it pass. That’s when I noticed George Senior poking his head out of the garage. Probably because the Jaguar XJ6 I’d been awarded in the divorce settlement sounded like it was rattling a cowbell—one in a growing list of maladies Georgie was going to fix once I got another paycheck under my belt.

	Senior waved, more business-like than friendly.

	I figured it would be rude to drive off without an explanation of what I was doing there, so I parked next to an older-model Jeep waiting its turn for garage time and stepped out into what was now a steady stream of drizzle.

	I was immediately greeted by barking.

	Behind the dog, George Senior, the six-foot-five block of iron from which his ruddy-faced, redhead son had been chipped, gingerly approached me like a man nursing a hangover. His eyes looked the part too—watery, bloodshot. But given the events of the morning, the Big Dog of Bassett Motor Works had to be suffering from something much more profound than a hangover.

	“Rufus, knock it off. Sorry,” he said, turning his attention to me as he wiped his hands on an oil-stained rag. “We’re pretty backed up right now, but if you want to drop your car off later in the week, we should…” His voice broke. “We might be able to fit you in.”

	“Actually, I’m not here about my car.”

	Nodding, the big man’s eyes welled with tears. “You heard about Junior.”

	“I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

	“You know any good lawyers?”

	Yes, but they all worked for my boss. “I’ll ask around.”

	Senior wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his coveralls. “Appreciate it.”

	I didn’t want to pick at an open wound, but since Steve was never in a sharing mood when it came to his cases, I figured this might be my one and only opportunity to glean some details about what had happened. “Did you have a chance to talk to Georgie before he was arrested?”

	Senior shook his head. “Didn’t even know he’d been arrested until he called from jail.”

	“Did he tell you what happened?”

	“Char, he doesn’t know what happened. After he kicked that Ziegler kid off the property—”

	“What was he doing here in the middle of the night?”

	“Junior said he was breaking into that limo.” Senior pointed at the white Lincoln Town Car sticking out in the row of sedans parked between the office and the chain link fence edging the south property line.

	“Rufus here started barking—something he never does unless there’s someone on the lot who shouldn’t be. That’s when Junior grabbed his baseball bat and ran down from his apartment to chase him off.”

	My breath caught in my throat. “So he hit him with the bat?”

	Senior scowled. “He barely touched that punk. Gave him a good shove out the front gate and that’s pretty much it.”

	I didn’t want to make a worried father’s morning worse by pressing the point, but that couldn’t have been it. Steve wouldn’t have made an arrest, and there would have been one more Bassett to help with the backlog around here.

	“Where’s the bat?” I glanced over at Georgie’s second-floor apartment above the office, hoping against hope that it was mounted on some wall up there. 

	George Senior heaved a sigh. “Steve has it.”

	I was afraid he was going to say that.

	 

	* * *

	 

	“I didn’t think it was raining that hard,” Patsy Faraday said, raking her disparaging gaze over my brown mop of rapidly frizzing hair as I passed her desk.

	“It’s not.” But when one of my friends could be facing some serious jail time, getting rained on is the least of my concerns.

	I looked past her at the empty office of the boss we shared. “Is Frankie in yet? I need to speak with her.”

	The County Prosecutor’s legal assistant arched an eyebrow. “She’s in a meeting. What exactly do you need?”

	The name of an attorney for Little Dog. And in no way, shape, or form was I going to get that from Patsy without having to first choke down a big slice of condescension pie. “Never mind. I’ll catch her later.”

	I headed down the hall, following the worn-down path in the carpeting to the break room, where I was relieved to see an almost full pot of coffee.

	After I poured a cup, I dropped my tote off at my desk and then marched straight to Ben Santiago’s office.

	I knocked and waited for the Deputy Criminal Prosecutor to wave me in. He did without hesitation, but the crinkle of irritation between his thick black eyebrows told me that it would be advisable to make this impromptu visit a short one.

	“Good morning,” I said, placing the coffee mug well away from the red file folder open in front of him.

	Peering over his horn-rimmed glasses, his hooded dark eyes narrowed as they swept over my hair. “Get caught in the rain this morning?”

	More than once. “Yeah, I ran into George Bassett this morning.” Sort of. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but his son has been arrested and—”

	“I know. I’m reviewing the case right now.”

