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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I’d pay a million dollars for a good night’s sleep, if I thought such a thing could be bought. But it wasn’t my nightmares that woke me at the ridiculously early hour of 0500 hours on a Saturday, it was my phone. I let it go, and the ringing stopped. A few seconds later, it started up again.

      I rolled toward the side table where the phone jangled and aimed my hand in its general direction. As luck would have it, my hand landed right on it, so I grabbed it and by forcing my eyes open, I saw the caller ID. Marian Harcourt. WTF?

      So I answered with “Yeah?” which came out more like “Ugh.”

      “Erica, we’re in trouble,” she whined. “Please come to the house. Right now.”

      I suppressed a groan and several colorful phrases. “This can’t wait until the sun comes up?”

      “We’re in danger. And I can’t call the police.” Her voice, edged with panic, spiked upward when she said “police.”

      Okay. The Harcourts, a married couple, had hired me to run a background check on a possible hire—a live-in personal assistant. Now she was calling me about an imminent threat, but why me and not the police?

      I sighed loudly into the phone. “Why not?” I tried not to snarl the words.

      “Nick told us you were a Marine. Help us. Please.”

      Am a Marine. I suppressed the correction that came to mind. Just because I’m not actively deployed doesn’t mean I’ve lost my membership card.

      I tried to focus, which could be hard for me even in the best of times. I wasn’t sure why she felt the need to call in the Marines and not the police, but the desperation in her voice sounded very real. I had the sense that questioning Marian’s state of mind could lead to a discussion I was ill-equipped to handle without more careful thought. Or more precisely, coffee.

      I cleared my throat. “I gotta get dressed and stop for coffee.” My voice held only a touch of snark, when I added, “Don’t worry. I’ll make it to-go.” Then I hung up.

      Madness? Sure. But that’s life for a Marine veteran who digs up information as an unlicensed private eye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      I arrived at the house at about 0600 hours, a simple brick rambler with a trim lawn in front. Hanging back in the car, I wondered what might be going down.

      Clients usually had needs I could understand and meet with a minimum amount of face time. My one IRL meeting with the Harcourts had been at a local coffee shop, and after that, our contact was either by phone or email. I’d never seen the Harcourts’ house. Its humble appearance surprised me.

      Ron and Marian Harcourt were a power couple, sort of. They were Instagram stars or “influencers,” which is kind of odd because I’d never heard of them before this. Apparently, it had all started with a blog. They had both quit their jobs to travel the world, sometimes bringing their two children along and other times leaving them with their nanny.

      Things took off rather quickly because they attracted sponsors from the hotels, restaurants, and resort facilities where they stayed. The couple had just signed a book contract about their experiences going from rags to riches by using the internet. And they had probably amassed a small fortune by not spending much of their money on their house.

      I wondered about this so-called emergency. The neighborhood was as quiet as a morgue. I was still wondering why Marian would call me but not the police.

      I was actually in the process of wrapping up my background check on their candidate for a personal assistant. Before I started the job, Nick told me that the Harcourts had a publicist and a business manager. I wondered why they needed yet another assistant, but who was I to judge? And money is money.

      So I took the gig. Even though I was adding final touches to the written report, I had the distinct sense that I had missed something.

      I tucked my handgun—a Sig Sauer P320—into my waistband, careful to hide the gun’s bulge under my jacket, and left my Fiesta parked on the street. I doubted that many people were out this early on a Saturday morning, but with my luck, the neighborhood could be rife with morning joggers or other early risers. Scanning the grounds, I eased toward the front door. Anticipation made me a little itchy.

      It was just past mid-March. Too soon for the warmer part of spring. I gave the door three raps and clutched my jacket against the chill air as I waited. Time passed. Then I rang the doorbell. Still no answer.

      I pressed my ear to the door and thought I heard an indistinct murmuring inside. The only other sound was that of distant traffic from the main road.

      This time I knocked and rang the bell, feeling a little foolish. Still no response, so after a couple of minutes, I dug out my cell phone and called Marian. Straight to voicemail. I could feel a knot forming deep in my belly. This wasn’t right.

      Reluctantly, I tried the door knob. Unlocked. Fuck. My fingers sprang off the knob, as if it were molten metal. An unlocked door likely meant trouble, unless the Harcourts had intentionally left it unlocked, which I doubted.

