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The sun was starting to rise, ready to wake the rest of Burlington with its red and orange hues, while Jake stretched before beginning his run along one of the seven trails at Rock Point Loop.

It was a ritual he’d started a few months after he opened Connolly Investigations. He’d wake up at 5:45, enjoy a light breakfast, change into his running clothes, then fill his water bottle to the brim before driving to the trailhead to spend the next hour reacquainting himself with nature. 

Birds perched on the branches of the surrounding trees, humming their morning song; creatures snapping twigs as they scurried through the woods, trying to stay hidden; and the smell of pine and cedar pinching the air, awakened the senses of early risers. 

Running had become a way of clearing his head, forgetting old cases, and for the past four months, training for the Vermont City Marathon. Come Sunday, he and Parker Jones, his friend and former co-worker, would put their training to the test by joining thousands of other runners at the start line and working up the biggest sweat of their lives.

Parker was supposed to join him at the trail this morning, like he’d done every day throughout their training, but at 4:00AM he was called to a murder scene. “Sorry, brother. Dead bodies are very demanding,” he’d said.

Ain’t that the truth.

Jake finished stretching, set the usual eight-mile goal on his Fitbit, then he put his feet in motion. He was fifteen minutes into his run on the Holy Trinity Trail before he exhaled a breath of frustration. His stride was steady, but his focus was off, resulting in a slower than usual pace.

“On your left,” a biker called behind him.

Jake moved to the side then came to a stop. He looked down at his watch and groaned. “Dammit.” He was only a mile and a half in when he should have been closing on his second. He exhaled sharply. “Dana.” Why did she have to come back?

He unclipped his water bottle from his waist band, took a big swig, then replaced it. He ran in place for a few seconds, then proceeded with his run, putting forth his best effort to clear his mind of all distractions. He kept his eyes straight ahead and his ear to the ground, following the rhythm of his footwork.

One, two. One, two. 

But it was useless. Flashbacks from the day before flooded his mind. The day started fine and had only gotten better when Lynn came to his office with lunch from Deep City. He had immediately dug into his brisket burger, while she could barely manage swallowing one piece of her BLT. 

Looking back, he should have put the pieces together. The dizziness, the fatigue, the nausea. He had attributed it to stress, balancing the responsibilities of motherhood and businesswoman while, at the same time, preparing for her transition into the PI world. 

But it wasn’t stress. Not even close. He spent years as a detective, chasing clues, putting murderers and kidnappers behind bars, and as a PI, he helped give people closure. He prided himself on staying one step ahead. But nothing could have prepared him for the words: “I’m pregnant.”

He was shocked, to say the least, and confused. Lynn was on birth control, and he couldn’t remember a time when they hadn’t used a condom. But it hit him later that night; their first date. They had gotten themselves so worked up for each other’s bodies, the idea of using protection had slipped both their minds.

His initial reaction to Lynn’s announcement was to bulldoze his way past it. He must have changed the subject two or three times before he faced reality. The idea of having a baby was nerve-racking, for sure, but it was also exhilarating. He always wanted to be a parent, and he couldn’t think of anyone better than Lynn to share that experience with.

“What are we going to do?” she had asked, with concern reflecting off her beautiful green eyes. His instinct was to lighten the mood with a joke.

Did I really make the comparison of having a baby to eating an elephant? ‘One bite at a time.’ What was I thinking?

She had gone from looking concerned to absolutely bewildered, until finally, he did the one thing he should have done from the start. He got up from his chair, took her into his arms, and assured her that he wasn’t going anywhere.

The day should have ended there, celebrating the greatest moment of his life. Instead, it would forever be tainted with the memory of his ex-girlfriend, Dana Wilson, barging into his office and demanding his help. 

His jaw clenched as the flashback haunted him. He picked up his speed, anger igniting his pace. He had wanted to throw Dana out, but Lynn encouraged him to give her a chance.

So, he listened. In those next few minutes, his mood shifted from angry and annoyed to sympathetic. Dana’s sister, Hannah, had been murdered; gunned down in her own home. He knew Hannah; He liked her, flawed as she was, and he agreed with Dana. She didn’t deserve her brutal fate. But the cops had a solid case. Hannah’s husband, Aiden, had a shaky alibi and was found with her blood on his hands. With Hannah’s history of infidelity, he also had motive. 