	That explained the red file folder—red being the color that distinguished the criminal cases handled by Ben’s department. 

	I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. “Unless you plan to tell Detective Sixkiller to drop the charges and release George Junior, he’s gonna need a lawyer.”

	Ben slowly nodded. “He’s definitely going to need a lawyer.”

	Criminy. “Then could you recommend a good defense attorney?”

	He reached into his top drawer and pulled out a short stack of business cards. “This is a little unorthodox since I’m the one who’ll be prosecuting this case,” he said, removing a rubber band and thumbing through the cards. “But these two are probably the best in the tri-county area.”

	I quickly scanned the cards he’d handed me. It didn’t surprise me that both attorneys had offices in Seattle and Port Townsend, a popular tourist destination a half-hour north of town. A lot of the more high-powered professionals in the region extended their reach by hopping on a Seattle-bound ferry a couple of times a week. And most of us who might need to avail ourselves of their services recognized those services would come at a premium cost.

	It was another lesson this former pastry chef repeatedly learned in culinary school. If you want the best outcome, you have to invest in the best.

	I just hoped Little Dog and his father would feel the same way.


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	WITH THE SEALED subpoena that Patsy had just handed me to deliver, I felt like I was holding a permission slip. Maybe not to loiter outside of Judge Witten’s courtroom, but at least I had been granted a temporary reprieve from refreshing the county’s webpage for an update on Little Dog’s bail hearing like I’d been doing for the last two hours.

	I put my ear up to the door and heard nothing but muffled voices. That gave me a decision to make. I could go in and risk incurring Frankie’s wrath if any of her subordinates tattled on me poking my nose where it didn’t belong, or I could brave some more rain and go deliver a subpoena. Neither option felt like the right choice.

	“If you have no business inside, step away please,” said Sheriff’s Deputy Mankowitz, the buzz-cut human security system, standing guard between the two courtrooms.

	With no desire to invite any trouble with Deputy Mankowitz, I smiled as I closed the distance between us. “Have you seen George Bassett come out of the courtroom?”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“I have something for him.” Not that I needed to explain myself, but I didn’t want the next two words out of his mouth to be Move along.

	He glanced down at the envelope I was holding, and I covered the name with my thumb.

	The deputy shifted his gaze to the big brass clock mounted over the main entrance, one of several original nineteenth-century courthouse artifacts still in use. “Shouldn’t be much longer.”

	That’s what I’d wanted to believe most of the morning, but at least I’d finally received confirmation from a reliable source.

	After almost five minutes of pacing the length of the gold and black checkerboard hallway outside the courtrooms, my cell phone chirped with a text message from Lucille. Like me, she wanted a news update.

	“Get in line,” I muttered, tucking my cell back in the tote slung over my shoulder.

	Just as I thought about cooling my jets on the wooden bench opposite the courtroom, a bailiff opened the door, and a small, somber-looking crowd filed out. Many I knew as long-time residents of Port Merritt.

	None of them made eye contact with me, including the large man at the back of the pack heading for the stairs.

	“Mr. Bassett,” I called out, hurrying to catch up with him just as my phone started ringing. Give me a break, Lucille. “May I speak with you for a moment?”

	He turned to me and blinked, slightly unfocused.

	Since he looked as if he could take a header down the stairs, I took his elbow to lead him back to that bench. “How’d it go in there?”

	Easing himself onto the edge of the seat, George Senior shook his head. “Junior’s in a heap of trouble.”

	“What’s he being charged with?”

	“Second-degree murder.”

	“Holy moly!”

	He took a deep breath and slowly released it. “Yeah.”

	“Will he be released on bail?” Georgie had no criminal history and had been an active member of this community, coaching the peewee football team with Steve. That had to count for something, no matter how strong the evidence appeared to be against him.

	Senior nodded. “I might have to take out a loan, but I’m getting him out of there today.”

	I handed him the two business cards Ben gave me. “These two attorneys came highly recommended.”

	He fingered the embossed cards. “Port Townsend and Seattle, huh?”

	“They’re supposed to be the best.”

	“Looks like I’m gonna need a bigger loan.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	After I drove to the south end of town and slapped the subpoena into the hand of a disgruntled tax attorney, I stopped at Duke’s to get Lucille to stop calling me every ten minutes.