      I returned to my car and retrieved my leather driving gloves, plus one of the spare napkins I’d collected over the course of many take-out meals.

      Back at the door, gloves on, I wiped the only evidence of my ever having been there off the knob and its door. And, as a resident of a place called Paranoia, I gripped the door knob with the napkin, turned it, and entered. Inside, it felt as airless as King Tut’s tomb.

      The heat was understandable given the weather, but the air felt stuffy, as if the house had been sealed. Of course, it was nowhere near as stifling as the heat in the desert locations in Afghanistan where I’d served as a Marine. Even so, the temperature and its suffocating effect did not evoke pleasant memories.

      The place was too quiet, apart from what sounded like a television burbling from within. Where the hell are the Harcourts? My hand, on autopilot, moved to my Sig.

      Hand over the pistol grip, I moved further inside, all senses on high alert. I was halfway past the living room, aimed toward the kitchen when I stopped. Should I continue? Was I in some sort of danger here? I had my gun, but frankly, I try to avoid using it for legal reasons: I’m in court-ordered counseling for a misdemeanor offense. And I don’t usually do the kind of business that requires me to meet clients armed for protection.

      After a few more seconds of wrestling with my thoughts, I made my way further into the house, ignoring the feeling of being suffocated by the overheated air pressing in around me.

      My eyes swept the living room, the kitchen, and the dining room. Then there was the hallway leading to the bedrooms and bathrooms. As I inched toward them with tortoise-like speed, a few random thoughts popped up. Maybe it was a prank call that brought me here. Maybe the Harcourts were on vacation. And maybe I had imagined that earlier phone call. Yeah, right. Three bedrooms, two baths. I checked them all. Nothing but the drone of the TV. Where was that coming from?

      The only place left was the basement. After stumbling across a closet or two, I found the basement door. Upon opening it, the TV’s volume blared. I paused before going down the steps, but not nearly long enough to prepare myself for what awaited me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      I sat in my car and contemplated the horror I had just seen inside the house. Whereas the upstairs was neat as a pin, the basement had been torn apart. As for the Harcourts, they had been treated similarly. The result was two dead bodies and an ungodly mess. The sort of scene that brought back nightmares from my previous life.

      Outside, the wind blew in gusts, and yellow crime scene tape stretched, flapping, around the entire property. I shut my eyes but couldn’t unsee the Harcourts’ bruised and bloody bodies, throats cut. Nor could I shut out the memory of Marian Harcourt’s voice on the phone.

      It looked like a burglary, like the perp had torn through the basement seeking something. But burglars usually don’t kill people or use them as punching bags.

      As for the bodies, having the heat on in the well-insulated basement would no doubt play hell with the medical examiner’s findings. Had I not been awakened just a short time before, I could imagine how quickly the Harcourts’ remains would have started to deteriorate. Let’s hear it for energy-saving houses. Not only will your utility bills be lower, but you’ll biodegrade faster if someone breaks in and whacks your ass.

      Three raps on my window startled me. I opened my eyes to see a uniformed officer standing beside my driver’s side door. From the way she held her hand up, I assumed my look was less than friendly. She said a few words that I could make out well enough through the window. Words like “detective” and “statement.” She pointed toward the house and made what I assumed to be a request or an order to get out of my car. OK.

      The officer, a young woman, maybe in her mid 20s, with just enough creases around the eyes and mouth to suggest she had more experience than your garden-variety millennial, seemed relieved. “Detective Gordan would like to ask you a few questions.” I nodded in agreement and she added, “Follow me, please.”

      Together, we ducked under the tape and approached a man wearing a wrinkled gray suit, surrounded by a clutch of crime techs. Made me glad I had taken the precaution of stowing my gun in the back storage area of my car, sans bullets, which I placed in the glove compartment. The detective stopped talking to the techs long enough to tip me off that he was watching us.

      “Thank you, Officer McNab,” he said. “And thank you for waiting, Ms . . . .”

      “Jensen,” I said. “Erica Jensen.”

      The man in the wrinkly suit thrust a hand toward me. “I’m Detective Thomas Gordan. This won’t take long.”

      So you’re a detective and a fortuneteller? That’s what I wanted to say but didn’t.