Still, Dana insisted on his innocence. “Aiden would never hurt Hannah, let alone kill her. I need you to find the real killer.”

She’d pleaded with him for what felt like hours, until he finally gave in. He made no promises to take the case, only that he would consider the possibility. When she left, he was filled with instant regret. He wanted to pick up his phone, call the number on the card she’d left with him, and tell her that the case wasn’t worth investigating. 

But Lynn stopped him with the reminder that not everything is always as it seems. “There was evidence against Drew’s sobriety. Common sense said he took off on a bender, but you took the case. Why not Dana’s?”

She had a point. Lynn’s ex-husband, Drew, had gone missing a couple of months ago. His case had been gift-wrapped as a drug addict who’d relapsed and abandoned his family, but Lynn’s gut feeling was enough to convince Jake that Drew may have been a victim of something deeper. And he was.

So just like that, he agreed to ignore his usual protocol of careful research and consideration and take Dana as a client, however, under the condition that Lynn assist him with his other cases. “What better way to learn the PI business than from a pro with a desk-load of cases?” 

“You’ve got yourself an assistant,” she’d said. 

They’d sealed the deal with a kiss, and she stayed with him while he made the call to Dana.

Lynn had a way about her. Her kindness, determination, and compassion for anyone in need, even her boyfriend’s pushy ex-girlfriend, wasn’t just inspiring, it was contagious. Even when she wasn’t around, just the thought of her was enough to break through Jake’s barriers. The truth was, Lynn could never be Jake’s “assistant.” She was his partner in every sense of the word. 

Using the back of his hand, he swiped beads of sweat from his forehead as he completed mile seven of his eight-mile run. His focus had returned, and he was running at his usual pace, no longer driven by anger and resentment. He was feeling calm and motivated. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Jake walked through the front door of his forest-green Colonial, kicked off his blue Asics running shoes, and moved them toward the wall with his foot. Turning slightly to his left, he looped his keyring through one of the hooks on the coffee-colored farmhouse key rack mounted to his wall—a housewarming gift from his sister, Celeste. The corners of his mouth lifted with amusement from the memory of that visit three years ago.

Celeste had a ritual, only ever with Jake. Whenever she stopped by for a visit, she’d find a way to offer unsolicited advice wrapped in constructive criticism on a randomly picked topic in his life. It was an art that took years of work to master, and it always ended with, “I say this with love, of course.” 

After he thanked her for the key rack and the matching farmhouse table for the entryway—that he really didn’t need—he gave her and her husband, Dr. Logan Drake, a tour of the new house. Logan had a comment for every room: the three bedrooms with spacious open closets, the hotel-sized bathroom with heated floors and a glass enclosed bathtub, and the spacious kitchen with brand-new stainless-steel appliances. 

“Wow, dude. This house...” His mouth was agape, and his light-green eyes had been wide with envy as he thoughtfully stroked his neatly trimmed blond beard. “It makes me want to gut mine. Seriously though, it’s awesome.” Then the surgeon clapped Jake on the back with a strong, steady hand.

All the while, Celeste had stayed silent with a forced smile painted across her face. Until they were back where they’d started, in the living room, sitting on Jake’s brown suede couch. 

“So, what’d you think?” Jake had asked, knowing full well where the question would lead.

“Can I be honest?”

He chuckled. “Come on, Celeste, aren’t you always?”

“It’s nice, definitely an upgrade from that small, cramped apartment you shared with her.” Her shimmering blue eyes had turned to ice. “That text-leaving, high maintenance, bitch of an ex-girlfriend. I mean, who does that? She was so—”

“Getting off topic, honey,” Logan had piped in. 

He glanced at Jake, smiled, and rolled his eyes.

“Right. Sorry. I just think your house needs more...”

“More what?” Jake had asked her with genuine confusion. He’d thought it was great, no improvements needed.

“For starters, these walls. They’re so bare. You should consider sprucing them up with paintings. A few decorations wouldn’t hurt, and my God, big brother, how old is your furniture? This couch looks like it was purchased from a frat house.” She had indicated a microscopic salsa stain too stubborn to be removed. “If you want to have a serious relationship someday, a functional one this time, you need to put effort into your home. I say this with love, of course.”

Usually, Jake took Celeste’s input with a grain of salt, but this time he gave her words some thought. He’d purchased a couple of house plants for his living room bay window, livened his “bare walls” with a few canvas paintings and family photos, and replaced his “frat couch” with a full living room set, straight from a Bob’s furniture catalog. As much as it pained him to admit, Celeste was right.

But lately, Jake had been feeling like the house was lacking something: sound. The sound of a two-person conversation at the end of the night; the clanking of forks scraping the remnants of a homecooked meal for three; a child’s laughter chasing the sound of a puppy’s excited bark. His house was missing Lynn, Danny, and Snowball.

An incoming call snapped him back to reality. He smiled when he saw Lynn’s name on the read-out. “I was just thinking about you.”

“Oh, yeah? All good things I hope.”

“Of course. Though they’re not always suitable for wandering ears.” He said it in a husky voice. “Speaking of which. I had this pretty amazing dream last night. It involved you and me, and every room in my house.”

“I’m going to stop you there and change the subject before we get ourselves too excited.” She giggled.

Too late for that. He lowered his head, his growing erection distracting him from his conversation with her. 

Now’s not the time. Come on. Think baseball. Major leagues. Red Socks crushing the Patriots. God. Lynn would look great in a souvenir jersey. The image of her wearing the red, blue and white attire, with the top buttons undone, giving a teasing view of her safely guarded gems, heightened his arousal.

He heard the murmur of a one-sided conversation rendered moot by his overwhelming desire for sexual release. 

He concentrated on the best mood killer: his siblings. His younger brother, Ryan, the motivational speaker, always bragging about his “public image” and his numerous TV appearances. And Celeste, with her relentless nagging. “I say this with love, of course.” The echo of those ever-loving words broke the sensual barrier.

Finally. Shit. Lynn. What the hell is she saying?

“Jake? Did you hear me? Are you still there?”

“Sorry. I-I dropped my phone. Say again?”

“I was saying that we never set a time for me to come to the office this morning.”

He chuckled. “You would think that subject would have come up.”

“I need to check on a few things at work before my nine-thirty consultation with a business broker.”

“And I’m meeting with the chief medical examiner at nine, followed by what can only be imagined as a very awkward visit with Dana and Hannah’s mother. So, let’s say ten-thirty?”

“Ten-thirty. Ish. Partner.”

“Partner. That has a nice ring to it, huh?”

“It does. So, partner, I feel like I need to ask. How are you feeling about taking this case? Are you still on the fence?” 

“I was never off it. But you were right. If Aiden is innocent, he’ll need someone in his corner to prove it.”

“Dana came to you for a reason, Jake. She knows you’re the best. And so do I.”

He grinned. “No. I’m afraid that title belongs to someone else.”

“I see. Anyone I know?”

“Baby, that title’s been yours since the day I met you.”

“Wow.” 

Jake could tell she was smiling by her quick exhale.

“Flattery will get you everywhere. Keep it coming.” 

“Oh, I plan on it. Later.”

She exhaled a breathy laugh. “I’ll see you soon.”

Seconds after clicking off the call, a reminder popped up on his phone for his nine o’ clock meeting with Dr. Sam Lewis, or Sammy as Jake knew him. 

He had just over an hour to get ready. An hour before he officially entered back into Dana’s world. “Oh, joy,” he grumbled. He massaged the back of his knotted neck.

It wasn’t that he regretted his time with Dana. She was a good person in her own way, but her life wasn’t without its fair share of drama and dysfunction. Her mother, Dottie, exerted most of her attention on Hannah, since her bipolar diagnosis at fourteen. Dottie’s husband, Frank, was a workaholic who rarely spent time at home after the diagnosis. Dana was left to her own devices. It was no wonder she developed a carefree lifestyle, always living from one moment to the next.

Yeah, this will be fun.

Placing his phone and watch on the entryway table, Jake headed down the hallway, grabbed a towel from the linen closet and walked into the bathroom, leaving his apprehension temporarily at the door. He stepped into the shower, turned the water on, and closed his eyes, surrendering to the healing power of his rainforest showerhead. The rest of this day was going to be hell. 
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While he was driving to the Chief Medical Examiner’s office in his silver Hyundai Elantra with the radio on low, Jake thought back on his conversation with Dana when he called her yesterday afternoon to accept the case.

“Oh, Jake. Thank you. Thank you so much,” she’d said, her excitement flooding his ear canal. “I know Aiden will be just as grateful as I am.”

“Now, Dana, hold on. It’s like I said earlier—”

“I know. I know. You can’t make promises. But I’m telling you Aiden is innocent. You’re on the case now. You’ll see. You’ll prove those cops wrong.”

He’d let out a frustrated sigh. “You keep saying that. Aiden is innocent. The cops have the wrong guy. But you haven’t given me any real reason to believe it.” He wanted to do more than sigh. He wanted to scream, “I take it back. Find someone else,” but Lynn had gently squeezed his knee and mouthed the words ‘You got this.’ 

“You want a reason? Fine,” she’d said, her own frustration seeping through the phone. “Would a guilty person be interrogated by the cops for hours on end without a lawyer present?”

He remembered his eyes nearly popping from their sockets. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You’re telling me, he’s been sitting in the police station, talking to the cops, without representation? The guy is a software engineer. He could have hired the best attorney in Vermont and been out of interrogation before his ass hit the seat.”

“Yes, that’s my point. He’s been cooperative. He wants to help, but instead, he’s being labeled as the prime suspect.”

“Okay, when was he arrested?”

She hesitated in thought for a moment, then: “Sunday night. Well technically he was just taken in for questioning. He hasn’t been officially charged with anything.”

“Seriously, Dana? They can only hold him for up to forty-eight hours in Vermont without charging him with something. If they don’t find evidence before then, he’ll be home by Tuesday. So, remind me why I’m taking this case again?”

She’d exhaled sharply. “Evidence or no evidence, none of that matters.” Her tone had reached a level of exasperation. “Whether Aiden is at the station or at home on his couch, the cops believe he’s guilty, and they’re going to keep treating him like a suspect while Hannah’s real killer remains at large.”

He came to a red light on Shelburne Road and gripped his steering wheel. Thirty seconds later, he eased through the green light as he continued to recall his tense conversation with Dana. “You do remember that I used to work at the station that you seem to have so little confidence in now.” 

“Those detectives are not you.” A sudden sweetness smoothed her voice. “Look, Aiden’s name has already been dragged through the mud by the media. Friends and family are starting to believe he’s guilty. If his name isn’t cleared before Friday, Aiden won’t be able to attend the services for Hannah this weekend. He deserves to grieve his wife’s death in peace.”

Jake had scrubbed his face with his hands. “So, what you’re saying is, ‘no pressure.’”

“What I’m saying is that you tend to catch things that other detectives miss because you know the right questions to ask. If anyone can prove Aiden’s innocence, it’s you.”

He took a deep breath, reciting Lynn’s words in his head. You got this. “Okay. Let’s say your instincts are right.” He’d shot Lynn a quick glance. “Aiden’s innocent. Give me something to support that.”

She exhaled a sigh of relief. “Okay. What do you want to know?”

“Let’s start from the beginning. When did you last see Hannah?” 

“We went to dinner last Wednesday, two days before she...” Dana’s voice started to shake. It had taken her a few seconds to regain her strength. “It’d been weeks since we’d seen each other.”

“Why was that?”

“She kept canceling our plans, one excuse after the other. But I could tell something was off. Her tone was low, and her voice was sometimes hoarse like maybe she’d been crying. When she talked, there was a sense of hesitation. I think she wanted to tell me something, but then she would stop talking altogether, before rushing me off the phone.

“Finally, I insisted on seeing her, no more excuses. I told her I’d pick her up at her house and I’d drag her out to the car if necessary.”

“Did she say why she’d been so distant?”

“She tried to blame it on stress from work, but I wasn’t buying it. Then when I picked her up for dinner, I saw a big red paint stain on the outside of her door, like some graffiti had been rubbed out. I pressed her about it until she finally told me.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere. Go on.”

“The woman’s name is Roxy Taylor. Her husband Theo, and Hannah...they...well, they had an affair. But it was last year. Hannah was off her medication. She wasn’t her-herself.” Dana’s voice had cracked.

“You don’t need to defend Hannah’s actions to me. I remember everything she went through.”

He had firsthand knowledge of what Hannah was like when she was having a bipolar episode. Six months into his relationship with Dana, Hannah had gotten laid off from her dream job. That’s when she started sleeping in late, drinking, and easing up on her medication before she stopped taking it altogether.

One night, Jake received a panicked phone call from Dana. She and Hannah had gone out for a girls’ night. It was supposed to be dinner and a movie, but things quickly got out of hand. Hannah had had a few drinks at the restaurant, against Dana’s urging. She started to cause a scene. The owner threatened to call the cops if they didn’t leave, but Hannah had the car keys and refused to give them to Dana. Their height difference gave Hannah the advantage.

Jake was working at the station when Dana called him. Fortunately, his boss was a lenient man and allowed him and another detective, Parker Jones, who was covering a shift for Jake’s then partner, Trent Martin, to handle the incident without police involvement.

Coaxing Hannah out of the restaurant had been a struggle, to say the least. She argued, screamed, and even scratched Parker, leaving him with a small scar under his left eye. Lucky for her, Parker understood the circumstances. He blamed the injury on his own clumsiness. 

With that in mind, he couldn’t help but wonder if Hannah had suffered an episode before her death. “I need you to be honest with me, Dana. Is it possible that Hannah was off her medication again? Maybe she fought the wrong person? Or she started seeing Theo Taylor again?”

That had enraged Dana. “Seriously, Jake? Are you really blaming Hannah for her own murder?”

He’d held the phone away from his ear, glancing at Lynn as if to say, “this is why I didn’t want to take the case.” 

She gave him a sympathetic look while mouthing the words, ‘I’m sorry.’

“I’m not blaming Hannah,” he’d said in a forced calm tone. “I’m trying to gather facts. If you want me to investigate this case and prove Aiden’s innocence, well then, Dana, I need suspects. I need motive. If Hannah was off her medication, she could have gotten herself mixed up with the wrong people.”

The line had gone quiet for a minute, the silence deafening, until finally Dana spoke again. “Hannah nearly lost everything last year...after going off her medication. Her job was in jeopardy, her best friend Zoe was at her wits’ end, and things at home were rocky because of the affair. Aiden had already forgiven her once before, but even he was losing his patience.

“That was Hannah’s wakeup call. Since then, she’d been thriving. Everything was back on track, her friendship with Zoe, her marriage, work. She even got a promotion recently. She wouldn’t risk losing all of that.”

“Okay. You’ve convinced me. For now. Go back to Roxy Taylor.”

“Roxy had been harassing Hannah for a while. It started almost six months ago. She’d sent her a bunch of nasty text messages, calling her all sorts of horrible names. Then she called her a couple of times, shouting the same names through angry voice mails. She even keyed the driver’s door on Hannah’s car and spray painted the front door of her house.”

“And Hannah just let this happen? She could have blocked her or filed a no-contact restraining order.”

“I asked her about that. She said there was no need to involve the authorities. There were no actual threats or physical harm. She was convinced that Roxy would eventually get tired and move on. But really, I think Hannah allowed it because she thought she needed to be punished for what she’d done. But the texts and calls did stop. Hannah thought it was over, but obviously it started again.”

“And Hannah was sure the vandalism was Roxy’s doing? It could have been a prank. Some random punk with a spray-paint can and too much free time.”

“I don’t think so. The message was specific. ’You’ll be sorry.’ Hannah was pretty freaked out about that one. She was planning to go to the police this time.”

Roxy Taylor. Hers was the only name Dana had given him for potential suspects. Jake was hoping for more to go on, but a scorned wife with stalker tendencies and anger issues wasn’t nothing.

He snapped out of his flashback and turned onto Colchester Avenue and into the parking lot for the Chief Medical Examiner’s office. He put his car in park, just as the chorus to Sza’s Kill Bill song began to play on the radio. He turned the volume up and listened carefully to the lyrics, relating its similarities to Roxy Taylor. “I just killed my ex. Not the best idea. His new girlfriend’s next, how’d I get here?” 

That’s fitting. Wonder where Theo is these days?
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Jake never regretted his decision to leave the force. After getting shot and having his partner and friend die in front of him, his view of the department was tainted by the haunting memory of his loss.

He tried to come back, but whenever he walked into the station, all he could see was Trent. Laughing at his own lame jokes. Standing in front of the whiteboard with a Sharpie while trying to narrow down a suspect pool. Or the two of them getting called to a crime scene. 

Retiring his badge was the right choice, the only choice for him. But over the years he cultivated friendships that he wasn’t willing to leave behind, Dr. Sam Lewis being one of them. He’d seen Sammy countless times since his departure from the station, whether they were bonding over drinks at The Gryphon, celebrating a special occasion or stuffing themselves with burgers and hot dogs at Sammy’s annual 4th of July picnic. But meeting in a professional capacity, Jake hadn’t done that since before the shooting.

When he walked into Sammy’s office, he was immediately greeted with a smile and a fatherly embrace. Then, Sammy being Sammy pulled away. “It’s good to see you, boy, but you know you cost me a hundred dollars with Parker.”

“You guys made a bet about me?” He placed his hand over the center of his chest, feigning offense. “Sammy, I’m shocked.” 

“Boy, please. That precinct was practically your home. Parker was surprised that you didn’t shower and brush your teeth there. But after Trent died, you were so adamant about moving forward. I never thought in a million years I would see you here again.”

“Ah. So, you used my personal agony to your benefit.” 

“Well, when you put it like that.” Sammy’s bushy brows furrowed, his deep brown eyes reflecting shame.

“Relax, old man.” Jake nudged the pudgy center of Sammy’s belly with his elbow. “I know I’m not the first one you and Parker set a bet on. How about the captain’s fourth marriage?”

He belted out a laugh, his amusement restored. “I knew it would burn out after a few months. Earned me fifty.” He scoffed. “Parker and his optimism.”

“Huh. My fate was worth more than the captain’s. Go figure.”

“Alright, enough of all that and whether you should pay my debt. Let’s get back to why you are here.” 

They walked toward Sammy’s oak wood desk. Sitting opposite each other, Jake on a hard wooden chair, Sammy in his comfortable leather swivel, they focused their eyes on the file folder placed in the middle of Sammy’s organized mess. He opened the folder and set his hand over the stack of pictures. “What’s so special about this victim that made you decide to come out of retirement?”

“A, I’m too young to be retired. And B, I just took this case as a favor for a friend.” More like a royal pain in my ass.

“Wait. Wilson-Pierce. Wilson.” His eyes widened. “No. She’s not the sister of...”

Jake nodded. “That would be her.”

“I would warn you against taking this case if I thought your stubborn ass would listen.”

The corners of Jake’s mouth curved upward. “You’re wise, old man.” 

“Call me old one more time...” Sammy grunted out. Then he lowered his eyes, and as he began to spread the photos of Hannah out in a sequence across his desk, Jake thought back to the first day he and Sammy met.

It was his second day on the job as a detective. He and Trent were investigating the murder of a young boy, just shy of twelve. As a cop, Jake had seen his fair share of chaos and hatred, but he’d never been within touching distance of a murdered adolescent. The color had drained from his face, and he had suddenly felt weak in the knees, stuck in a singular moment, like he and the victim were the only ones left in the world. Until Sammy, short and stout, with wispy brown hair, penetrated his bubble of isolation. “If you’re gonna puke, do it away from my corpse,” he grumbled. 

He remembered laughing at Sammy’s blunt humor. He respected it. Sammy was one of those people who was smart as hell, a little cocky, and always made jokes at inopportune times, which served as a necessity in Jake’s line of work.

Back in the present, Jake lowered his eyes to the complete sequence of photos on the desk. Hannah’s lifeless body on a metal slab, no longer possessing a flawless peach complexion and silky blond hair with a subtle shade of pink lipstick painted across her bow-like lips. Presented before him was a victim, viciously robbed of her future.

“The victim was killed between eight and ten p.m. Friday night. The cause of death was two gunshot wounds to the chest with a Glock 19. But as you can see, she took quite a beating before her death.” Sammy indicated the photo of her battered face, bruises covering her once aquamarine-blue eyes. 

Sitting there, struggling to remain neutral, Jake’s eyes traveled from the photo of Hannah’s face to one of her wrists. She’d been tied up with something. He felt like he’d been punched in the gut. Bias suddenly took over. 

Sammy moved on to the photo of her tilted head. “Whoever did this, attacked her from behind. See there?” He pointed to the middle of her skull. “The victim suffered a cranial fracture caused by a blunt object. My summation is that she was hit before she was bound and later beaten. And then of course...” He placed his fingers on the middle of the next photo that revealed the two bullet holes to Hannah’s chest. “What gets me, though, is the binding of her wrists.”

Jake looked at Sammy with perplexed eyes. “Why is that?”

“It wasn’t necessary. The victim was already very weak from a diagnosis of gastroenteritis, commonly known as a stomach bug. She wouldn’t have been able to fight back. And yet...”

Jake knitted his eyebrows together. “A stomach bug? Are you sure?”

Sammy’s eyes narrowed, offended by the question. “Are you insinuating that I made a mistake with the autopsy?”

Jake shook his head. “No. Sammy, of course not. It’s just, Dana said that Hannah and Aiden had gone out to dinner that night, then he dropped her off at home and left for some illegal poker game.”

“Well then, someone’s lying, because this girl didn’t go anywhere.”

Jake huffed. “Unbelievable.”

“Yeah. Nobody likes a liar. Now, can I continue?”

“There’s more?” 

“She was eight weeks pregnant.” 

Jake scoffed. “Well, that sure complicates this case.” He looked down at the photos again and sighed. “I wonder who else knew.” Aiden’s name flashed in his mind.

“It’s a goddamned shame,” Sammy said. “I see this young woman and I think of my own daughter. They’re the same age, you know.” He lowered his head and quietly studied the photos. “If anything...ever happened to my Gianna...” he kept his eyes on the photo of Hannah’s bludgeoned face, “if someone did something like this to her...” He looked Jake square in the eyes. “Let’s just say I have the perfect job.”

Trying to lighten the mood, Jake said, “You know, Sammy, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this emotional around a corpse. You’re not going soft on me, are you?”

He chuckled. “Even a hardheaded old man like me has his moments. This is one of them. You’ll understand when you have kids someday.”

If only you knew, Sammy.

***
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Back in his car, Jake mulled over his meeting with Sammy, the revelation of Hannah’s pregnancy taking precedence. From his time with Dana, Jake knew Hannah wasn’t looking to have children. Her bipolar diagnosis made her wary of bringing another life into the world. He had to wonder. Had she changed her mind? Did she and Aiden decide to start a family? Or was the pregnancy unexpected? In any case, it now served as a potential motive for Hannah’s murder.
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Chapter 5
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Jake would have mistakenly driven right past Dottie and Frank’s house, if not for their custom mailbox, post-mounted, with hand-painted butterflies that danced around the Wilson moniker. 

The cottage home had undergone a complete makeover since the last time he’d visited over four years ago. No longer yellow with a cedar shake exterior and putrid green shutters, it was an appealing light-brown composite siding and white trim.

He turned his car off, stepped out, and walked toward the eye-catching house, noticing along the way, a single car parked in a driveway designed for two. 

Glad to know some things never change.

Dottie opened the door before Jake had the chance to knock. Standing across from him at five-foot seven, she looked like Hannah in her fifties. 

“Dana told me you’d be coming.” Her voice sounded low and raspy, and her blue eyes were void of emotion. “Please. Come in.” She ushered him into the house, then pointed toward the living room. “I’m sorry about the mess.” She hurried past him to the green-leather sectional and gathered half a dozen crumpled tissues off the cushions, then tossed them into the wastebasket set in front of a white antique-style end table, which was clearly positioned for grieving convenience. 

Taking a seat on one of the cleared cushions, Jake said, “All I see is a loving mother.” He indicated the dozens upon dozens of family photographs that carpeted Dottie’s hardwood floor and half of her rectangular brown and white coffee table. The other half of the table was occupied by a large tissue box.

She smiled weakly as she slowly lowered herself onto the couch, on the cushion next to him. “You would think, after all the years I spent helping Dana and Hannah with their school projects, making a poster to honor one of them would be a sinch.” She shook her head. “I spent hours trying to complete the damn thing, but how do I do that? How do I sum up someone’s entire life on one poster?” Dottie looked across the room at the pink posterboard set against the ivory-colored wall. 

Jake followed the direction of her stare.

Every inch of the poster was covered with pictures of Hannah at different points in her life: the day she was born, her first day of school, a few major birthdays, her high school and college graduation, and her wedding day. The top of the poster read, ‘Gone but never forgotten.’ 

“I think it came out perfect,” Jake said.

She gave another weak smile. “You’re sweet...but you didn’t come here to talk photographs.” She wrung her hands, her eyes still focused on the posterboard.

He studied Dottie carefully. Her pale complexion, reddened eyes, the rawness under her nose inflicted by the tissues she had cleared away moments ago. “When was the last time you slept, Dottie? Or ate? I can go to the kitchen, get you a snack or some water. I remember—"

“Stop. Just stop.” Her voice was louder than it’d been at the door. “I wish everyone would quit acting like I’m some porcelain doll that’s going to break.” She was looking at him now with resentful eyes.

“I don’t think anyone sees you that way. But even the strongest people need to be taken care of once in a while.”

She sighed and placed her hand over his, giving it a few pats. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ve been doing that a lot lately. Just snapping like a firecracker.”

“So, snap. Yell, scream, throw something. I won’t blame you a bit.” 

She nodded with appreciation. “Let’s get to the reason you’re here. What do you need to know?”

“Okay. How did Hannah seem to you the last couple of weeks? Dana mentioned that she’d been on edge. That she was being harassed by a woman from her past. Did Hannah talk to you about that?”

“Oh, yeah. She showed me the messages. Just awful. But that was months ago. We both thought it was over, until the spray paint incident.”

“Are you sure it was the same woman? Was Hannah having problems with anyone else in her life?”

“Hannah was certain that Roxy did it, but I thought it had more to do with what happened at her work.” She wrung her hands again. A crease formed between her brows.

“What happened?”

“Hannah didn’t say much about it. All I know is that there was a leak in the company and that Hannah discovered who it was.”

“And you think that person was responsible for the vandalism?”

“I would bet money on it. Hannah didn’t give me a name, but she said that they’d become good friends before the person was let go. She felt so guilty about it, but I told her that was nonsense. She had nothing to feel guilty about. She did the right thing.” Dottie’s eyes welled with tears. “Now she might be dead because of it.” She lowered her eyes to the floor. Clasping her hands over her lap, she began to sob.

Jake leaned forward and reached for the nearly depleted tissue box on the coffee table. He took a few out and guided them toward Dottie’s line of sight. 

She reached for them with trembling hands. “Thank you.” She blew her nose, still with her head down. Then, after a silent minute, she slowly raised her head. “I’ve been having a lot of those lately. Mini meltdowns. But there’s never usually anyone around to witness them.” Her eyes drooped as she began to massage her bare ring finger.

He wanted to say, ‘Good riddance. He was never a good husband or a father. You deserve better.’ Instead: “Well, private meltdowns will keep the porcelain doll analogies to a minimum.”

She belted out a laugh for almost a minute straight, then: “God. I needed that.” She gave his hand a grateful pat.

“Good. Now, for the uncomfortable part of this conversation.”

She scoffed. “As if any part of this conversation were comfortable.”

He nodded grimly. “I’m sorry. I do need to ask though.”

She took a deep breath and sat up straight, preparing herself. “Go on then.”

“Did you know about Hannah’s pregnancy, prior to the autopsy?”

“No. Hannah never mentioned anything about it. But a lot of women prefer to wait until after the first trimester to announce their pregnancy, in case they miscarry.” Her chin began to quiver. “Oh, my little girl.” 

He reached for her hand and gave it a sympathetic squeeze. “We’re almost done. I promise.” He paused for a moment before he asked the next dreaded question. “Do you think Aiden knew about the baby?”

She nodded. “Of course. Husbands are different. They were having a baby together. She’d want his support.” 

He waited a beat, hating himself for what he needed to ask this sweet, grieving mother. “Dottie, are you sure the baby was Aiden’s? Dana mentioned that Hannah had a bipolar relapse last year because she stopped taking her medication. Is it possible that she had another relapse?” 

She shook her head emphatically. “No. Last year, that...that was different.”

He pulled his eyebrows together. “Different how?”

She averted her eyes from Jake, and her right leg began to bounce. He knew he needed to approach the subject delicately. He lowered his head slightly and placed his hand on her knee to calm the movement. “Dottie? I know none of this is easy to talk about, but if I’m going to solve Hannah’s murder, I need to know everything.”

She raised her head slowly and nodded.
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