	“About dang time,” she grumbled the moment the silver bell over the front door jingled to announce my arrival.

	I sighed. “Hello to you, too.”

	Quickly splashing some coffee into the two empty cups at the counter, Lucille squeaked into the kitchen with the carafe and motioned for me to follow her.

	Duke eyeballed me while a couple of greasy burgers sputtered on the grill. “You here for lunch or to pay me the money you owe me?”

	“Both,” I said, not breaking stride.

	“What’ll you have?”

	“I’ll make myself a salad in a couple of minutes.”

	“Salad! You must be trying to stick to that diet.”

	“Yep.” Despite the fact that I was hankering for one of those burgers. Preferably with some bleu cheese and bacon.

	I grabbed a bottle of water off a storage rack as I went by to try to drown the craving.

	“Sit,” Lucille said, pointing at the pine bar stool across the worktable from my great-aunt.

	Alice knit her brow as she spread fluffy meringue over the lemon filling of her last pie for the day. “Good grief, Luce. Can’t you let the girl have some lunch in peace?”

	Lucille glowered at her friend of over fifty years. “Do you want to know what she found out, or not?”

	“Oh, yes!” She settled back on her stool and stared at me expectantly. “So, spill it.”

	“I don’t know a lot of details, but here’s what’s happened so far. As you know, Little Dog was taken into police custody early this morning. He’s now facing some serious charges,” I said, avoiding the word, murder, so that I wouldn’t fan the flames of Gossip Central with a blowtorch. “The good news is that he should be released on bail very soon.” Assuming that the Big Dog’s meeting with his banker went well.

	Lucille leaned in. “Arlene Koker came in for breakfast around seven…”

	As per usual. You could set a watch by the eating habits of the senior center’s activity director.

	“She said that she saw Curtis’s hearse parked next to a cop car outside Bassett’s garage.”

	I must have just missed it.

	Alice reached across the table and wrapped her warm hand over mine. “So, who died?”

	I didn’t know if notification had been made to the Ziegler family, so full disclosure was off the table. “I’m sure more details about what happened will be made available tomorrow.”

	I stepped away from the table to signal the end of today’s briefing.

	Lucille grabbed my arm. “That’s it? Little Dog whacks somebody, and that’s all you’re going to tell us?”

	“That’s all I know.”

	“Hon, you’re not the only one around here who can tell when someone’s lying.”

	Stifling a sigh, I headed for the refrigerator near the grill, where Duke kept the salad fixings.

	Unfortunately, Lucille was in squeaky lockstep with me.

	“That boy’s in some deep doo-doo, isn’t he?” she asked, lowering her voice.

	I nodded as I pulled out a bag of lettuce.

	“Did he lawyer up?”

	“Pretty sure that’ll happen later today.”

	“Order up!” Duke barked in our direction.

	Lucille skulked toward the grill. “Well, this week is off to a sucky bang.”

	I couldn’t agree with her more.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Almost an hour later, I was experiencing my more typical source of aerobic exercise, climbing three flights of stairs, when I heard my name reverberating off the courthouse plaster walls.

	Catching my breath, I turned to see Ben Santiago coming up the marble steps behind me with a plastic Roadkill Grill cup in his hand.

	The Roadkill Grill was a no-frills local dive, but the fries were good, and there was no Lucille there to hang on his every word, so I couldn’t blame him for patronizing Duke’s competition.

	“I’m glad I caught you,” he said.

	He was? I couldn’t imagine why.

	Ben flashed me the breezy smile of a politician courting my vote. “Have a minute?”

	“Sure.”

	He led me to the bench seat, where I’d sat with George Senior after the bail hearing. “I had lunch with Detective Sixkiller today.”

	Okay. It made sense that the criminal prosecutor might want to talk to the arresting officer who just happened to be one of George Bassett Junior’s best friends.

	But why was he telling me about it?

	I nodded, smiling politely.

	“He mentioned that when he went out to do the notification, the victim’s mother had some choice words about a prior incident between her son and Mr. Bassett.”

	“That fight back in high school?” That was old news.

	Ben’s gaze sharpened. “They’d had a previous fight?”

	I was just about to give myself a mental head slap for helping to dig Georgie a deeper hole when the significance of what I’d just heard struck me with a wallop. “Tami Ziegler said there’d been a second fight?”

	“According to Mrs. Ziegler, Bassett broke her son’s nose two years ago.”

	What? “That’s the first I’m hearing about this.”

	“That’s pretty much what Steve said.”

	Not only was no police report filed on the incident, Georgie never mentioned it. Because he had wanted to keep it quiet, or because it never happened?

	That same calculating smile passed over Ben’s lips. “You know Mrs. Ziegler, right?”

	“Yeah?” I also knew that he wanted something beyond some background information from me.

	“Would you have time to speak with her this afternoon and assess the veracity of her claim?”

	Instead of spending the rest of my day filing in the bowels of the third floor? Boy, would I. “No problem. How about the other family members and friends? I probably know most of them.” At least the ones who had lived around here for a while. “Want me to interview them, too?”

	He nodded. “Talk to anyone who might have information on the incident. If there was a conflict that had been escalating between them, I want to know about it.”

	“Got it.”

	Ben pushed off the bench.

	I did the same, and then followed his lead as he headed toward the office to the right of the stairs.

	“One last thing,” he said, opening the door for me. “I know you’re friends with Steve and the Bassetts, but let’s keep this between us for now.”

	This wasn’t the first time that one of the prosecutors had warned me about sharing details of a case beyond our office walls. But never before had the instruction made my skin crawl. “Understood.”

	“Get a copy of the file from my assistant, and reference the case number in all your communications.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	With a nod, Ben headed down the hall, leaving me reeling next to the receptionist’s desk.

	“Char? Are you okay?” she asked.

	No. I had just been enlisted to help convict Little Dog of murder.


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	AFTER LOOKING UP a few addresses, I set out on my information-gathering mission. My first stop: the Port Merritt Police Department.

	I pulled behind Steve’s Crown Victoria, turned off the ignition, and called him on my cell phone.

	“Let me call you back,” he hurriedly said after several rings.

	“Better yet, come outside.”

	“You’re here?”

	“Parked behind your car.”

	Without responding, Steve disconnected.

	Five minutes later, he opened the passenger door and angled himself in. “What?”

	Okay, I understood the frosty reception. Steve was busy with one of the most important cases of his career. But so was I, and I needed to speak with the great guy I’d been sleeping with for the past seven months, not an impatient clone of my ex.

	I leaned across the center console and kissed his lips. “How’re you doing?”

	Pulling away, he stared out the drizzle-coated windshield. “How do you think?”

	“Me, too.”

	“This is bad, Char.”

	I took his hand in mine. “I know. Ben told me about what happened when you visited Colt’s mother.”

	Steve’s grip tightened as he turned to me. “That’s not for public consumption at Duke’s.”

	“Give me some credit. I know how serious this is. That’s why I’m here.”

	He pierced me with the intensity of his dark gaze. “Please don’t tell me—”

	“I’m not here to tell you anything,” I said, hoping that he’d get the full measure of my meaning. “I just need to know if she mentioned anyone else who might have been a witness to the fight.”

	“Why?”

	“Trust that I’m asking for a good reason. Did she mention anyone?”

	Wordlessly, Steve leaned closer as if he were challenging me to join him in a staring contest, much like when we were kids. “What are you up to?”

	“Just doing my job.”

	“I don’t like that you’re getting involved in this.”

	“Not my idea, Detective.”

	He opened the door and swung his long legs out of the car. “See you around.”

	“Wait a minute!” I leaned across the console so that I could see his face. “You’re just gonna walk away?”

	A flicker of a smile crossed Steve’s tan lips before he ducked back through the doorway for a kiss. “I meant to do that first, and no.”

	If he was trying to confuse me, he was doing a good job of it. “No, what?”

	“No, Tami Ziegler didn’t mention anyone else, so why don’t you ask her about that.”

	I intended to.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The last time I’d seen Tami Ziegler was three weeks ago at Duke’s, when we’d sat together at the counter during a crowded lunch hour.

	Tami had graduated Port Merritt High in the same class as my actress mother, so I’d anticipated that we’d chat about at least one of the three usual topics: the latest Marietta Moreau teen scream movie, how great my mom looked in her last infomercial, or her engagement to Barry Ferris, my high school biology teacher.

	Tami and I managed to hit all three that afternoon. As a bonus, I got to hear all about how Mr. Ferris used to date her best friend and fellow divorcee, Renee Ireland, a newshound for the weekly Port Merritt Gazette.

	While I hadn’t wanted to dig any deeper into the love life of my soon-to-be fourth stepfather, I had squirreled away that little relationship nut as something I needed to be mindful of.

	Especially today.

	Colt’s death and Georgie’s arrest made for headline news, and with her tight relationship with Tami, Renee would surely demand the byline. So it came as no surprise when I turned onto K Street and spotted Renee’s ice blue Subaru as one of the two vehicles parked in front of Tami’s rambler.

	It put a monkey wrench in my plans though, because I couldn’t very well conduct an interview with a reporter in the room.

	But as I parked behind a minivan, I reminded myself that I had something she didn’t have: a little badge that made me an officer of the court. About as low on the totem pole of officialdom that one could go, but even my lowly rank had some privileges. I just needed to channel Deputy Mankowitz and insist that Renee move along.

	Also, keep my comments to a minimum to avoid running the risk of them resurfacing in the newspaper.

	With my plan of action in place I approached the white stucco house. That’s when I saw Renee step outside, shutting the front door behind her.

	At first I was relieved. While my mother wasn’t the only one in the family who could deliver a rehearsed line with some authority, Deputy Mankowitz would have been a stretch. But unlike my mother I had no desire for any publicity, and a reporter was rapidly descending upon me.

	“Well, hello, Charmaine,” she said, greeting me with a smile too gleeful for the reason that had brought us both here.

	I didn’t want to lead her back to Tami’s doorstep, so I stopped to talk. “Hey, Renee.”

	Standing in front of me in skinny jeans and heels that made her long legs look even longer, Renee Ireland towered over me by at least seven inches.

	I’d always assumed she used her size and former model good looks to her advantage when trying to snare an interview. I had just never imagined myself as the interviewee in her sights.

	As a cool breeze ruffled her soft strawberry blond curls she thrust a handheld recorder in front of my face. “Are you here in some sort of official capacity?”

	“I’m just here to chat with Tami.”

	“As a representative of the coroner’s office?”

	“As you can imagine, there are some things having to do with the body that must be discussed,” I stated solemnly, counting on the fact that Renee wouldn’t want to step into the weeds of death and dying.

	She blanched as if the Grim Reaper had sent me. “Of course. But can you tell me if there have been any findings I can share with my readers?”

	I knew it was in my best interest to play dumb. “Oh, I wouldn’t know. That’s above my pay grade.”

	Puckering, Renee turned off her recorder. “Okay, I’ll call Frankie to schedule an interview.”

	You’re never going to get past Patsy, I thought, watching Renee climb into her Subaru.

	I didn’t want any more surprises, so I waited for her to drive out of sight before stepping onto the porch to ring the doorbell.

	“Tell them to go away,” a tearful voice said.

	As a death investigator for the county, I had grown accustomed to emotionally fraught home visits. It didn’t mean I liked it, but as long as no one on the other side of the door was a media member, I could handle a few minutes of less than gracious company. And based on who just cracked the door open, it appeared that company would include Colt’s older sister, Kendra Sparks.

	Kendra had been two years ahead of me in school, so we hadn’t been particularly close, but she knew me.

	Unfortunately, that failed to serve as an equalizer to the level of wariness in her eyes. “If you’re here to see my mom, it isn’t a good time.”

	I flashed my deputy coroner badge to encourage her cooperation. “I’m sorry, but I’m here on behalf of the coroner’s office.” Partially true, but I couldn’t very well lead this potential witness by admitting that the criminal prosecutor sent me to get more dirt on how Colt broke his nose.

	With a sigh Kendra opened the door and I stepped into a house that reeked of a filthy litter box. 

	One long-haired gray and white cat hovered by the door while twin charcoal kitties darted down the nearby hallway.

	Kendra shut the door with a loud thud and the gray and white skittered away to join his buddies. “We have to be careful answering the door because that one likes to make a break for it.”
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