      A woman, mid to late 30s, in a stylishly cut suit, came out of the house and joined us. Detective Gordon of the Wrinkled Suit gestured toward Ms. Stylish. “My partner, Detective Meredith Sully.” Sully nodded. I did likewise.

      “What brought you to the Harcourts’ house today?” Gordan asked.

      “They were my clients. Ms. Harcourt called me a couple hours ago and asked me to come by.” I phrased the statement with a barely detectable question mark at the end.

      Gordon gave me a hard look. “What time did Ms. Harcourt call you?”

      “Uh, it was almost five. Right around five ay-em.” Only an hour ago. Oh five hundred. Military time was drummed into my brain. Switching to the “normal” system was just another adjustment I hadn’t quite made to civilian life.

      Gordan, unphased by my unspoken thoughts, returned to scribbling notes. “What business are you in?”

      I fished a business card identifying me as a “freelance researcher” from my shoulder bag and handed it to him. He gave it a glance. Sully peered at the card from where she stood. One corner of her mouth turned up.

      “What sort of research were you doing?” Gordan asked.

      “Background checks,” I said with what I hoped was a breezy air. Which was absolutely true. Just not the whole story.

      Gordan gave me the cop’s standard x-ray stare. I was spared the same look from Sully. Other than the suits, these guys were pulling a twins act. Gordan opened his mouth slowly as if his jaw hurt. “Can you think of anyone who might have done this?” The way he said “this” emphasized the total depravity of the perp’s actions.

      I shook my head. “No one in particular, but the victims were . . . what? Internet famous? And there are all sorts of sickos out there.”

      “So you understand our problem,” Detective Sully said in her low alto voice.

      Movements on the periphery caught my eye. The street fronting the house had turned into a circus of cars and vans, police and civilian. And now, the media was moving in. Several robed or half-dressed people loitered outside the crime tape, holding phones and of course taking videos. At that point, the detectives brought our little exchange to a halt. Not that I could have helped them much. Before we parted, both detectives handed me their cards.

      “We may need you to come in to the station later,” Gordan said. “We can reach you here then?” He held up my card.

      “Sure thing,” I said, sounding more chipper than I felt.

      I pushed past the throng of onlookers and headed straight for my car. When I got inside, I started it up and made tracks, but not too fast. I found another place to park far from the crime scene. I figured I owed Nick, a friend who was also my sponsor, a heads up, since he’d referred the Harcourts to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Nick answered on the third ring. He sounded almost as tired as I did.

      “I’m sorry if I woke you,” I said.

      “No problem.” His voice was muffled, as if he’d wiped his mouth while talking. “Actually, I was up until 3:00 this morning trying to meet a deadline. Then, I didn’t really fall asleep, but just fell into bed and zoned out.”

      “I have bad news.” I wasted no time getting to the point. “The Harcourts have been murdered.”

      “What? Good Lord . . . .”

      I steeled myself to go on. “I discovered the bodies. They weren’t just killed. They were beaten and stabbed several times and their throats were cut.” I didn’t bother to describe the blood spattered all over the place, which I hoped to forget.

      Nick said nothing. I could imagine what he was thinking. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was really dry. And the memory of the horrid sight and smell in the basement was still fresh.

      “I just thought you should know before the cops and the press come knocking,” I said. “You realize they’ll check your article about the couple for clues.”

      Nick cleared his throat. “Plus whatever they said off the record. Not that there was much.”

      “They may want your sources.”

      There was a snort at the other end. “Erica, the article was a puff piece. I did it for the money.” Nick’s voice had a hint of disgust.

      I paused in an effort to choose my words. “Can you think of any reason why the Harcourts might have felt in danger?”

      “If they were in danger, they never mentioned it.”

      “Do you know why they wanted to hire a personal assistant then?”

      “They didn’t tell me. I just assumed they were too busy being internet big-shots to do their own dishes.”

      “Could there have been another reason?” I asked.

      When Nick didn’t respond, I added, “Did you get any sense at all that they were hiding something?”

      “Well . . . .” That one word told me plenty. “I sensed some tension between them. If I’d been doing a proper job, I would have dug further into it. You don’t suppose . . . ?”

      “Many things can make people tense, but most of them don’t lead to murder.”

      “But I should have seen it.”

      What the hell? Silence filled the line. I let it continue.

      With an audible sigh, Nick added, “At some level, I could tell these people had bigger problems than they were admitting to me. If I had been doing an investigative piece, maybe this could have been avoided.”

      “Don’t,” I said. I knew that feeling too well. “That wasn’t your job. Whatever happened was because of their choices, so you don’t need to blame yourself.”

      Another long pause. “You’re right, of course.” He managed to get the words out, but he spoke without conviction. “But . . . .”

      “Is there anything I can do?” As a fellow recovering opioid addict, Nick helped keep me on the straight and narrow, no matter how trying the various group meetings got. He was my sounding board and a life raft in a sea of trouble.

      “Maybe,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      Nick said he wanted to write about the murders, but he wanted to do a genuinely investigative piece this time. I did what I could to make sure he stayed off any chemical aids, and he returned the favor. At this point, I had a mere handful of close friends, and Nick was the closest I had come to finding a kindred spirit outside the Corps.

      According to Nick, the Harcourts’ publicist, Marge Calhoun, was the font of all the intel that she felt was fit to print. Getting past her shield and beneath the shiny surfaces of the couple and their two grown children (one boy, one girl—without the average statistical one-half kid) was a task that went beyond the purpose of Nick’s article, which was allegedly to go for your dreams or to inspire, I guess. Now, that in itself, I found hilarious. In a culture that values good looks over depth, I find our obsession with celebrity a bit much. Plus this search for the perfect lifestyle? Seriously? Like everyone can just pick up and traipse around the world without a care. Sure. Before I rang off with Nick, he gave me the contact info for Marge Calhoun. I wondered whether she would answer a phone call or email me a press release.

      Back at my apartment, which also served as a home office, a copy of the Washington Post was waiting on my doormat. Like no other millennials within a hundred miles. I wondered about that, but what can I say? I like newspapers. I rubbed my eyes and settled in with my laptop, my coffee mug within easy reach. It was looking like a six-cup day. I usually try to limit myself to no more than five cups, but a six-cup day could easily expand to seven or more.

      I mentally reviewed the timing again. Marian Harcourt had called me at about 5:00 am. I reached the house a little after 6:00 am. That didn’t give the killer (or killers) a lot of time to act. Could the Harcourts have been dead before I got the phone call? That thought got stuck in my head. I needed some time to figure this out. If that wasn’t Marian Harcourt on the phone, the caller was good enough at doing voice imitations to start a new side hustle teaching voice acting skills. Create a new blog, a YouTube channel, an Instagram account.

      My work for the Harcourts had led me to search various social media, since that’s pretty much where they lived. I had focused on their potential employee’s background. No red flags. Further digging turned up no criminal record. Not even a speeding ticket.

      The job candidate’s name was Blair Fenton. I wondered then and I still wonder whether he was from a prominent family in Silver Spring, which has a Fenton Street and more than a few connections to the historic Blair family. Or maybe it was just a weird coincidence. I scanned my report, looking for holes. Seemed solid, but . . . I knew better than to assume I had done a perfect job.

      And then there was Marge Calhoun, PR pro. The Harcourts had hired me directly, so Marge might not even know that I exist. I needed to call her. I punched in the number and got voicemail. I pictured her spinning a story to the cops. Or reporters.

      I began writing an email and then stopped. I shook my head as if the contents of my brain had settled and I needed to stir them up. Then I used a search engine to find her address. No warnings. I’m coming to see you, Ms. Calhoun.
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      Marge Calhoun worked out of a home office in North Bethesda. Technically, South Rockville, but anyone could live in Rockville. Living in Bethesda meant you weren’t one of the hoi polloi. The location may not have been as ritzy as Chevy Chase, but the two places did share a high school, which made it close enough.

      When I first saw her house, I was impressed. The style blended right in with the Chevy Chase ethos. It was a brick rambler set on a wide swath of lawn adorned with shrubs and flowers that would have been the envy of many Better Homes and Gardens readers. A series of stone slabs had been placed so as to help visitors up the incline toward the entrance. I made my way to the front door and rang the doorbell.

      It wasn’t long before a woman who was probably in her late 40s opened the door. She had bottle-blonde hair cut short and coifed. I thought she was going to tell me to buzz off, until she smiled, raised an index finger, pointed toward her tiny ear piece, and held up a cell phone. I put on my “friendly Erica” expression and refrained from interrupting her call.

      “Look. Someone’s here. I’ve got to go.” Calhoun disconnected the call. “Sorry about that. You’re Erica, right?”

      I squinted. “Have we met?”

      Calhoun shook her head. “I make it a point to know who my clients deal with. I got your name from Nick. He speaks highly of you, but his description doesn’t do you justice.”

      How nicey-nice of him. “May I . . . ?” I nodded toward the house.

      Calhoun’s pinkish complexion turned a shade deeper. “Yes, please come in.” She waved the invitation.

      She was so polite and matter-of-fact, I wondered if the police had told her yet. I figured they would contact the kids and any other close family first. How long would that take? Especially with all the paparazzi hanging around outside the house.

      As we moved deeper into her home, I instinctively checked my surroundings. Living room to the right, small bathroom on the left tucked beneath the stairs, kitchen straight ahead down a short hallway. The kitchen was airy and bright, and it looked newly renovated. Sparkling and as up-to-date as in a model home. It opened into a dining room on the right, home office to the left. I followed Calhoun as she went into her office.

      “Can I interest you in a cup of coffee?”

      Silly question. “That would be great.”

      After learning that I take mine black, she waved an arm toward the office. “Have a seat. Be with you in a sec.”

      I walked past her and sank gratefully into a comfy leather guest chair. This room was obviously where Calhoun spent most of her time. The walls were lined with what I assumed were client photos. Naturally, the Harcourts featured prominently. But not so prominently as to take center stage. The photos front and center seemed to be focused more on Calhoun who stood smiling with various Oprah-level celebs. A bookcase covered one wall. I considered checking the books for dust but decided not to.

      Calhoun came into the room holding two steaming mugs. “How can I help you?” she asked, while passing one of them to me.

      I took a sip. Perfect. “Have you heard about the Harcourts?”

      Calhoun licked her lips and set her mouth in a solemn line. “Yes. Just horrible.”

      “Any thoughts about who might have done this?”

      She gazed in my general direction, avoiding direct eye contact. “People like the Harcourts can have plenty of enemies.”

      “Of course,” I said. “But how many of them would do what this one did?”

      I had the advantage of knowing exactly what that was, since I was the one who had stumbled across the mutilated corpses. If the police hadn’t already told Calhoun, I wasn’t going to be the one to provide the gory details.

      Calhoun gazed at her lap and then at me, or more precisely, at a point on my shoulder. “Some people say that, given the right circumstances, anyone is capable of doing the most horrific things.”

      Sure. But usually the cops like to have a motive to hang their cases on. What could have prompted such violence against this particular couple and the ransacking of their basement, unless they were involved with some seriously unsavory types? Say, loan sharks. Or drug dealers.

      I didn’t dare toss those thoughts into the conversation. As a PR professional, Calhoun probably wouldn’t give me a direct answer, even if I asked what color the sky was. I tried a different tack. “Why did the Harcourts want to hire a personal assistant?”

      Calhoun’s eyes widened just long enough for me to notice. Then back to her business-as-usual look. “My clients are always pressed for time,” she said. “Everything they do takes away from doing other, better, more satisfying things. And having children doesn’t make it easier—”

      I cut her off. “But they’re grown children now.”

      “You’re not a mother. Even after your children have grown up, you never stop being a mother.”

      What about fathers? And how much do grown children really eat into one’s time? Her answer seemed evasive. I had the distinct impression my role in this was new to her. “Were they ever threatened?” I asked.

      Her face suddenly assumed an expression I couldn’t read. “Why do you ask?”

      I said nothing for a moment, but if I had spoken, I would have barked, “That’s not an answer.”

      Before I could say anything, she added, “The police have already contacted me, and I have answered their questions. Perhaps it’s best if we leave the job of finding the killers to them.”
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      I considered Calhoun’s deflection before responding. “I’m not trying to do their job. I do background checks. As far as I could tell, their candidate for hire seemed clean. But you never know.” And wouldn’t it suck if I had missed a problem? Or made an inquiry that stirred up a hornet’s nest?

      Calhoun nodded. “I see.” But her tone suggested she didn’t. She rose with her coffee mug in hand. “I’d love to chat more, but I need to wrap this up.”

      OK. People get tortured and killed, but life goes on. After taking one last swig of coffee, I stood up and was summarily hustled out the door. Now what was that about? A random thought made me stop short. Were the Harcourts hiring a replacement for their publicist? Again, they never told me what the exact nature of their new hire’s duties would be, other than being a personal assistant. Perhaps they’d meant the term more broadly than I’d imagined. But that was a mere possibility, at this point.

      I tried not to make too much of Calhoun’s seeming detachment. People deal with grief in all sorts of ways. Some throw themselves into their work and rely on activity plus an extra-large dose of denial to survive the emotional turmoil. I should know about that.

      I returned to my car and drove to a nearby coffee shop. I have a routine that I follow when I research a problem. It helps to sit down and brainstorm possible sources of information, including people I might want to talk to. It gets me started. Right now, apart from every user of social media, my sources included Calhoun, the Harcourts’ kids, and a business manager. After making a short list of their names on a legal pad, I created a flowchart with each person represented by a geometric shape, with names and relationships identified in text and lines connecting one shape to another. I sat back and admired my handiwork. Very pretty, and very neat. I suspected that the picture would end up a lot messier if I kept at it.

      Then I called Nick. After we exchanged greetings, I asked, “Did the Harcourts’ business manager know they were hiring a personal assistant?”

      “I assume he did, but I couldn’t swear to it.”

      I nodded as if he could see me. “I’ve never dealt with him. The Harcourts hired me directly, claiming they got my name from you.”

      “Which they did.” Nick paused. “Why the questions?”

      I tried to choose my words carefully this time. “I just met their publicist,” I offered. “She wasn’t exactly eager to talk to me.” I filled Nick in on what we had discussed and on Calhoun’s guarded reactions. He digested my intel in silence. “If you want to dig into this further,” I said. “I’m willing to help.”

      Nick grunted. “Erica, I don’t want to abuse our friendship. Besides, I’m supposed to be doing the investigative work.”

      “I’m not suggesting I take over your job,” I hurried to reassure him. “I’m just . . . here for you. If you need the help.”

      “Thank you. Just don’t devote too much time . . . .” His voice trailed off.

      “Well, I’ll do what I can. I like getting paid as much as the next guy.” I was rewarded with a small laugh.
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      After our call ended, I started work on my hodge-podge of cases. Among them were an overdue debt, a man who’d skipped bail on a serious domestic abuse charge, and the missing heir to a tiny fiefdom. My research is usually pedestrian, but at least these cases offered some variety.

      That done, I took another look at my flowchart for the Harcourt murders. According to Nick, the couple’s son, Jaden, and their daughter, Amy, still lived in the area. Amy Harcourt was in her final year of undergraduate studies at the University of Maryland in College Park. School was still in session and she lived on campus, so I assumed she spent her weekends there. Going to her parents’ house was obviously no longer an option.

      At around noon, I got a phone call. “Ms. Jensen? It’s Detective Gordan.”

      “Hi. What’s up?” I kept my tone casual, but I thought: What the hell does Mr. Wrinkled Suit want now?

      I heard the scuffing sound of a hand covering the receiver and a muffled sneeze. Then clearly, “We need you to come in and make a formal statement.”

      “Gesundheit,” I replied. “I already told you everything I know.”

      “We need that in writing. On the record.” It didn’t sound like a request. “And thank you,” he added, belatedly.

      What could I say? Pain in the ass that it was, I wanted the police to find the killer. “When would you like me come in?” I asked, trying to sound helpful instead of resigned.

      “We can send a car around for you anytime today,” he offered.

      I paused at the idea of depending on the police for transportation. “If I promise to show up, could I just drive myself?” Detective Gordan seemed amenable to this. In fact, he didn’t sound like he cared one way or another. We arranged a time for me to swing by his division right after lunch.

      When I arrived at the two-story brick building that housed the Montgomery County Police Department’s local division, a uniformed officer ushered me through a maze of offices and cubicles into a small room with a table—a government-issue rectangle with legs that were bolted to the floor—and three equally plain chairs. A small, triangular camera peeked out from an upper corner of the room.

      The uniform stood in the doorway as I entered. “Have a seat,” he said. “Would you like coffee? Soda?”

      I forced a smile. “No thanks.” I do not intend to stay very long.

      The uniform nodded. “The detectives will be with you shortly.” With that, he shut the door, leaving me alone with the camera. I resisted the urge to give it the finger. On the bright side, the officer hadn’t handcuffed to me to the table.

      I expected to be kept waiting a while, so when Detective Gordan appeared within about ten minutes, I’ll confess I was mildly surprised. I was also surprised not to see Sully. Yet.

      “Thanks for coming in.” Detective Gordan nodded at me as he approached the table and took a seat opposite me. “We just have a few more questions.”

      I spread my hands. Here I am! “Ask away.”

      Gordan’s face turned from neutral to grinning. “How well do you know Nick Baxter?”

      My mind churned with a sudden flood of thoughts. I maintained a stoic expression, but it was a struggle. Detective Sully made her entrance just then. This time, she looked slightly disheveled but Mr. Wrinkled Suit looked dapper. That was an interesting twist. And Detective Gordan had just asked me the last question I ever expected to hear from him.
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      Before answering, I took half a second to gauge the situation. I couldn’t afford too long a pause or they’d assume I was holding back. They had called me in to give a written statement. I assumed our little talk would lead up to that. But since I don’t like to assume, I stalled for time.

      “Well enough to know he’s a good guy. Do you want me to write that down?”

      Detective Sully stood clutching a thick file. She shook her head, slowly, as if to loosen her neck muscles. Tucking the file under one arm, she used her other hand to pull out a chair—it scraped the floor with a sound like fingernails on a blackboard—and she slowly sat down. She then picked up the file with both hands and held it in front of her like a flag offered to the bereaved at a military funeral . . . and dropped it onto the table. Thunk!

      “Did you know that he has a record?” she asked.

      Did it make the Billboard Top 100? Or go Platinum? Or viral? I thought better of saying any of that out loud. After I reined in my sarcasm as far as it would be reined, I said, “For some odd reason, I’ve never felt the need to do a background check.”

      Sully smiled in a way that projected an ooh, girl—things I could tell you vibe. “You might be interested to know—”

      “I’m not.” I was tiring of this game fast. “Do you want me to make a written statement or not?”

      “Yes, actually, we do.” Detective Gordan’s voice was low and even. Apparently, now he was . . . what? The good cop? He added, “First, we’d like to ask you a few more questions and videotape your answers for the record. Would that be okay with you?”

      “Sure,” I said, then proceeded to answer the same damn questions they’d asked at the crime scene. Maybe a few more, but nothing that provided any earthshaking insights.

      Gordon ended the recording session. “Thank you. Now, we’d like you to write it down. Please write exactly what happened this morning when you found the bodies.”

      Was it my imagination or did he emphasize the last four words? I glanced at Sully. Her lips held the hint of a smile, but her eyes hardened.

      “Fine.” Let’s get this over with. “Got something to write on? A pen?”

      Sully shoved a legal pad and pen my way. I dragged them toward me. Then, wrote exactly what I had told them already. I tried to keep it short and thought of shortening it further. Maybe to one sentence with really small words—words with no more than four letters. They watched me write. Your tax dollars at work. I slid the statement across the table. “There. Signed and dated.” They stared at me.

      I suppressed a nervous laugh. “You guys must really be bored, but I’m glad to have entertained you.” I stopped there.

      “You also have . . . .” Sully’s voice trailed off. “You’ve had your previous brushes with the law.”

      Hold on, I thought. Surely, they didn’t think I killed my clients.

      “Am I under arrest?” I asked. I was fast losing patience. My lizard brain silently screamed at the two detectives. If someone didn’t explain what the fuck they really wanted, I’d rip the table off the floor and throw it at them. Maybe sock Ms. Stylish in the jaw for good measure. Sully was appraising me, but Gordan’s expression didn’t change.

      “No,” she said.

      “Then I can go?” I shot to my feet so fast, I toppled my chair backward. It hit the wall and bounced back, grazing the backs of my knees.

      Gordan waved his hand dismissively. “Sure.” He tossed the word out. I wondered if he ever blinked.
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      Well, that was a crap way to spend the last hour or so. