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      Ruby Moskowitz’s heels clacked on the concrete surrounding the condo pool, jarring everyone from their siesta in the sun. Several people raised their heads from their chaise lounges to see who was making all the noise. Ruby was ninety plus years old, decked out in her aqua bathing suit with matching heels. A floppy sunhat with an aqua ribbon belted around the crown bounced over her bright red hair.

      “You’re getting burned, sonny,” Ruby said to a man lying face down on a chaise. “Your back’s as red as the strawberry jam I used to make.”

      The man rolled his head to the side and saw who was talking. “Oh, my gosh,” he mumbled, with his mouth tight, “how old is this broad?”

      Ruby struck a pose and smiled with lips smeared heavily in crimson lipstick. Every pointed joint popped sharply toward the young man as she spun around to gain his approval. No one wanted to see what she was displaying. He turned his head in the opposite direction to avoid conversation.

      Undeterred, Ruby clacked off, swaying her skinny self for all to view. Her overly tanned skin draped like crepe paper over her bones, wiggling like a puppy under a blanket as she sashayed around to find her own chaise lounge.

      “Hi, Ruby, come sit by me.” Rachel Barnes rose from her chaise to straighten the cushion in the vacant one beside her.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Ruby sat down, then swung her scrawny legs onto the chaise and leaned back to enjoy the Florida sun. “We’re in heaven, you know.”

      “Yes, Ruby, we certainly are.”

      Rachel was used to Ruby’s overly inflated impression of herself. She was one of the first people Rachel had connected with, idiosyncrasies and all, when she and her husband Joe had moved to the Breezeway Condominiums six months earlier.

      Breezeway was a high-rise condominium designed for people over fifty, stationed on the beautiful shores of Daytona Beach. Each morning Rachel woke up to the sound of ocean waves crashing onto the sand. With a coffee cup in one hand and a newspaper in the other, she sat on her balcony daily and sighed with pleasure. Yes, this truly was heaven.

      The couple had decided to retire to the beach instead of remaining in their four-bedroom house since their only child was busy with her own life and living elsewhere. They had decided that two people in their fifties didn’t need a big house, so a condo had been the perfect option.

      “You taking time off from the job?” Ruby asked.

      She was referring to the management position of the condo that Rachel had been offered shortly after moving into the spacious apartment she and Joe occupied. Her husband had been a building contractor and plumber, so the condo owners had hired him as a maintenance man. He liked to keep busy, so it seemed like a good idea at the time. However, he rarely had a full day off with all the maintenance issues that routinely popped up.

      “It’s my day off, Ruby.”

      “Your hubby off, too?”

      “Nope, he’s working on Loretta’s toilet at the moment.”

      Ruby gave Rachel an incredulous look. “You let him work in Loretta’s apartment? I wouldn’t. No husband of mine, and I’ve had quite a few, would be allowed to step one foot into her place.”

      “Loretta was a high-profile detective, Ruby, not a criminal, back in the day,” Rachel said. “Joe’s perfectly safe around her.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. She may have acquired a few wrinkles and let her hair go gray, but she’s still Loretta Keyes, the famous detective from Nevada.”

      “Those days are long gone, Ruby. She lives a very quiet life now, very low key.” Rachel grinned to herself. She wondered if Ruby was jealous or just being ornery.

      “Well, you just keep an eye on your husband, make sure he isn’t hanging out up there.”

      Joe spending time with Loretta? Rachel hardly anticipated that ever being an issue. Joe wasn't exactly a hot dude. He wore a little roundness in the waistline and was practically bald, although he labeled himself as having thinning hair. In reality, it was a little more than that. You could almost read the newspaper from the shine atop his head. His face was ordinary and kind. He was quiet, gentle and ambled around as he kept himself busy. This man was not a womanizer. Besides, Rachel would know immediately if he stepped out of line, and he knew that.

      Rachel had a way of knowing when Joe was going to sneeze before his nose even tickled. Some years back, she had known when he hurt himself with a sander, taking off a layer of skin on his thigh. She was in Orlando at the time, when suddenly a knowingness came upon her. Immediately, she dropped what she was doing and drove home. She found a note on the dining room table stating that Joe had driven himself to the emergency room. No, it was impossible for Joe to think he could step out of line and get away with it. Besides, he was also a God-fearing man.

      “As far as I know, Loretta isn’t interested in men anymore. The woman must be well into her seventies.”

      “More like eighty-six.”

      Rachel looked curiously over at Ruby. “She’s never told me her age.”

      “She won’t, but I know. Don’t be fooled by the facelifts, that old broad is an antique!”

      “And you know all of this because…”

      “I know, that’s all. And by the way,” Ruby said, changing the subject, “You need to go to Macy’s and get yourself a bikini.” Ruby closed her eyes after that remark.

      Rachel choked on her last swallow of Coke, then set the can back on the cement. “Why do I need a bikini?”

      “You’ve got a dynamite body, girl, show it off.”

      “No, Ruby, I don’t want to compete with you.”

      “Pooh and pooh,” she sputtered. “You’re a young thing, show what ya got.”

      “I wouldn’t call fifty-two exactly young.” Rachel didn’t look her age. Her dark hair, although enhanced with color to hide the grays, fell straight to her chin, and the wispy bangs across her forehead accentuated her blue eyes, giving her a youthful appearance.

      “It’s young compared to my ninety-three.”

      “Okay, you got me there.”

      Ruby was quite the character, as were many of the residents here, Rachel had discovered. No one knew a lot about Ruby, except she’d been married and divorced a bunch of times, according to her. Rumors circulated she had been a fashion model. Considering how thin the old woman was and the way she carried herself, Rachel believed it.

      Rachel could tell Ruby had purposely changed the subject, so she backtracked. “Why don’t you like Loretta?”

      “She was a detective. Makes me nervous.” Ruby pulled her hat farther over her face.

      Rachel wasn’t letting go. “That's a convenient answer. There has to be more than just that.”

      “Nope.”

      “Loretta retired from that line of work a long time ago. She goes to church regularly. Why should it bother you that she was a detective?” Rachel rolled to her side and stared at Ruby. "Were you ever arrested by her?"

      “How dare you!” Ruby erupted, sitting up and glaring at Rachel. “Why am I talking to you? Go somewhere else and sun yourself!”

      “Ruby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you,” Rachel said, pushing herself into a sitting position. “I was actually kidding. I’m sure you were never arrested.”

      “Well, okay.” It was obvious Ruby did not want to confess anything. She lay back again, soaking up rays, saying nothing.

      Rachel rolled onto her back. Touchy old broad.
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      “So, are we set for seven thirty?” Eneida Sanchez asked as she stood by the office door.

      “Yes, I will be at the clubhouse on time,” Rachel said as she marked her desk calendar. “And so will Tia and Olivia. I already confirmed with them.”

      “Great! Then I’m off to work. See you then.” Eneida Sanchez walked her round hips out the door of the condo’s office. Blessed with generous physical attributes, her very curly black hair bounced around her pretty face as she moved.

      Rachel and Eneida had hit it off immediately upon meeting at the pool, even though there was nothing obvious they shared in common. Eneida owned a no-kill animal shelter and was an active advocate for animal rights. Due to her devotion to needy animals and her children, there hadn’t been much time for her husband. Consequently, they divorced quite a few years prior to her moving to the condo.

      Although still involved with the shelter, Eneida was finally in a position to hire a man to do the day-to-day management of the facility after she was bequeathed a large sum. He lived on the premises where she once had resided. But now she was enjoying life on the beach and the smell of the salty air after so many years of kennel odors. She acquired friends at the Breezeway, one of whom was Rachel, and enjoyed her time off after so many years of relentless physical labor. Life was good.

      “Good gracious! It’s hot out there,” Loretta grumbled as she slipped past Eneida and continued into Rachel’s air-conditioned office with a check in her hand. “I don’t remember Nevada ever feeling like this. It’s just too humid.”

      Loretta patted at her coifed gray hair, which was done up into a massive bouffant with a twist in the back. A sparkly comb anchored the mass, and the aroma of hairspray wafted through the office. As thin as a dime and always appearing sophisticated, the elder lady was decked out in a peach colored pantsuit. Rachel couldn't help but think Loretta should dress lighter if she was going to complain about the humidity.

      “I have the condo fee here,” Loretta said, placing the check on the desk. “Your husband did a fine job with my toilet. It doesn’t run all night and keep me awake anymore. I have such a hard time sleeping as it is, I don’t need an aquatic serenade."

      “I’m glad your sleep is no longer being disrupted, Loretta.” Rachel made out a receipt for the woman. “If you have any more problems, please let me know. I’ll send Joe back up.”

      “Thank you, dear. You’re a darling.” Loretta made her way back to the lobby and then into the heat of the day outside.

      The phone rang. Rachel picked it up, half expecting to hear from Joe.

      “I’ve had enough of those feuding fools next door! I’m going to call the cops if you can’t hush them up.” Penelope Hardwood didn’t even state her name, deciding to just blast her discontent into Rachel’s ear.

      “What’s happening now?” Rachel asked, knowing who she was talking to.

      “Marc is yelling at the top of his lungs at Lola and she’s screaming like a cat with its tail caught in a buzz saw. They’ve been going at it off and on all night and here it is, ten o’clock in the morning.”

      “Have you tried banging on the wall? Sometimes people get embarrassed thinking neighbors are hearing them fighting and then they shut up,” Rachel said, offering her best suggestion.

      “I’ve banged until my hand is bruised. That awful man is going to kill her. That’s the only way there’ll be any peace for me,” Penelope said, followed by a deep sigh.

      Penelope was a long-time resident in the condo. As Rachel’s self-appointed confidential informant, the old lady kept Rachel up to date on all the happenings in the condo, reporting regularly on any inappropriate behavior of her neighbors. Her age now showed in her stooped posture. Wrapped in a sweater even when it was ninety-five degrees outside, Penelope seemed to always be at the right place when something was happening. Everyone knew she blabbed everything she saw and heard to Rachel.

      “I’ll come up there and speak to them. You stay inside your apartment, Penelope, okay?”

      “Okay, I’ll stay right here,” she promised. “But you have to do something.”

      “I’m on my way,” Rachel said, hanging up the phone and locking her office as she left.

      Rachel took the elevator to the eighth floor. When she exited, she could hear the ruckus. Banging noises spilled onto the outside walkway, making Rachel think Marc was bouncing his wife off the walls. Lola’s shrill screams split the air outside, followed by crashing noises, as if to suggest she was throwing breakables at her husband. Rachel wondered why no one had called the police. Apparently only Penelope cared what was happening in that apartment.

      Rachel loudly banged on the front door with her fist. “Open up! It’s Rachel.”

      Silence followed the demand, then the door slowly opened. Lola stood beside the door, her brown hair ruffled up and falling half into her face. A black eye had formed and the other lid was winking closed. The woman’s nose was red from dried blood and her lips were swollen. Lola was a sight to behold.

      “Hi, Rachel,” Lola said casually, as if her appearance was perfectly normal.

      “Lola, you have to know that you two are making a huge racket up here. I’m surprised no one has called the cops on you.” Rachel stood back with her hands on her hips, looking sternly at the middle-aged woman.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we were being that noisy,” she said, at first looking embarrassed, then her face split into a sheepish grin. “You know how it is, couples have little spats.”

      “This sounded like World War Three, not a little spat. Really, how can you stand there and tell me that? Don’t you think your neighbors have ears? Most all of them wear hearing aids.”

      “Well, I don’t know, I guess things got out of hand.”

      “Where is Marc? I want to see Marc right now,” Rachel demanded. There were times she felt like she was running a kindergarten for elderly delinquents.

      Lola’s eyes grew wide with fright. Her swollen lips began to move but nothing audible came out.

      “Marc!” Rachel called as she pushed past Lola, stepping into the entryway. “Come out here and talk with me.”

      The apartment was rank. Pasta sauce? Sausage?

      A tall rangy man slinked from the guest bedroom and stood with a helpless look on his face.

      “The neighbors are complaining about all the fighting you two do up here. This time it’s really out of hand.”

      Rachel noted he was a bit disheveled. His normally slicked-back hair hung around the sides of his slim face, and his shirt was open, revealing skin. Bare feet peeked out under his jeans.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we were so noisy that others could hear us discussing things,” Marc said.

      Rachel didn't allow him an inch of excuse. “Discussing? I could hear you clear down at the elevator yelling at Lola. And she was screeching. There was no discussing going on.”

      At that point, Rachel let her eyes fall around the living and dining room area that flowed into each other. Broken glassware and food were littered all over the carpeting and dark smudges were on the walls where the two must have been doing some scuffling. Gouges in the wall were evidence objects had been thrown. On another wall she saw red marks that Rachel assumed were blood, or maybe pasta sauce. One chair was tilted on its side and a couple tables looked skewed.

      Looking more closely at Marc, Rachel could see he had a cut by his right eye, a bloody, swollen lip and his left eye was starting to swell. He reeked of sweat and motor oil. Must have been some discussion.

      “I’m appalled. Look at the two of you!” Rachel shouted. “Lola, you’re a sight!”

      The woman trembled as she braced herself against the wall. Her shirt was half ripped open and barely hung from her shoulders. One flip flop clung to a foot and her shorts were torn partially away from her body. A large bruise was forming on one hip and a jagged cut was visible on her forearm.

      “You can’t tell me this wasn’t a bad fight; I can look at the two of you and see what happened here. And the neighbors have all complained.” Rachel glared at the two as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, trying to decide what to do next. “Look what you’ve done to this apartment! It’s a mess!”

      “We’re sorry,” Marc said, nervously rubbing one arm with his hand. The heart tattoo on his upper arm looked like it had an additional arrow crossing through. No doubt, Lola contributed to that cut.

      “Yes, sorry,” Lola mumbled.

      “The Morgans own this apartment. They’d be furious to see it in this condition.” Rachel was growing angrier as she spoke. “Is this how you two get your jollies? Is this some sort of a pleasure trip for you? I’m serious, is it?”

      Silence followed, and then Marc answered.

      “Well, maybe. Sometimes.” He shuffled his feet around as he looked down. “But this time it, well, uh…”

      “He got jealous,” Lola interjected. “I think he got loopy from watching too many movies and then exploded because the grocery boy carried my bags to the car. He was in the car, waiting. He thought the boy had the hots for me.”

      Marc Rogers owned a motor cycle shop in town that sold all the accessories one could need. Rachel turned her gaze on the business owner who one would presume had some common sense. Maybe even an inkling of decency.

      “Really? You got jealous of a boy? A grocery boy?” Rachel still had her hands resting on her hips.

      “Sort of.”

      Rachel let out a big sigh of frustration, releasing her resting hands. “You two need counseling. Big time. I strongly suggest you get some professional help or I’ll have to take this up with the owners of this apartment and the condo board. And maybe the police.”

      “We can do that,” Lola eagerly said.

      “Do it,” Rachel commanded. “Immediately. I want to see proof that you’re attending counseling sessions, or so help me God, I’ll turn you in. This is your last warning.”

      Both of them nodded their heads enthusiastically, just like two bobble heads.

      Rachel marched from the apartment and into the elevator. She was really looking forward to being with her friends. This had been a tough day.
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      “Again? I don’t understand why she doesn’t throw that jerk out,” Tia said. “I wouldn’t put up with that behavior for one minute.”

      “Maybe she’s partly to blame,” Olivia suggested. “After all, it takes two to tango, as they say.”

      “Tango with me once like that and I’d dance him into jail,” Eneida said.

      “Another round,” Rachel called out to the barmaid, waving her glass in the air.

      The girls were drinking iced tea, their beverage of choice. The clubhouse in the condo was a great place for the girls to hang out, get caught up on the latest in their lives, and then not have to worry about driving home. Rachel didn’t drink, except for maybe one glass of wine at a party, but that was a rare occasion. Even though the bar was conveniently located mere feet away, her friends didn’t drink either because they had to work the next day.

      Rachel added three packets of sugar to her tea and picked up a complimentary cookie offered by the bar from a plate, then took another one. “If he lays a hand on her again, I’m calling the police, although, it looked like she’d thrown her fair share of punches. Maybe they both need to go to jail.”

      Tia picked up her glass. “They both probably should have gone to see a doctor.”

      “Spoken like a doctor,” Olivia said.

      Tia Patel was a gynecologist. She had a sizable practice, but that achievement hadn’t come without sacrifice. Born to wealthy parents in Haridwar, India, she attended college in the States, eventually seeking citizenship. Despite her independent nature, the Indian culture was important to her, so Tia honored her parents’ wishes and agreed to an arranged marriage. But her dedication to her profession and the women she cared for over the years grew to become an unacceptable burden to her traditional Indian-American husband. They divorced after twenty years with no children.

      “Here you are, ladies, round three. Hope it doesn’t keep you up all night,” the server joked as she walked away.

      “I have papers to grade,” Olivia said.

      Sitting smartly dressed in a blue suit, Olivia Johnson’s jacket fell open to reveal a nice set of pearls around her neck that contrasted beautifully with her flawless cocoa skin. Warm and loving by nature, the epitome of motherhood, Olivia had been widowed at a young age, yet managed to put herself through college with four kids in tow. She grew to become a good provider as a college professor at Bethune Cookman University and a role model for her children. Now that her kids were grown and gone, living in a condo seemed to be the perfect decision.

      “Okay, what do you all think about me joining an online dating service?” Olivia asked, looking from one shocked face to the other.

      “A dating service? You mean where you look at a bunch of men’s pictures, read a bio and go,” Eneida asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “Not for me,” Eneida said, pushing up the wrist length sleeves on her blue shirt.

      “I don’t think so, either. Who knows what nutcase you could encounter?” Tia said.

      “Every man on those dating sites isn’t a nutcase,” Olivia said. “And I haven’t had a date in twenty-two months, one week and four days.”

      “But who’s counting?” Rachel cracked. She added another three packets of sugar into her new drink and picked up another cookie. “Seriously, that long?”

      “Yes, that long. I would like to have a man in my life.” Olivia cocked her head to the side. “And why not use a dating service? It’s done all the time. Becky in registration at the university met a great guy that way.”

      “Well, if you want to try it out, go for it,” Eneida said. “But if it blows up in your face, don’t cry to me.”

      All three ladies repeated various versions of the same sentiment, wagging their heads to the side.

      Olivia looked indignant. “What a bunch of party poopers! I was looking to you for support.”

      “We’re just concerned about you, is all,” Rachel said, placing her hand on Olivia’s arm. “You are so sweet, you’re liable to get your heart broken.”

      “But if I don’t try, I won’t know, will I? I might meet someone really special; we could fall in love and who knows where that…” and her voice trailed off as she wistfully fiddled with her pearls.

      “Oh, there she goes, she’s in love already and she hasn’t even been on a first date,” Eneida said.

      “Eneida and Rachel are right; you’re setting yourself up to be hurt,” Tia said. “None of us want to see that happen.” Sporting a spiffy pair of basic black slacks and a tailored white shirt, her clothes reflected her conservative, cautious nature.

      “I’ll be careful. I get to screen the men before I contact anyone, so that should weed out the phonies and bad ones.”

      “You hope,” Rachel said.

      “Let’s try to initiate a positive attitude here, okay? I’m not joining the military and being deployed to a hostile country. I just want to go on a few dates.” Olivia flashed a hopeful smile at her friends. “Lighten up.”

      The ladies looked around at each other and shrugged jointly.

      “Go for it,” Eneida said.

      “Who’s buying the next round?” Rachel asked.

      “How many have you had?” Eneida asked.

      Rachel grinned. “I lost count. Hey, I’m thirsty.”

      “You’re acting giddy,” Tia said, giving her a fishy look. “Okay, I’ll get a round, then I’m leaving. I’m on call this weekend.”

      “Tia, why don’t you date? You’re attractive. You’ve got lovely skin, gorgeous black hair, you’re a nice weight, men should be falling all over you,” Olivia said.

      “I work long hours. I don’t have much time left after work. Most times sleep is more appealing than spending time with a man,” Tia said, resting her elbows on the table.

      “What’s your excuse, Eneida?” Rachel asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about it. I have more time now that I have a man living at the shelter. Jorge has taken a lot off my shoulders,” Eneida said. “So, maybe.”

      “Join a dating service,” Olivia suggested.

      Eneida slid her eyes over to Olivia. “I think I’ll try other methods first.”

      

      Rachel jiggled the key into the lock on her front door. She was trying to be quiet for Joe’s sake. She really didn’t want to wake him because he always rose early in the morning. And it was midnight. Joe would have trouble returning to sleep if he woke up now.

      Feeling around on the wall for the switch, Rachel managed to light her path, but not before her heel snagged the throw rug by the door. It was intended to catch outside dirt, but it caught her shoe instead. She went down on her butt and fell back, her head striking the door with a bang. Rachel let fly a few choice words. She struggled to her knees and then stood up. That’s when she saw Joe staring at her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Of course, I’m okay.”

      “I wondered because it sounded like you were out here wrestling Rulon Gardner,” Joe said with a deadpan expression.

      “What? I was careful to be quiet.”

      “If that was quiet, I’d hate to hear the racket you’d make when trying to be noisy.” Joe shuffled off to the bedroom. “See if you can keep it down so I can get back to sleep.”

      So much for sneaking in.
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      “What? You said cats?” Rachel asked of the caller on the phone. “How can cats be noisy?”

      Rachel listened to the explanation of how leaping cats can cause noise. Sometimes loud noises, it turned out, as if something had fallen. This wasn’t the first time she had received complaints about the pets Eneida had in her apartment. As an animal activist and shelter owner, Eneida had a tendency to bring home animals. Sometimes that exceeded the acceptable number in the condo rules. And sometimes the cats didn’t play nicely, or quietly.

      “I’ll contact her today,” Rachel said. “I’m sure the situation will improve, Mrs. Donnelly.” This was not the morning she would have chosen to deal with this issue, because she felt hot and a touch dizzy when she stood. She knew that Eneida was never receptive when it came to criticism regarding her animals. But Rachel had to inform her of yet another complaint. She caught Eneida by cell phone on her lunch break, purchasing pet food on sale.

      “That old bat has nothing better to do than complain,” Eneida said. “What she ought to do is get herself a cat. That would keep her busy and out of my hair.”

      “How many cats do you have up there right now?” Rachel asked.

      “Umm, four…”

      Rachel knew that meant she probably had eight.

      “Get the number back down to four, Eneida. Do it today,” Rachel said. “And how many dogs do you have?”

      “Only one.”

      That probably was the truth. Dogs were harder to conceal than cats. Rachel knew of the Retriever-Poodle mix. He was a big boy, complete with yellow fur that shed in big clumps everywhere. The dog was older, didn’t bark and loved everyone. The kind of dog that a burglar would be greeted by with slobbery kisses. He wasn’t the problem.

      “Okay, so please take care of your cat situation, Eneida.”

      “Okay.”

      Rachel hung up the office phone and rolled her eyes. She hadn’t anticipated so much drama when she agreed to manage the condo. Everyone seems to be a character, with few exceptions, Rachel thought.

      Then Ruby walked into the office.

      The old lady placed her fists on either side of the red shorts she wore. With obvious annoyance, she pulled a non-revealing white top downward over her bony hips. Rachel was surprised to see Ruby dressed in ordinary clothes instead of her usual bathing suit.

      “What’s wrong?” Rachel asked.

      “It’s Penelope Hardwood again!”

      “Now what’s she done?” Rachel didn’t believe Penelope had actually done anything wrong. Even before the woman opened her mouth, Rachel was convinced it was all Ruby, not Penelope, who was the problem.

      “She’s out there telling everyone that I’m an embarrassment! Me?”

      “Now, Ruby, I’m sure…”

      “That old bat dresses like Nanook of the North in ninety degree temperatures, and I’m the embarrassment? Really!” After speaking, she assumed an indignant pose, her eyes flashing.

      “What is it with you two? Why can’t you just try to get along with each other?” Rachel said. “Penelope is a very nice lady, sweet, retiring. She wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      Ruby’s eyebrows rose.“You’re going to take her side again, aren’t you?”

      “It’s not a matter of sides, it’s…”

      “You always take her side, never mine.” Ruby turned to leave. “She’s a busybody and gossip. I guess you like those types.”

      Ruby stomped from the office, slamming the door behind her.

      Rachel rolled her eyes for the second time.

      The next person to enter the office was predictable.

      “Hi, Penelope,” Rachel said, pronouncing every syllable slowly.

      Ruby had been right in her description of the old woman. There she stood, a gray haired, slightly plump woman of advanced years, dressed in a plain housedress and one of her many heavy sweaters.

      “Good afternoon, dear. I wanted to tell you about Alfred, you know Alfred…”

      “Yes, of course, Alfred lives on the eighth floor.”

      “Well, he’s not feeling too good,” Penelope said. “I saw him weaving in the walkway and asked if he was okay. He said he was and went on his way, but I don’t believe he was telling the truth.”

      Alfred Thorn was a very quiet man with barely any hair on his head. He usually wore a light- weight jacket, which gave him a formal appearance, at least for Florida. Given his proper appearance and manner, Rachel suspected Penelope was smitten with him.

      “Oh, yes, Alfred…” Rachel started to say, but was interrupted. It seemed to be her day for interruptions.

      “Of course, if Ruby hadn’t been flaunting herself at him in the first place, the whole situation may never have happened. I suppose it’s equally her fault,” Penelope said.

      “Flaunting? Oh dear.” Rachel held her head between her hands as her elbows rested on the desk in front of her. “Ruby walks around like a mature former model. She wasn’t flaunting herself at Alfred. Have you ever been to a fashion show, Penelope?”

      “No.”

      “You might want to take one in sometime so you can observe how a professional model walks. It’s the same way Ruby moves her body from one end of a room to another,” Rachel said, looking up at the old lady. “She’s not flaunting, she’s gliding.”

      “I call that slinking. And it’s unseemly behavior,” Penelope insisted.

      “In your eyes,” Rachel said, trying to be patient with the woman. “Only yours. Everyone else thinks it’s kind of cute for an old lady. But now Ruby thinks you’re gossiping about her.”

      “I do not gossip. Never!” the woman said, raising her chin and crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Then go apologize to her. Tell her you weren’t gossiping behind her back.”

      Silence followed.

      “Well?”

      She released her arms. “Okay, to please you, I’ll do it.”

      “Don’t please me, please Ruby.”

      Penelope let out a deep sigh. “Okay.” She turned toward the door. “But if she’d just not sway so much, maybe Alfred wouldn’t…”

      “Penelope!” Rachel was convinced the old lady was jealous of Ruby. And she needed to get over it.

      “Okay, all right. I’ll apologize. Good day.” She left the office, gently closing the door.

      I’m supervising kindergarteners. Old kindergarteners!

      “And how was your day?” Rachel asked as she ladled cauliflower cheddar soup into two bowls.

      “Nothing special. Do you want me to get the bread out?” Joe asked, walking behind her into the narrow kitchen.

      “If you want some, I don’t.”

      Joe gathered the bread and margarine from the fridge and took both to the table in the dining room. Rachel carefully brought the two bowls of soup to the table, then returned to the kitchen for her iced tea.

      “Did you finish with that sink issue?” she asked as she sat down with her drink, taking a sip, then adding copious amounts of sugar to the tea.

      “Yeah. Alfred seems happy now.” Joe smelled his soup before he took a noisy slurp, then made a face when he found it was too hot. “He’s a character.”

      “Only him? The whole place is full of characters.”

      “Alfred’s a nice man.”

      “Yes. I think Penelope is smitten with him.”

      “Really? Senior romance.”

      “Penelope told me today she thought he was ill. How did he seem to you?” Rachel stirred the soup around to cool it before tasting it.

      “Okay, I guess. He barely got out of his chair,” Joe said. “The only thing wrong with him is he needs some exercise.”

      Rachel grinned. “Eneida has too many cats again. I had another complaint today about the noise her menagerie was making.” She blew on a spoonful of soup.

      “I’ll bet it stinks up there.” Joe shook out a slice of bread from the wrapper and pulled off the lid to the margarine.

      “I shudder to think. I haven’t been in her place in a long time. We always meet at the clubhouse. Or here.” Rachel looked at her husband with a question in her eyes.

      “What?” Joe stopped the movement of his spoon half way up to his mouth, returning her look.

      “I don’t know. I just had a funny feeling.”

      “She hasn’t had any maintenance problems, so I can’t go prowling around to see the condition of the unit.”

      “I know. Don’t worry about it. Hopefully she’ll return a few cats to the shelter and peace will reign,” she said, spooning soup into her mouth.

      Joe slurped his soup again and Rachel shook her head in response. That was such an annoying habit of his.

      “How did Loretta’s place look when you were up there?”

      “Oh, very clean, neat. It was perfect.”

      “She has help come in to clean. Speaking of which, I wonder how the cleanup is going with the feuding Rogers?” Rachel put her spoon down at that thought and picked up the fan that was conveniently lying on the table. She began to vigorously move air toward her face. “You wouldn’t have believed the mess up there! Broken glass everywhere and gouges in the walls. Blood stains, too. And it stunk.”

      “I don’t like Marc. I don’t trust him.” Joe folded his bread in half before taking a bite.

      “Me either. He’s mean. And I don’t know what to say about Lola.” Rachel continued to fan herself.

      “How about that she’s stupid?”

      “You got that right. I suspect she’s an equal party to the fighting. Marc looked beat up, too. She might egg him on for an excuse to land a few punches to his face. Who knows?”

      Joe shot his wife an annoyed look. "Why are you fanning yourself at the dinner table?"

      "I'm hot. I shouldn't be eating soup. And it seems I have an issue with being overly warm lately." Rachel left it at that. Let him put two and two together. She was fifty-two.

      "Hot flashes?"

      "Yes," she reluctantly admitted. “It’s okay, I’ll just drink more tea.”

      “Humph. I’ll try to be around the Rogers apartment tomorrow to see if I can catch any signs of cleanup,” Joe said, changing to a more comfortable subject.

      “Good idea. The Morgans would be horrified if they saw their apartment in that condition.” Rachel put down the fan and picked up her spoon again. "I might have to inform them of the mess if that crazy couple doesn't straighten out."

      A burst of thunder suddenly rocked the table.

      “Here we go again,” Joe said. “Right on time.”

      “I’ll shut the computer down,” Rachel said, rising from her chair. She walked down the hallway to the second bedroom where her makeshift office was located. Most every evening a storm rolled through during hurricane season, right at this time. It never ceased to amaze Rachel how punctual the weather could be.
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      Rachel dosed off quickly for a change. Normally her nights were spent either attempting to get to sleep or trying to return. It wasn’t unusual for her to wake at three o’clock and remain that way for two hours before she fell back to sleep. All the experts advised getting up and doing something instead of lying in bed. But they also advised not to watch TV or look at a computer screen, and even your phone. So, what was she supposed to do at 3 a.m., vacuum? Joe wouldn’t appreciate that commotion in the middle of the night.

      On this particular night, Rachel awoke at four o’clock. She tossed around for a while, then slid back to sleep. One of her special dreams occurred, the kind she couldn’t forget as much as she tried. It was grizzly, with blood spurting from a woman’s body, fanning out on the wall and streaking downward. Furniture was upended. Toward the end, the scene grew too dark to see any details. She woke with a start. After that, Rachel got out of bed, not wanting to chance resuming the dream if she fell asleep again. The blood she had seen was not a normal red, rather, a bright neon, and that peculiar shade kept flashing in her memory as she made her way to the kitchen. She instinctively knew the neon color was intended to signify blood. And murder.

      Rachel made coffee, attempting to be quiet. She suspected Joe was getting up anyway. It was his time to rise, but certainly not hers. After a few minutes Joe appeared in the kitchen doorway, dressed in his normal jeans and a tee-shirt. “You’re up?”

      “Yeah, I had a bad dream. One of those dreams.”

      “What about this time?”

      Rachel told her husband about the experience while he got mugs for their coffee.

      “Who’s the woman?” he asked.

      “I couldn’t see her face.”

      “Where did it happen?” Joe put some Stevia into his chosen mug, pausing to enjoy the aroma of the coffee.

      “I couldn’t see for sure because everything went dark. But I think it was in the condo.”

      His eyes flipped up, looking at her. “A murder in the condo?”

      “Shush, don’t give it energy. Don’t talk about it.”

      Joe sat silently beside a small round table next to the wall, studying his wife. “You haven’t had one of those precognitive dreams in a while.”

      “I know. And they’re never about good news coming.” Rachel added sugar to her mug before she sat at the table.

      “So I’ve noticed. Usually someone dies.”

      Rachel nodded her head. “I wonder who this time?”

      “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” Joe tilted his mug to his lips.

      

      “Did you tell Penelope to apologize to me?” Ruby’s face was flushed almost as red as her hair. She looked a bit disheveled, too, with her topknot askew.

      “Why, did she apologize to you?” Rachel asked innocently, resting her elbows on the office desk.

      “Yes. And you made her do it, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      Ruby glared at Rachel. “That’s the only way she would have apologized, if you told her to.”

      “You don’t know that. Penelope is a sweet, kind lady…”

      “Who minds everybody’s business,” Ruby interrupted. “She’s your spy. She runs to you with everything, most of which doesn’t have any meaning to her and only serves to cause trouble. She’s a tattletale. And a troublemaker.”

      Just as Ruby concluded her speech, Penelope opened the door. Ruby glared at her, then folded her arms across her chest.

      “See? What did I just say? Penelope has something to tell you!” Ruby announced, swinging one arm out to point at the other woman.

      Penelope paid no attention to Ruby, gathering her soft blue sweater over her housedress and focusing on Rachel instead. “There’s a strange smell on my floor. I’m not sure where it’s coming from.”

      At least this isn't a complaint about Ruby, Rachel thought. “What does it smell like?” Rachel asked.

      “I can’t say. My smeller isn’t what it used to be,” Penelope said.

      “Maybe you’re smelling cleaning products? That could be coming from next door. Lola and Marc are supposed to be cleaning up their mess,” Rachel suggested.

      “I don’t think so. It’s not a pleasant odor.” Penelope glanced over at Ruby who had decided to be silent.

      “I’ll ask Joe to go up there and sniff around when he gets back from the store,” Rachel said.

      “Thank you, dear.” Penelope turned her attention to Ruby. “She is such a sweetheart. Always takes such good care of us.”

      “Yeah, Rachel’s a real peach,” Ruby said dryly.

      “Good day to you both.” Penelope walked out the door.

      “Now, aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” Rachel asked, reaching for her bottled water and taking a long swallow.

      “No. Next time she’ll come in here and complain about my bathing suit.” Ruby stood with her arms still crossed in front of her. “She’s vicious.”

      Rachel sighed deeply. “Anything else you have to say? Because I do have work here,” she said, patting a stack of papers.

      “No, I’m done,” she said, unfolding her spaghetti arms. “Don’t work too hard.” Ruby left quietly.

      Rachel began to attack her paperwork just as the phone rang. It was Tia.

      “Olivia and I want to meet for drinks at 5:30. Are you in?”

      “Sure. How about Eneida?”

      “I left a message on her phone to meet us.”

      “Great. See you then.”

      Over their iced teas, she would have an opportunity to ask Eneida about her cat situation. Maybe that unidentified smell was from her overflowing litter boxes? After all, she lived just two doors down from Penelope.
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      “The first thing I want to know is, how’s your love life?” Rachel asked as she accepted her tea from the server. The clubhouse kitchen issued a divine smell. Rachel’s nose told her it was Toll House cookies coming her way. A big dish of silver-wrapped chocolate truffles, donated by Tia, sat right in front of Rachel. That smell was even more tantalizing than the cookies. It had been a long day and she was happy to be with her pals—and cookies—and chocolate.

      “Well, that’s why I wanted to meet for drinks,” Olivia said with a teasing smile. “I have news.”

      “Tell!” Rachel demanded.

      “I’ve been screening prospective dates online and found a couple I’m impressed with,” Olivia said.

      “So, you went out?” Tia asked. Obviously, she hadn’t taken time to change clothes after work because she was dressed in a white jacket.

      “Not yet. But I’m planning to,” Olivia said.

      “When? With who?” Rachel asked. “Spill the details.”

      “Tomorrow night for dinner. We’re meeting at the Bombay Grill,” Olivia said, patting the side of her short black wig. Olivia alternated between her own short hair and wigs, especially during the summer.

      “Oh, the place with the great Indian food,” Tia said.

      “That’s the one.”

      “Tell us about him,” Rachel said, slouching back in her chair and picking up cookie number one.

      “He’s multiracial, a doctor,” Olivia said, nodding toward Tia, “and he’s divorced. All adult children, so that won’t be an issue. He lives in New Smyrna Beach and owns his own home.”

      “Is he cute?” Tia asked.

      “Well, if a man can be called cute at fifty-eight, I guess he’s cute,” Olivia said with a grin.

      Silence fell on the table as each paused to sip their drink and imagine what the good doctor looked like.

      “Where’s Eneida?” Rachel asked. Cookie number one disappeared.

      “I don’t know. I noticed her car wasn’t in the lot,” Olivia said. "Maybe she's working late."

      “It’s in the shop. Tires are being rotated or something. She’s probably picking it up.” Tia set her drink down and turned her full attention on Olivia. “Have you talked to this man?”

      “Yes, we’ve talked, texted, and emailed. He’s really very charming. Especially considering he’s a doctor.” Olivia sent Tia a wink.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Tia asked.

      “He’s not full of himself. He seems to care about people and is not in the business just to make money. Like some doctors, present company excluded.” Olivia smiled broadly at her friend.

      “He sounds okay. But don’t put on any airs, be yourself,” Rachel said. She reached for a pile of truffles and stuffed them in the pocket of her shorts. Then took a bite of cookie number two.

      “What? Why would I put on airs?” Olivia looked shocked at the notion.

      “I hope you realize that things have changed a lot since we dated back in high school and college, and not necessarily for the better.” Rachel swirled her straw among the ice cubes, watching the cloud of sugar rise and fall. “Have you even been on a date since you lost your husband?”

      Olivia drew herself up and looked down her nose at Rachel. “Of course, I have. I dated a lot after the youngest went off to college. All the kids were out of the house, so I was free to do as I pleased. I dated lots of men. Emphasis on dated, nothing serious.” Olivia plunged her straw up and down in her iced tea. “You’re forgetting, I said I hadn’t been on a date in so many months.”

      “She did say that,” Tia said, reaching back to check the condition of the bun resting on the nape of her neck.

      “Okay, sorry. I just didn’t want you to be shocked if the good doctor proposed a late-night drink at his wonderful home,” Rachel said, taking a quick sip of her tea.

      “I was widowed umpteen years ago. Of course, I’ve dated, and I know what’s happening in the world around me. I’m not stupid.” Olivia pulled indignantly at her jacket, sitting a little straighter. “Now, you would be the one in for a few shocks if you were on the dating scene.”

      “Probably so,” Rachel admitted. “I can’t imagine dating anyone but Joe. My sweet, considerate man.”

      “Ladies, let’s order another round prior to draining our glasses,” Tia suggested before the tension rose any further.

      But Olivia wasn’t done. “You haven’t known me long enough to be aware of my dating history. It’s just been a dry spell, lately. I don’t seem to be finding the right sort of man that I want to date. So, I’m exercising other options,” she explained. “I am very selective when it comes to whom I spend time with.”

      “Olivia, I wish you the best with your new man. But you’re so sweet and motherly, I just don’t want to see you get hurt,” Rachel said, leaning toward her friend.

      “I’ve done my homework. It will be fine,” Olivia said.

      “I’ll have another,” Tia said to the server as she passed nearby. “They want one, too.

      “And another plate of cookies,” said Rachel. She had eaten the entire first batch herself.

      As the server retreated for more drinks, Rachel had a thought. “So, Tia, how’s your love life?”

      Tia all but choked on the last swallow of her drink. “Well, still nonexistent. And I’m not looking, as I've said before.”

      “Why not?” Olivia asked.

      “I’m too busy. I don’t have time to put into a relationship. If that had been my focus, I’d still be married!”

      “I understand,” Olivia said. “But I’m ready for a man in my life. I just want support from my girlfriends.”

      “You’ve got it,” Tia said.

      “Me, too. I’m in your corner,” Rachel said.

      “That’s all I wanted to hear.” Olivia shot everyone a smile.

      When the drinks arrived, everyone toasted the new relationship for Olivia.
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      Rachel crawled into bed beside Joe. It was late and she felt sort of drunk. Truth be told, she felt quite inebriated, but she hadn’t had an alcoholic drink all night. Just iced tea and sweets. So, why was her head spinning?

      She tried to settle in for a good night’s sleep, but was met with a rocky start. Finally, she was able to doze off, drifting into a peaceful slumber. But somewhere after 3 a.m., her dreams produced a bazaar scene. People were shouting and pushing inside a subway car. It appeared some were pushing to get out, at the same time other passengers were trying to jamb themselves inside from the loading station. It was a terrible crush happening before her eyes, with arms and legs flailing everywhere, even some sticking out the door after it closed. A screaming mouth on a man’s face grew so big that it swallowed the whole scene. Rachel woke with a start.

      Rachel’s heart was doing the samba in her chest and she felt hot. As she turned her head toward the doorway, she noticed a mist and a figure begin to form within. From a few droplets, the image expanded in all directions until the elements took the shape of a woman. Rachel realized this was a spirit as it drifted closer to the bed, stopping parallel. The spirit had curly black hair waving down to the shoulders, and lips that were moving as if she were trying to speak, yet no sound was heard. Suddenly, she recognized who it was.

      “Eneida!” Rachel sat upright in bed, staring. When the spirit spoke the second time, she heard her.

      “I wanted to say goodbye.”

      Shocked and stupefied, Rachel’s mouth was dry and hanging open as she clutched the bedsheets between both hands. She stared at the image of Eneida.

      "What happened?" she managed in a low voice.

      "I love you, my friend."

      Then Eneida’s spirit dissipated.

      Oh, my heavens, was all Rachel could think. Realizing that Eneida was dead, suddenly gave her another explanation for the odor in the hallway that Penelope had mentioned. She had forgotten to ask Joe to go upstairs to find the cause.

      “Joe!” Rachel’s hand shot out toward her husband, punching him in the ribs as he lay with his back toward her.

      Joe’s eyes flew open and widened, the way any man would react who had been shocked from a sound sleep.

      “Wake up!” Rachel frantically shouted, pushing on Joe.

      “What's wrong? Is there a burglar?” Joe rubbed at his eyes and turned toward his wife. “Can’t this wait till morning?”

      “No!" Was the man crazy? "Eneida’s dead!”

      Joe looked at his wife in the semi darkness. From his expression, he didn't appear overly impressed or concerned by her statements.

      “So, you dreamed she died…You can tell me all about it in the morning.”

      “No! She was just here!”

      Joe looked blankly at Rachel, then turned his head in the opposite direction to read the clock. “It’s three thirty. Which is it, she’s dead or was just here? Make up your mind and go back to sleep. I am.”

      “I forgot to tell you to go find out why there’s a stink in her hallway," Rachel said, shaking her husband while he attempted to return to sleep. "It’s Eneida. I know it. She’s dead!”

      Joe let out a long sigh as he closed his eyes. “Good. I’ll go smell around in the morning. She’s not going anywhere before then if she’s dead.”

      “I’m not dreaming and I’m not kidding around. And I don't want to wait until morning," she said, emphasizing each word. "We have to go to her unit — right now!” She started pulling at his arm.

      Joe opened his eyes and swung his body from the bed. “All I can say is, she’d better be dead when we get up there or you’re going to be the dead one for waking me up.”

      “I know you don’t mean that.”

      “This better not be one of your dreams.”

      Rachel suddenly remembered her dream about the dead person and the neon red blood dripping down the wall. “Joe. The dream. Remember the dream I had?”

      Joe stopped his parade to the bathroom just short of the doorway. “Oh, yeah. The dead body.”

      “It was Eneida I was dreaming about,” Rachel said to his back.

      “Let me finish in here and I’ll throw on my jeans.”

      Rachel donned a housedress over her nightie and slipped on a pair of flipflops. They were out the door in three minutes, headed for the office. With shaking hands, Rachel unlocked the office door, located the appropriate set of keys for Eneida’s unit, and marched to the elevator with Joe.

      When they came off the elevator, the odor in the walkway was not pleasant, smelling like a kennel mixed with something else. Rachel handed Joe the keys for him to unlock the door. She braced herself for whatever scene was on the other side. When the door swung open, the unit was too dark to see anything until Joe flipped on the wall switch by the door. What met their eyes was gruesome.

      “Oh, my…” Rachel murmured so softly that Joe barely heard her words.

      “This is bad. I’ll call 911,” Joe said, pulling his phone from his back pocket.

      All Rachel could do was stare at the scene before her, with lips parted and hands clutched together. Furniture was turned over, lamps were broken on the floor, and animals were peacefully resting in crates in the middle of the living room. Rachel immediately noticed the fan-shaped blood that dripped from the wall down to the floor. Exactly as in her dream, but not neon red. Something awful had obviously happened here, but where was Eneida?

      “I don’t see Eneida, Joe.”

      Rachel called out her name, but there was no response. She was actually afraid to walk forward, her knees trembling in fear over what she would see.

      Joe gave information to the dispatcher on his phone as he walked toward the closest bedroom. “Cops are coming,” he said, glancing back at Rachel. “I’ll look in the bedroom for Eneida. You should stay here.” He returned the phone to his back pocket.

      As Joe went to investigate the bedroom, Rachel took shallow breaths, squared her shoulders, and walked toward the crates. She wondered how long the poor things had been cooped up. There were four cat carriers, but only three cats were inside the crates. The large crate was for the dog. The poor dog must be miserable was Rachel’s first thought as she reached down to unlatch the dog crate. Glancing to the side, Rachel saw Joe and the dog come out of the bedroom.

      “Found the dog,” Joe said. “He’s not much of a guard dog, is he?”

      "Well I wonder what's in his crate? Something is in here," Rachel said as she pulled the latch open.

      A bloody bare foot and leg sprang from the crate. Rachel screamed. Joe grabbed her away with a quick movement, holding her head to his chest so she couldn’t look at the gruesome scene. Shushing the sobs that began, he rocked his wife in comforting arms and stroked her hair.

      “Here, let’s go into the kitchen,” Joe suggested, drawing her through the living room and dining room, then into the kitchen. “Sit in the chair. I’ll get you some water.”

      Rachel numbly tilted her head upward toward Joe. “I’m really thirsty.”

      Joe brought her a tall glass of water. “Okay, just sit there till the cops come. I’m going down to meet them, and I’ll take the dog with me.” Joe clutched the dog’s collar to lead him, although he appeared to be docile enough to just follow. Joe glanced back at Rachel as he passed through the door. Her head was leaning back against the wall and her face was blank with shock.

      Within minutes, everyone in the building heard the sirens scream as the police cars and ambulance arrived. It wasn’t long before a string of burly cops, clad in green uniforms, raced into the unit. Two glanced at Rachel as they rushed by, while four others pushed ahead. Rachel was still glued to the chair out of sheer horror over what she had seen.

      Two other large men walked into the condo. The first was a handsome young man. He stood under the archway to the kitchen, his head just under the top, looking at Rachel. The second man continued to where the other men were standing around the body.

      “I’m Detective France,” he stated to Rachel, while even more men in green uniforms filed behind him into the living room. His dark hair and jet-black eyebrows framed beautiful blue eyes. “We will need to get a statement from you.”

      “I remember you,” Rachel said, pointing a finger at him. “I met you a few times. You were dating my friend, Nightingale, at the time. Before I moved here.”

      He smiled at the mention of the name. “Yes, you look familiar to me, too. Rachel, is it?”

      “Rachel Barnes.”

      “Nightingale is now my wife.”

      “That’s wonderful,” she said, and then began to babble.

      “I had a dream. I didn’t know it was Eneida I saw. But I remember the blood on the wall, just like it looks now,” she blathered, waving her hand backward, without looking, in the general direction of the blood in the living room. She closed her eyes, relaxed a bit. “I have these dreams. Sometimes. Not often. But they come true.”

      The detective didn’t seem to find her comments to be out of line. Rachel figured he probably was used to people making unusual statements, so this wasn’t something he’d never heard before.

      “I saw the blood and a body, then everything went dark. I couldn’t see who…The next night, tonight, Eneida came to me and said goodbye. I woke Joe -- my husband -- and we got the keys from the office -- I manage the condo.” Rachel let her head drop forward so she didn’t have to look at the detective.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      France walked over to the other officers. One had begun taking pictures of the body inside the crate.

      “She’s gone,” another said, standing up from the body after checking her pulse. “Rig has set in.”

      The detective observed that Eneida’s body had been scrunched into the crate, assuming a stiff fetal position, with the arms twisting into an unnatural display around her head. Her throat had been sliced, the officers relayed to him, which explained the blood spray on the wall from the lacerated artery. Consequently, her clothes were stained heavily, and her dark curls were crusted with dried blood. France returned to Rachel.

      “You found her in the crate?”

      “Yes. I opened it because I thought the dog was inside and he needed to go outside," she said. "Eneida’s leg and foot sprang out, all bloody. It was gross.”

      “I’m sure it was,” France said as Joe reentered the unit with the dog. “And you’re Joe? You let us in downstairs.”

      “Yes, sir, Joe Barnes.” He reached out his hand to the officer. “This is Eneida’s dog – the deceased person over there,” he said, nodding in the body’s direction. “I took him outside to do his business. No telling how long he’s been in here.”

      “I understand. Smells like a while,” France said. “We’ll have to take him and all the other animals as evidence.”

      “Oh, no, you can’t take Eneida’s animals!” Rachel cried out immediately. “She would be devastated to think her animals went to the pound!”

      “I’m sorry, but we have to take them. Once the lab has checked them for any potential evidence, they’ll go to the Humane Society. You can collect them from there,” the detective said.

      “Oh, no-o-o,” Rachel wined, shaking her head. “This just keeps getting more awful. Awfuller. Is that a word?”

      Joe looked at his wife, who was obviously reeling from the events. “Not sure, Honey. Don’t worry about it. We’ll claim the animals when they’re released, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said, nodding her head. Whatever Joe said was fine.

      “Excuse, me folks,” Detective France said as he stepped away with his phone.

      The couple watched as more people in different uniforms entered, carrying a stretcher. They continued over to where the body was located. All the uniformed people were tall and large. Burly was an apt description of the men for sure. Even the women were tall and large. Rachel thought all of them looked like they lifted weights and were double dosing on steroids. Being on the short side, she suddenly felt like she had been transported to the world of giants.

      When the detective returned, he had instructions for the couple.

      “I have called for a matron and she’ll be here momentarily,” he said. “You two will have to go to your condo and give her the clothes you’re wearing.”

      Rachel looked alarmed. “Why? Are we suspects?”

      “No, but your clothes are evidence,” he said. “Both of you walked around the crime scene, so you may have picked up valuable evidence that will help us catch the person who did this.”

      Rachel’s eyes traveled to her husband.

      “Not a problem,” Joe said. “We’re happy to do anything that will help.”

      “Murphy!” Detective France called over to the uniformed officers and then turned back. “Corporal Murphy will accompany you to your condo.”

      Corporal Murphy walked over from the group assembled around the cages. He was a tall, redheaded, freckle-faced young man. And cute, Rachel couldn’t help but think, despite the circumstances.

      “Take them to their condo unit. Peggy is on her way to collect the clothes,” the detective said.

      “Yes, sir,” he answered. “Come on, folks. What’s the number of your condo?”

      “Four thirty-four,” Joe said.

      “I’ll come to your office later after you open,” France said to Rachel. “We’re going to be here a while. No one will be able to have access to this place until the crime scene unit clears it and the Hazmat team comes in to clean.”

      “Understood,” Joe said. “Come on, Rachel, let’s go home.”

      Rachel followed Joe, looking sadly back at the dog. “Soon, baby,” she whispered.

      They rode down the elevator in silence with the deputy.

      It wasn’t long after entering their unit that a chunky woman carrying paper bags appeared. She wore a green uniform like all the others.

      “I’m Margaret Scott. You can call me Peggy,” she said. With her brown hair tightly pulled back into a ponytail and sans make up, she gave the appearance of what one might envision a prison guard looked like.

      Rachel didn’t think the name of Peggy suited her. She looked more like an Arnold, as in Schwarzenegger. The biceps on the woman jumped out from under her quarter length sleeves, and she had a set of shoulders to match.

      “You,” Peggy said, pointing at Joe, “go with Murphy. I’ll take this one. You’re both going to have to strip and give us your clothes.”

      Rachel immediately felt her heart jump into her throat.

      Joe led Murphy into the bedroom after Peggy handed the officer some paper bags.

      “Where do you want to do this?” Peggy asked, looking at Rachel as she stood uneasily in the kitchen.

      “Uh, do I have to?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “The bathroom?”

      “That’s fine with me,” she answered. “Long as it’s big enough for both of us.”

      “It’s over here,” Rachel said, walking around the corner toward the bathroom.

      Once standing inside, Rachel felt like slamming the door. Why couldn’t she just take off her clothes and hand them out to the officer? Rachel wondered if the officer was going to watch her undress. Surely, she would turn her back? But, no, that wasn’t the case. Officer Scott stood firmly in front of Rachel, hands resting on broad hips, waiting for Rachel to make the first move.

      Slowly, Rachel gathered up her housedress into her hands and pulled it over her head. Underneath she had on a nightie. “Do you need this, too?”

      “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Officer Scott said. “I’ll need your shoes, though.”

      Rachel handed over the housedress. The cop loosely let it fall into one of the paper bags. Rachel slipped her feet from the flipflops, bent over to pick them up, and then held them out to the larger woman.

      “Here you go, Peggy,” Rachel said, dropping her shoes into the bag.

      To Rachel’s horror, Scott took out a small camera and told her to stand with her hands to her sides. She did as told, while the woman photographed her, front and back, head to toe, palms up, palms down, and everything in between, until all of Rachel’s body was recorded for evidence. She felt violated from the experience.

      “You’ll be notified if you can pick up your clothes—or not,” the officer said as she turned to open the door. Rachel quickly grabbed a bathrobe from the hook attached and threw it on. It happened to be one of Joe’s, so the gray terry robe hung to the floor.

      When they walked out, Joe and Murphy had already finished with the undressing. Her husband was standing barefoot in the middle of the living room wearing one of her bathrobes, the pink one. Her favorite one with ruffles and lace. She thought he looked really silly dressed in her robe, with the hem barely reaching his knobby knees. Rachel shook her head at the sight.

      “You couldn’t find a better bathrobe?” she asked.

      “You’re wearing mine!” he said. “I wasn’t prepared to need a bathrobe on demand.”

      “Okay, folks,” Corporal Murphy said, “we’ll leave you now so you can get some sleep.”

      Joe and Rachel looked at the officer like his hair had morphed from red to black.

      What sleep?
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      After being awakened by police sirens, followed by the ambulance, the entire condo was buzzing the next day about the early morning disturbance. It didn’t take much to get the residents stirred up, but with something meaty to chew on, all bedlam broke out. Anyone who was mobile came into the office for details. Those who weren’t capable of making a personal appearance called on the phone. It was a morning straight from hell for Rachel. And she wasn’t in the best of shape to handle the onslaught.

      Rachel had a raging headache. She fumbled around in her desk drawer and tried to locate some Ibuprofen. She really needed something today. Whether this would do the trick, she didn't know. When she looked up, Penelope was coming in the door. Rachel just stared into her eyes.

      “Lord, child, you don’t look too good.”

      “I’m not good. I found her body.” With that statement out of her mouth, she plopped down in the chair.

      “I know. I peeked out the door after I heard the sirens. It wasn’t hard to figure what happened.” Penelope slowly lowered her body to another chair.

      “The police will probably want to talk to you,” Rachel said, reaching for the mini fridge behind to get bottled water.

      “They already have. I gave them my statement.”

      Rachel's eyes looked over at her hopefully. “Did you hear or see anything?” she asked after she swallowed the pill. Once she started to drink, her thirst took over, and she finished half the bottle.

      “No, nothing. I was sound asleep until the sirens went off. Even I can hear sirens. Who do you think murdered her?” The woman’s eyes were liquid and full of questions. “It’s a scary thought that one of my neighbors has been murdered.”

      “Yes, it is. For all of us. And I can’t imagine who would have killed her, to answer your question.” Rachel was still processing the situation, making an effort to be cordial to all the tenants. She understood they were alarmed.

      The office door swung open and Detective France entered. He nodded to the women before he spoke.

      “I’d like a word with you, Mrs. Barnes.”

      “Oh, I’ll leave you alone now,” Penelope said quickly, realizing she needed to leave. She popped from the chair and scooted out the door. Rachel knew that the old woman was tempted to place her ear on the door from the other side. Hopefully, she’ll think better of that and go back to her apartment.

      “Have a seat,” Rachel offered. “Would you like some water or coffee?”

      “Water would be nice,” he said, taking a seat across the desk from Rachel.

      “It’s the least I can do.” Rachel handed the detective a bottle of water from the fridge. “So, what’s happening?”

      “The medical examiner has ruled the woman’s death as a homicide. Her throat was cut after she suffered a beating. It was brutal,” he said, taking a few swallows of water. “The assailant used an object to knock her around before killing her. We speculate that was to weaken her. We did not find that object at the scene. The time of death was probably less than twenty-four hours prior to the discovery of the body.”

      “Do you have any idea who could have done such a horrific thing?” Rachel needed to know if the other residents were in jeopardy.

      “Not yet. Let me ask you something,” he said, leaning forward in the chair. “Did this woman routinely cage her cats, if you know?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but I assume she let them run loose. She was an animal lover, so I don’t think she’d want her cats confined. What would be the purpose in that?” Rachel said. “I also used to receive complaints about noise caused by the cats, so I doubt they were caged.”

      “Was she seeing anyone?”

      “Not that I know of. And I’m sure I would have known about that.” They were close friends. She would have known. At least that was her thought. “I’m going down to the precinct today to give a complete statement. Joe, too.”

      “Did she have enemies?”

      “Some people in other shelters, like kill shelters, may not have liked her activism, but I’m not aware she had enemies.” Who could hate Eneida enough to kill her? That was an impossibility to Rachel.

      “What kind of activism?”

      “She worked to get all shelters to become no-kill, like hers. You see, it can be more profitable to be a kill shelter, but it's not humane. Eneida was all for the kind treatment of animals.”

      “I see.” The detective sat back in the chair and paused in thought, his eyes running up to the ceiling. “Was she anxious about anything happening in her life?”

      “Actually, things were going very well for her. She had hired a man to run the shelter about a year ago, so she had more free time. I can’t imagine anyone with any significant reason for killing her,” Rachel said, looking wide eyed at the detective. “She was a good person, a friend.”

      “Please write down that person’s name and contact information, the man at the shelter,” the detective said, standing. “And the shelter name and address.”

      “Certainly.”

      “I’ll let you know as much as I’m allowed as the case progresses. I can’t be specific about an on-going case. If you think of anything that might be helpful, give me a call.”

      “I will,” she said, writing Jorge’s name and information on a piece of notepaper and sliding it across the desk to him. “When can we claim the animals?”

      “Soon. Maybe in two days, I would think.”

      “Good.”

      The detective left her office, leaving Rachel to puzzle over last night’s events.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 9


          

        

      

    

    
      At the point Rachel thought everyone had made their entrance and exit, in walked Loretta. She was dressed impeccably in her usual attire of a pantsuit, this one lemon yellow, even though the temperature was well into the nineties.

      “Rachel, dear, you look tired,” Loretta said as she sat across from Rachel

      “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.” That was certainly an honest statement.

      “I can understand that.” Loretta looked compassionately at Rachel. “Eneida was your friend, wasn’t she?”

      “Yes. So, I’m more than a little upset by all of this.” Rachel sank back into her chair. “I can’t imagine who would want her dead.”

      “There are a lot of sickos roaming around. I’ve had encounters with more than my share of degenerates. A police detective rarely associates with wholesome people when on the job.”

      “I can imagine. You should write a book.”

      “I did, but none of the publishers would accept it because they recognized some of the characters, despite the name changes,” Loretta said, folding her hands in her lap. “Apparently, news of my investigations traveled a wide circuit.”

      “So, now you’re here, retired and enjoying life,” Rachel said.

      “Yes. But this murder in our building has me disturbed,” Loretta said. “I just wonder if there could be another attempt on someone’s life.”

      “Are you afraid someone from your past came looking for you?” That thought had not entered Rachel's mind until now. All she needed was to have a once high-profile detective murdered in the condo. The headlines would be sensational.

      “I rubbed elbows undercover with some very, shall we say, influential men. And many went to prison because of me. Anything is possible,” Loretta said, looking down at her manicured hands. “It’s difficult to know who might want to seek revenge after they get out of prison.”

      “Loretta, we have a secure building. I really believe this is an isolated situation having nothing to do with you.” Rachel sat up closer to her desk. “I don’t see any connection with the murder of an animal shelter owner and a former detective. It is highly unlikely whoever committed this murder will return. I think you are safe here.”

      “If it’s so safe here, how did a murderer gain entry?” The words came out quickly.

      “You have a very good point. I don’t have an answer for that at this time.” Rachel was not feeling well and these questions for which she did not have answers were making her uncomfortable and a bit insecure. “We’ll have to see what the police determine happened.”

      “You're right. There’s no sense in worrying about something that we haven’t any control over and could very well be random,” Loretta said, standing to leave. “I just thought I’d come by to see what you knew.”

      “Not much right now. I’m sorry.”

      “Good bye, dear,” she said as she closed the door behind her.

      Finally alone, Rachel put her arms on the desk, lowered her head, and sobbed.

      

      “Yes, I know you miss her,” Rachel said as she knelt in front of the dog. The confiscated animals had been released from evidence, as promised, and sent to the Humane Society. Joe picked up the dog and brought him home to Rachel. Then Jorge and Joe also claimed the cats and brought them back to Eneida’s shelter.

      She fondled the dog’s ears and looked into his moist brown eyes, as if seeking a clue how to console him. “What was your name?” She had a lapse of memory about what Eneida called him.

      Rachel fumbled around with his collar for his identification, finally reading the name on the tag. “Ah, Rufus! Yes, that totally suits you, big boy. Rufus…” she said, anchoring the name into her mind. “Well, you’re here with us now, so you’ll have to get used to it. And get to know Joe. I predict, you will love him. And he’ll love you, too.”

      Right on cue, Joe walked in the front door of their apartment, carrying a bag of groceries. Rufus leaped at Joe, his big hairy paws resting on the man’s chest, all but dislodging the bag. Rufus’ tongue hung sideways as he appeared to smile at his new daddy.

      “He likes you,” Rachel said.

      “Yeah, I see that. Dog has good taste.” Joe nudged at Rufus.

      “You need to train him not to jump on you,” Rachel said. “For all her good qualities, Eneida was not much in the training department. He shouldn’t jump on people. Especially being so large.”

      “Yeah, he’s not a pipsqueak dog.” Joe broke the hold Rufus had on him. “Down…What’s his name?”

      “Rufus.”

      “Oh, I like that. Rufus.” Joe patted the animal on the head. “Good Rufus.”

      “Good Rufus needs dog food.”

      “Yeah, I got some. I left it in the walkway. Let me put down this bag on the counter and I’ll get it.” Joe walked outside where an open walkway fronted all the units on each floor, stretching the length of the building.

      “Good Joe.” Rachel grinned.
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      Rufus sat quietly, eyeballing every bite of toast Joe put into his mouth. The dog licked his lips when a blob of scrambled egg followed, his eyes fixated on the man.

      “This is mine,” Joe said to the dog. “All mine.”

      Rufus thumped his tail on the floor, his face saying, “Mine, too.”

      “Oh, brother, look at you two,” Rachel said as she walked by them and into the kitchen. “Don’t turn your back or Rufus will swallow up your breakfast in one sweep of that tongue.”

      “I have no intention of taking my eyes off this plate,” Joe said, taking a generous portion of egg onto his fork. “What are you doing up so early?”

      “I can’t sleep. I just keep seeing the blood on the wall and then I feel miserable,” she said, pulling the carafe from the coffee maker and pouring a cup of coffee. “And Eneida came into my dreams last night.”

      “Again? What happened?”

      “She looked scared this time, like she was puzzled by what happened. I need to say prayers for her.” Rachel gave her husband a wide-eyed look.

      “That is a very good idea." Joe shoved the last bite of toast into his mouth and placed the empty plate on the tile floor. Rufus slurped down any meager remnants of egg and crumbs. "Was she religious?"

      “Well, she seemed spiritual. As for religious, I'm not sure. She was Catholic when she was younger." Rachel sat across from her husband, coffee cup in hand.

      “Then you need to say some prayers for sure, and I will, too," Joe said. Oddly, Joe was the more religious one.

      “I will.”

      “And now she’s continuing to visit you in your sleep?” Joe gathered his keys and wallet as he spoke.

      “Yes. That’s why I think she needs our prayers.”

      “Hear that, Rufus? Mama’s being visited by your first mama.” Joe patted the dog when he raised his head from incessantly cleaning the plate.

      “You really shouldn’t let him lick the plate, Joe.”

      “What’s the difference? It’s going into the dishwasher, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but…never mind.” She was too tired to discuss it.

      “Okay, I’m out of here,” Joe said, walking toward the door. “I’ll be upstairs trying to see what’s happening with the clean up after that fight the Rogers had. Then I’ll see if there’s any action at Eneida’s place.”

      “Bye.” Rachel remained seated in her chair, slightly numb over her present life.

      

      Joe had just exited the elevator when he heard a loud slam. Looking down the open-air walkway, he saw Marc Rogers furiously slamming his condo door, over and over. “What the heck are you doing?” Joe asked as he walked closer to the man.

      “Door won’t stay shut!” Marc kept closing the door until Joe reached him.

      “Knock it off! You’ve probably sprung it by slamming it like that.” Joe inserted himself between Marc and the door. “Step away.”

      Marc did as he was told, stepping back about three feet from Joe and the door. He positioned himself against the railing that safely prevented him from falling several flights downward.

      “Yeah, you’ve busted the door,” Joe said while examining the damage. “I’ll have to fix it or it won’t lock.”

      “Don’t bother,” Marc said. “I don’t care if it locks or not.”

      Joe turned toward Marc, noticing his appearance wasn’t suitable for public viewing. His hair was messy and he had on a ratty tee-shirt over his blue cutoff jeans. One of his arms had a sleeve of tattoos, the other only one heart. The sleeved arm appeared to be mostly biker related in theme, fitting a man who owned a bike shop. His feet were bare.

      “Well, your wife just might like to feel safe by being able to lock the door,” Joe said. “You two have another fight?”

      “Yeah. So what? You and your wife never fight?” The expression he wore was full of rage and he appeared nervous as he wiped the back of his hand across his bleeding nose.

      “Not like that.”

      Marc didn’t have a reply.

      “I’m going to get my tools. Is Lola okay?”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t she be?” Marc was getting testier the longer they talked.

      “Oh, I don’t know, by the looks of you I’d guess she took a swing after you hit her.”

      “She’s a crazy woman,” Marc said, turning away to spit blood over the railing of the walkway. “I think I’m losing a tooth because of her.”

      “Well, don’t spit it down there on someone,” Joe said. “I’ll be back shortly.”

      On his way to the maintenance closet, Joe had to walk by Eneida’s unit. Yellow crime scene tape was stretched across the doorway. No detectives seemed to be around at the time. He was curious about the investigation, such as, if they had any leads yet?

      Joe arrived at his maintenance closet and unlocked the deadbolt. As his hand reached out to turn the doorknob, he caught a glimpse out of the corner of his eye of a person approaching. It was Ruby, all decked out in an aggressively red bathing suit that almost matched the color of her hair.

      “Hello, Joe,” Ruby said, giving him a bright smile. “I see Rachel has you working hard.”

      “You could say that, Ruby.”

      “Why don’t you come to my place for a cup of tea?” Ruby suggested, replacing the fallen strap on her bony shoulder.

      The woman doesn’t have enough meat on her bones to keep her clothes in place, Joe thought.

      “I can’t. I’ve got to tend to a broken door,” Joe said. “But thanks for the invite.”

      Ruby smiled brightly again. “Any time, Joe.”

      Joe liked Ruby. She was certainly a character, but he appreciated that quality. He watched her sashay her hips as she walked away. All ninety pounds of her. He couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t have a fanny anymore. He shook his head.

      Joe returned to the Rogers apartment to repair the damaged door, knocking loudly so the occupants knew he was there.

      “I’m repairing your door, just so you know,” Joe called out as he pushed open the door. “Holy cow.”

      What he saw was an apartment that looked like one of the hurricanes from last year had made a repeat appearance. Lamps were on their sides, furniture turned wrong, pictures torn off the walls and tossed, and broken glass collected in various areas of the floor. The apartment smelled like everything Lola had cooked over the last few days. Most of that was on the floor, too. Were they throwing food at each other?

      “Rachel won’t like this,” Joe muttered to himself.

      After he’d been working on the repairs for a while, Lola crept from the bedroom. She was presentably dressed in shorts and a top, but one eye was blackened and her lips looked swollen.

      Oh, there certainly had been a fight.

      “Hello, Lola,” Joe said, glancing in her direction as she drew closer. “Had another fight, huh?”

      “Nothing bad, just a little one,” she replied sheepishly.

      “Yeah? I’d hate to see the end result of a bad one,” he remarked, nodding his head toward the living room. “When are you planning to clean up that mess? Or is some of it left from the last fight?”

      “Maybe.”

      Joe stopped what he was doing and turned to look more closely at Lola. Minus her bruises, Lola would have been an attractive woman. She had a rather muscular body, indicating she had participated in sports at some point in her life. He knew her to use the tennis court regularly. Obviously, she was quite capable of landing punches to Marc’s face.

      “Why do you put up with this, Lola? Why don’t you leave Marc?” Joe was genuinely concerned about the abuse, remembering back to his own childhood. That was not a good memory.

      “Leave? I wouldn’t leave Marc.” Her eyes grew big and she squared her shoulders with indignation. “He’s my husband and I love him.”

      Joe swung his arm toward the room. “This doesn’t look like love. This looks like abuse.”

      “Marc loves me. He just has a bad temper.”

      “Oh, I can see he has a temper, all right. No question there.” Joe focused on the door again.

      “When he comes home, he’ll help me clean up.” She smiled and giggled a little. “He’ll probably bring me roses, too.”

      “Yeah, roses for your funeral’s more like it.” Joe shook his head in disgust, turning back to face her.

      Lola dropped her head and looked away. “Marc loves me,” she said, her voice barely audible When she turned her head back, Joe could see tears in her eyes.

      “Lola, you don’t have to put up with his abuse,” Joe said, stepping away from the door and closer to her. “There are shelters you can go to for protection.”

      With her eyes welling to capacity, Lola reached out to Joe, throwing her arms around him. The distraught woman clung to him, sobbing into his chest. Joe froze in position, his body becoming as wooden as a toy soldier.

      “Now, Lola, it’s okay,” he said, awkwardly patting her on the back with one hand while trying to disengage himself from her embrace with the other. “Here, stand up straight, wipe your eyes. It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not.” Lola’s mouth opened wide as she released a pitiful wailing sound.

      “Do you want me to call Rachel? I can get her here in a minute,” he suggested. This was more than Joe could handle. And it was awkward.

      “No-o-o-o,” Lola moaned, her face all scrunched up in the ugly cry. She turned toward the bedroom and skipped inside, closing the door behind her.

      “Wait till Rachel hears about this,” Joe muttered to himself.

      He made quick work repairing the door and left before Lola decided to come out of the bedroom again.
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      Rufus was licking Rachel’s knee when Joe entered her office. Immediately, the dog ceased and sprang at Joe.

      “Down, Rufus!” Joe removed the dog’s paws from his chest and let him drop to the floor. “Good boy. Down is good.”

      “It’s going to take time to break him of that habit,” Rachel said.

      “I see that.”

      “Any signs of cleanup at the Rogers’ apartment?”

      “Not really. I just finished repairing the front door.”

      Rachel turned away from the desk, focusing fully on Joe. “What was wrong with the door?”

      “Marc broke it slamming it shut a dozen times, is my guess. I caught him and stopped him from doing more damage,” Joe said, easing into a chair across the desk from Rachel.

      Rachel looked questioningly at him. “That doesn’t make sense.” She had chosen the turquoise blouse she was wearing because it made her blue eyes stand out. Rachel knew her husband liked it when she wore blue. She was sure he noticed.

      “It does if you saw the apartment. They had a fight and the place is trashed again. Or maybe still. I bet it never got cleaned up after their last one.” He shrugged.

      “I can’t allow this to continue. That man is going to kill her if something isn’t done.”

      “Well, don’t look at Lola to do anything. She’s sporting a fresh black eye and swollen lips." He pointed at the mini fridge to indicate he wanted a bottle of water. "Marc had a bloody nose. She must have clocked him because he was spitting blood. Said he was losing a tooth.”

      “This situation is totally out of hand. She needs to leave that jerk and go to a shelter,” Rachel said, handing a bottle of water to Joe and opening one for herself.

      “Yeah, well, that was my suggestion to her and she just says she loves him. She isn’t going anywhere.” Joe took a long drink from the bottle.

      “I need to inform the Morgans about their tenants. They probably have no clue what’s going on there.”

      “Whatever you think best.”

      “And you said the place is trashed — again?”

      “Or additionally. Hard to tell, but it’s a mess.”

      Rachel reached for her telephone log. “I’m calling the Morgans. I’ve had enough. They need to evict their tenants.”

      “I also went by Eneida’s apartment and there isn’t any action there. No cops in sight.”

      “Detective France will let me know if something’s happening.” Rachel looked over at her husband. He was her support system, always calm and steady when she was on the brink of an emotional drop. “Poor Eneida.”

      

      “Is there going to be a funeral?” Olivia asked as she dabbed a tissue carefully at her eyes so as not to smear her mascara.

      “As far as I know, yes. I haven’t spoken directly with her oldest daughter, but Detective France indicated the family was taking care of things,” Rachel said, taking another sip of her iced tea and reaching for a complimentary cookie. “Her kids are scattered around and her ex-husband is deceased. The only child in Florida is Margarita, but she’s in Miami. It’s difficult for her to arrange something from down there.”

      “I just can’t understand who would kill her,” Tia said, the casual yellow top she wore accentuating her dark complexion and black hair. “She was a good person, loved animals. Why do this to her?”

      “I haven’t an answer. All I know is, there are sickos out there who like to harm people,” Rachel said. “These last few days for me have been straight from hell. And I am absolutely exhausted.”

      Olivia lifted her glass and smiled at the server the next time she looked over from the bar. “Well, you found her body. I can understand that would be upsetting.”

      “Upsetting? There was blood on the wall. It fanned out and dripped down. The bastard slit her throat!” Rachel said. “Blood was everywhere. That was the grossest thing I’ve ever seen. Of course, I’m upset.” Rachel’s face matched the red color in her patterned blouse.

      Olivia and Tia exchanged looks of concern. In an attempt to lead the conversation elsewhere, Tia said, “What about the shelter? Eneida owned the shelter. What will happen to that?”

      “I don’t know. She probably had a will and made provisions, I would think,” Rachel said. “The shelter was too important to her not to have made some sort of arrangement.”

      Olivia accepted her fresh iced tea from the server, took a sip and set the glass down. “What do you know about the man who manages the shelter?”

      “Let’s see, his name is Jorge Benitez. He’s in his late forties, I think. Seems nice enough,” Rachel said, reaching into her purse and rummaging around for her fan. “He takes very good care of the shelter. Eneida thought he was great or she wouldn’t have trusted him with the animals.”

      “He has to be a nice man,” Olivia agreed. “He’s probably upset by this situation.”

      A shadow fell over the table as a man drew close. The three women looked up to see Alfred.

      “Hello, ladies,” he said in a soft breathy voice.

      “Hello, Alfred. How are you this fine evening?” Rachel asked, fanning herself.

      “Rosy, just peachy.” The old guy fumbled in his pockets as if he were looking for something. “You ladies look like you’re having a good time.”

      “Yes, we are,” Olivia said.

      Alfred looked from one face to the other. It wasn’t clear what he wanted. Maybe he expected to be invited to join them?

      “Awful, just awful about that woman being murdered,” Alfred finally said. “I hope we don’t have a serial killer on the premises.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that, Alfred,” Rachel said. “There hasn’t been any indication in that direction. I’m quite sure you’re safe in your unit.”

      Alfred made a nervous giggling response. “Well, if you say so, I believe you.”

      “Everything will be fine, Alfred,” Tia assured him.

      “Okay, ladies, have a nice evening.” Alfred shuffled away from the table, seemingly satisfied he wasn’t in harm’s way.

      “Bye, Alfred,” each called after him.

      “Okay, I’m going to the lady’s room,” Olivia said, rising from her chair. Rachel and Tia chuckled as she headed toward the restrooms, trying her best to look like a lady.

      “I wonder how Olivia’s date went,” Tia said.

      “Let’s ask her when she gets back.” Rachel sipped her tea, quietly sitting in her chair. “I really like these little soirees we have. It helps me unwind being with you two.” Used to be three, Rachel thought.

      Olivia returned to the table.

      Rachel locked her eyes on Olivia. “Okay, we both want to know how your date went.”

      “It was nice.” Olivia adjusted herself back into her chair.

      “Huh uh, more, give us more,” Rachel said. "You can't just say that it was nice."

      “Well, he was a gentleman…”

      “Bo-ring,” Rachel said.

      “He was not boring. He was respectful.” Olivia’s lips curved into a slight smile. “Nice looking, too, just like his picture. He seemed to like me and I liked him.”

      “Are you going out again?” Tia asked.

      “Yes.”

      “When?” Rachel asked.

      “When he gets back from his trip.”

      “A likely story,” Rachel said, giving her fan a hearty flip in the air.

      “No, really. He has a medical conference in Sacramento. He’ll be gone a week.” Olivia kept smiling, her pleasure obvious. “When he returns, my doctor friend will call me and we’ll go out to dinner again. Italian this time. He likes Italian food.”

      Rachel’s eyes crinkled as she smiled at her friend. “I hope it works out for you. I really do.”

      “We’ll just have to wait and see,” Olivia said, grinning, and then looking down into her lap as her cheeks flushed.

      “A toast to a budding relationship!” Tia said, hoisting her glass.

      “Cheers!”

      

      Rachel walked into the apartment, feeling a little sad and sporting what felt like a strong buzz. She tried to be quiet because, even though she had gotten home early, Joe was sure to be in bed. She carefully negotiated over the rug that had been her undoing previously, not wanting to fall and wake her husband from a deep sleep again.

      But then Rachel hadn't considered Rufus. The dog had other ideas.

      A giant yellow blur leaped at her in his eagerness to greet Rachel. Wham, she was thrown right to the floor with a loud thud, followed by some moaning. Slobbery kisses were delivered to any exposed skin, especially her face, as Rufus straddled Rachel's body.

      “Phfffffttt, leave me alone, Rufus!” she hollered, trying unsuccessfully to push the dog away. “I can’t breathe! Get your tongue out of my nose!”

      Rachel could hear Joe stomping across the floor to rescue her.

      “I’ll get him,” Joe said, pulling Rufus back by his collar.

      “Ugh, I’m all wet!” Rachel rolled over and got up. “Oh, you hairy, slobbery beast!” She glared at Rufus who just sat wagging his tail as he looked adoringly at her.

      “So, did you have fun tonight?” Joe asked.

      “If you call fun talking about Eneida’s death and being attacked by Sasquatch.”

      He grinned. “Okay, Rufus, I guess you’re the one who had all the fun tonight. Let’s go back to bed.” Joe led the dog away. “Mamma needs to clean up.” Rachel was sure she heard him chuckle after that last remark.

      After a shower, Rachel climbed in bed, ready for a good night’s sleep. But that wasn’t happening. She threw off the covers, hoping the ceiling fan would cool her off. But that made her cold, so she pulled the covers up again. After a few minutes, Rachel was sweating. Finally, she did a half up and down position with the covers, slinging one leg and one arm totally outside, hoping that would be comfortable for her body. And it was for a while, then she got cold again. Ah, one of those nights…Eventually, sleep took her.
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      Five days following Eneida’s death, Detective France entered Rachel’s office, surprising her.

      Rachel stood to greet him from behind her desk. “Hello, Detective. Come in and have a seat.” She probably looked to the detective like she was going to a funeral because she was all in black.

      “Thank you.” He sat in the chair, looking like he had news to tell. “I thought you’d want to know that Eneida’s daughter is taking charge of the body and preparing for her to be cremated.”

      “Really?”

      “I believe it had to do with finances. And Eneida’s will.”

      “Oh, so she did have a will…I thought she would have one,” Rachel said, nodding. “She would want the shelter taken care of after her death.”

      “Yes, apparently all the money she left in her will and life insurance is to go to the shelter. Some money was set aside for Eneida’s burial but, given the expense, the daughter thought cremation was best,” France said.

      “I see.”

      “The daughter has your contact information. I thought you’d want her to have it since you were close to her mother.”

      “Yes, thank you. All I ever knew was that her name was Margarita and she lived in Miami. I never met her,” Rachel said. “I definitely want to be at any memorial she has planned.”

      “She didn’t say anything about that, but here’s Margarita’s phone number if you want to call her,” France said, handing Rachel a sheet of paper. “And thanks to you and Joe for giving your statement. You do understand that we had to fingerprint you for elimination purposes?”

      “That’s okay. We do understand. Thank you for Margarita’s number. I certainly will call her.” Rachel placed the paper in the top drawer of her desk. “Any news about the investigation?”

      “Not too much. We figure she knew her assailant and let the person enter the building because there was no forced entry into her apartment. The only fingerprints we found were hers and yours. And some smudged ones on the latch, which were probably yours. We surmise whoever came to visit was a friend, because we found two wine glasses, but we couldn’t get any DNA to confirm an identity since the glasses were smashed and contaminated by the animals.”

      “Hmm, so she knew the person…” Rachel found that interesting.

      “Do you know anyone who would have visited her apartment? Besides you.”

      “No, not really. And I hadn’t been up there in a couple months myself.” Rachel looked a little guiltily at the detective. “Since I’m the manager, sometimes I avoid things. Eneida kept animals up there and I sort of ignored how many or if she was in violation of the rules. She was a friend and I didn’t want to have to take issue with her.”

      “I understand. Is there anyone in the building she was friendly with?”

      “Besides me, there were two friends, Olivia Johnson and Tia Patel. But neither of them murdered her. Olivia is a professor and Tia’s a doctor.” Rachel reached behind to her mini fridge, opened the door and withdrew a bottle of water. “Would you like some water?”

      “Yes, please.” He accepted the water and twisted off the lid. “Thank you.”

      “Both women adored Eneida.” Rachel pulled out a bottle for herself and was surprised to see that it was the last one. “Otherwise, she knew people on a casual basis who live here in the building. But many of these people are elderly, hardly capable of committing that violent murder scene I saw.”

      “But everyone here isn’t elderly, are they?” France raised the bottle of water to his lips.

      “No, you just have to be over fifty to live here,” Rachel answered.

      “Can you think of anyone who is on the younger side that might be capable of violence?”

      “Well, yes, I can. Marc Rogers." She didn't hesitate to share information about the noisy, destructive couple. "He owns a bike shop and he abuses his wife on a regular basis. I’m going to get the owners who rent to the couple to evict them.”

      “I’d like you to delay that for now until this investigation is over. What apartment does he live in?” France pulled out his notepad.

      “Eighth floor, apartment 809.”

      “Right next to the victim’s unit? Okay, I’ll let you know if I find anything of interest from him that should concern you,” he said, rising.

      “I appreciate that,” Rachel said.

      “I’ll go upstairs now and see if Marc is home,” Detective France said.

      “Thank you for the information you shared.” Rachel also stood as the detective walked toward the door of her office and out. She buzzed the door for him so he could get into the elevator area. Then she went to her own unit to get more water for her mini-fridge.

      

      Detective France pulled out his ringing cell phone from his pocket while he was on the elevator, heading for the eighth floor. He answered the call with a quick, “Yeah.”

      “Hi, Honey,” a sweet voice said. “I’m planning spaghetti for tonight and maybe something special for dessert.”

      He chuckled. “Okay, that sounds good. I should be home by six.”

      “Great! Then I know when to start the meatballs.”

      “Love you,” he said.

      “Love you,” she said.

      He exited the elevator, continued down the walkway, and stood before the door of apartment 809. Before the detective could knock, he heard a woman screaming. Gurgled or muted sounds followed, he wasn’t sure which. With his adrenalin surging suddenly, France tried the door. Finding it unlocked, he pushed inside as he yelled, "Police!"

      His view was clear, being that the room flowed from the front door directly to the balcony. France saw Marc vigorously choking his wife with his bare hands. She was partially bent backwards over the balcony railing. He hastily moved to the balcony, cautiously trampling over and around debris for the length of the dining and living room, not sure if the man was trying to choke his wife or additionally throw her over the railing.

      Lola began to squirm with more strength under Marc’s grip. It soon became apparent that Marc had decided to hoist Lola over the railing, because he released the hold on her neck and grabbed the bottom of her shorts with both hands, attempting to lift her. Lola clawed at his face and screamed full force, the sound ripping through the air like a siren.

      Now on the balcony, France hooked one arm around Marc’s neck, throwing him off balance. He grabbed at Lola's arm, jerking her toward him and then to the side. She fell safely onto the balcony. When Marc regained his posture, he looked confused and didn’t resist the detective as he took physical control of the man. France pulled Marc’s arms behind his back and handcuffed him.

      “Okay, that's the end of your fun. You’re going to jail,” France said, maneuvering Marc ahead, directing him toward the front door, again trying to avoid debris along the way.

      He glanced back at Lola, who was still on the floor of the balcony. As he was about to say something to her, she began to yell at him.

      “Oh, no, what’s happening?” Lola cried. She rose from the balcony floor and slinked along beside the two men as they made their way to the door. “You can’t take him away!”

      The detective gave Lola a sideways glance as he continued to muscle the wiry man forward. She began screaming profanities at France and beating him with her fists. Most blows hit his arms, others his back.

      “Ma’am, I’m going to have to arrest you if you don’t stop,” he said.

      “You stop! That’s my husband!” She continued pummeling the detective.

      “Lady, you’re insane,” France said, pressing the communication button at his collar to notify dispatch as he simultaneously kicked his leg out at Lola. The encounter sent her reeling to the wall. “Stay there! Don’t move!”

      When dispatch answered, France called for assistance in a domestic abuse situation and clicked off. He looked over at Lola, who was frozen against the wall, sliding downward until she came to rest on her heels.

      “Sit,” he ordered Marc, shoving him into a ratty beige chair that looked like it had been adorned with blood stains from their past altercations. “Don’t move.”

      France turned to Lola, now cowering on the floor. He pulled out a set of zip ties, reached down for Lola's arm, pulled her up and around, and then clamped the ties on her wrists.

      "Satisfied now?" France asked.

      Watching his wife being restrained sent Marc into a frenzy. Springing from the chair, he kicked at France’s back. The detective whirled around and the two men fell to the floor, tussling on the carpet among the broken glass and food. All through the altercation, Lola screamed bloody murder. If he hadn’t already called for backup, the neighbors surely would have called the police.

      France was finally able to contain Marc's wriggling around by sitting on his chest. He looked over at Lola who was standing at attention with her back against the wall. He only waited a few seconds more before reinforcements barged through the door. Six beefy men and one formidable woman entered, quickly gathering around France and Marc.

      “Place these two under arrest.” Standing up from Marc’s body, he pointed at Marc. “Him, attempted murder, domestic abuse, and assault on a police officer.” Jerking his thumb towards Lola, he continued. “Her, assault on an officer.”

      France strode from the apartment, adjusting his shoulders as he waited for the elevator. It was then he realized he had picked up the stench of the Rogers’ apartment on himself. Two more officers exited with the EMTs. His plan was to make short work with the report and head home for a shower, a spaghetti dinner.

      And dessert.
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      Penelope was the first one to enter Rachel’s office the next morning, barely giving her time to get seated.

      “I saw the cops taking Marc out in handcuffs, and Lola, too. What happened?”

      Rachel debated how much she wanted to tell the woman. She didn’t need the entire complex gossiping about Marc and Lola.

      “It’s hard to say right now. I don’t have all the facts.” Rachel hoped that would satisfy the woman.

      “I heard Lola yelling like someone was cutting off her fingers and toes,” Penelope said. “It was awful. Do you think Marc was chopping off her digits?”

      “I seriously doubt that. I received several calls about the noise,” Rachel said, pushing the button on the coffeemaker sitting atop the mini fridge. She really needed some caffeine.

      “It was more than noise. Lola was screaming at the top of her lungs. You know how kids shriek when playing? It was like that. Shrill. Ear splitting. I know Marc was trying to kill her,” Penelope said with assurance.

      “We’ll let the police determine that. Let’s not start something going around that we aren’t sure about.” Rachel raised her eyebrows to indicate she meant business.

      “Oh, of course. I saw Marc on the balcony,” Penelope said, deciding to sit down to continue her tale. “He was choking Lola before that detective fella arrived. I know Marc was all set to heave Lola over until the detective disturbed his plan.”

      Rachel turned her eyes on Penelope in disbelief over what she was hearing. What was wrong with that man?

      “If the detective hadn’t come along, she’d be splattered like a cantaloupe all over the sidewalk below,” Penelope said. “He cuffed Marc, just like on TV. I saw it all from my balcony.”

      Rachel was sure Penelope had viewed the whole scene with glee, since she lived next door to the feuding couple and took pleasure in reporting on the Rogers’ activities. Having seen the actual cuffing of Marc, unfortunately, would only add to her gossip.

      “Lola was caterwauling the whole time. I could hear her through the walls. But I was surprised when she was taken from the apartment in zip ties. I peeked out my peephole in the door," she admitted somewhat giddily. "What do you suppose caused that?” Penelope was sitting on the edge of her chair, intently looking at Rachel for answers.

      “I don’t know, dear.” She wasn’t going to admit that France had told her about the entire fight.

      “I’ll bet he killed Eneida. He’s a violent man, that Marc,” Penelope said with an affirmative nod. She tightened her sweater around her chest.

      “Oh, please, don’t go around telling anyone that you suspect he killed Eneida,” Rachel said. “We have no proof of that.”

      “I won’t say a word if you don’t want me to,” Penelope said. “But I think he did it.”

      “Thinking and facts can vary greatly. I don’t even know of any connection between Eneida and Marc — or Lola, for that matter. That’s just guess work on your part.” Rachel looked sternly at the elder woman. “Please, don’t say anything.”

      “I promise, Rachel. My lips are sealed.” Penelope rose to leave. “But I know he did it.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes as the woman exited her office, pulling her sweater even tighter around her shoulders.

      “Oh, geez…” Rachel murmured to herself. “What a way to start the day. The smell of coffee was tantalizing, and was a true pleasure as she added the necessary three sugars and sipped her first cup, calming her a bit.

      She tried to settle into work, but was plagued by the haunting idea of Eneida having been murdered by Marc. Was that even a possibility?

      “Don’t look so serious,” came a male voice, interrupting her thoughts.

      Rachel looked over to see Joe in the doorway.

      “Hey, I have a lot on my mind,” she answered.

      “And what’s happening now? Anymore dead bodies show up?” Joe sat across from Rachel.

      “That’s really not an appropriate question.”

      “Okay, so I’m a tacky guy. What’s wrong?”

      “Penelope was just here. She thinks Marc murdered Eneida.” Rachel looked imploringly at her husband. “Is that even possible?”

      A wrinkle creased between his eyes before he spoke. “Anything’s possible. Sounds kinda crazy to me, but who knows?”

      “I don’t believe it and I don’t want her spreading such a preposterous idea around the complex. We don’t need to add any fuel to this situation,” Rachel said.

      “I agree with that. But it’s possible,” Joe said. “What connection was there between Marc and Eneida?”

      “I don’t know of any, Joe. To my knowledge, they were practically strangers.”

      “Hmm, well, I don’t know what to say.”

      “Is the crime scene tape still on Eneida’s door?”

      “Yes.” Joe adjusted in his seat, trying to get more comfortable in the prissy chair Rachel had selected. It wasn’t comfortable. But maybe that was to discourage long visits. “What about the Rogers? Any more news?”

      “Lola was bonding out, last I heard. But she doesn’t want to press charges against Marc. She claims he wasn’t trying to kill her, that they were just having one of their normal fights. Give me a break.” Rachel rolled her eyes.

      “So, what are they going to charge them with?” Joe asked.

      “For Lola, I think it might end up only assault on a police officer. If she won’t testify, I don’t think the prosecutors will press the issue with Marc. Too many cases on their docket, it seems,” Rachel said, shrugging her shoulders. “At least that was what Detective France is speculating will happen.”

      “So, he gets away with abuse again.” Joe rose from the chair. “And maybe he’s guilty of Eneida’s death as well.”

      “Stop saying that! We don’t know,” Rachel said.

      “He’s a mean guy. So, maybe…”

      “We don’t know. We have no proof,” Rachel insisted.

      Joe looked at his wife with eyes that spoke his thoughts. Rachel knew that he believed Marc was guilty. Of something.

      The office door swung open. Rachel looked over to see Ruby and Loretta, shoulder to shoulder. Both women, although each as skinny as a mailing tube, could not fit through the door at the same time. One had to let the other go first. Ruby stepped back and pushed Loretta forward.

      “Age before beauty,” Ruby said with a smirk.

      With a backward glance at Ruby, Loretta entered the office. “Good morning, Rachel.” She sat in the chair before Ruby could get to it. Ruby stood, glaring at Loretta.

      “What can I do for you two ladies this morning?” Rachel really didn’t want to hear the reply.

      “We’re here because we understand that Lola was almost murdered yesterday,” Ruby said, all of her bony joints sticking out from her sundress.

      “And we’re concerned that there’s an epidemic of hostility afoot,” Loretta said, folding her elegant hands in her lap over her lime green pantsuit. Rachel couldn’t help but wonder if she owned a dress.

      “What?”

      “People are getting murdered here,” Ruby said.

      “Wait a minute. Only one person has been murdered,” Rachel said, immediately recognizing that statement didn't come out right.

      “One is enough,” Loretta said.

      “There’s a killer on the loose,” Ruby said.

      “Lola was not murdered,” Rachel said, exasperation creeping into her voice. “One murder. We've experienced one murder. And a killer is not running around murdering women at this complex. That’s just not true.”

      “What are you doing about this situation?” Ruby asked.

      “Yes, Rachel, what steps have you taken for our security?” Loretta asked, staring directly at Rachel as if fully anticipating a satisfactory answer.

      Rachel was amazed that these two women were grilling her. What was even more astounding, they seemed to be united in their confrontation. They didn’t even like each other! Ruby, especially, despised Loretta, for reasons still unknown to Rachel.

      “I can assure you both that this is a secure building. I believe it is all right for me to say that the person who killed Eneida was probably known to her. It appears she let him or her into her apartment. There is no evidence of a forced entry,” Rachel said, reaching to get herself a two liter bottle of water. “It was an isolated incident.”

      “But someone died,” Loretta said.

      “I know that. Eneida was my friend,” Rachel said, beginning to tear up. “Don’t you think I feel badly about this? Has anyone considered my feelings? You two are acting like I was lax in my duties and because of my negligence, someone was murdered. But that just isn’t the case.”

      The two women remained silent for a moment before Ruby spoke.

      “I’m sorry, Rachel. I didn’t consider your feelings in this situation. You do run a good operation here.” Ruby looked down at her sandaled feet. Rachel could see the green toe polish shining.

      “People are nervous since the murder and now Lola has suffered an incident, albeit, not a murder. It makes everyone jumpy,” Loretta said.

      “The feuding between Marc and Lola is well known. Everyone calls me on the phone to report their latest knockdown, drag out affair. Why is anyone surprised they got arrested? If Marc had succeeded in pushing her off the balcony, would anyone have been surprised?” Rachel said, sipping at her coffee, attempting to get in control of her emotions.

      “He tried to push her off the balcony?” Ruby said. “Oh, my, that’s awful!”

      Rachel realized she had let something slip. “Now wait, that isn’t information you should spread outside of this room. I shouldn’t have said anything, and it really doesn’t change the situation you ladies came in here to address,” Rachel said. “Please, do not repeat what I said.”

      “I certainly can be discreet,” Loretta said. Rachel believed that Loretta, of all people, being a former detective, knew how to keep her mouth shut.

      “Me, too,” Ruby said. Rachel doubted Ruby knew how to be discreet. She was the most flamboyant person in the building.

      “This is important, ladies. Do not say anything to anyone,” Rachel said. “And please don’t be worried about your safety.”

      Loretta stood up, her long frame towering over Ruby, not that Ruby was short. “I feel better now having spoken with you, Rachel.”

      “Me, too,” Ruby said.

      The two women moved toward the door, but Ruby stopped to ask another question.

      “Are Marc and Lola coming back here to live?”

      Rachel hadn’t even thought about that.

      “I don’t know, I guess so.”

      The elder women exchanged looks.

      “Oh, boy,” Ruby said as she walked through the doorway first.
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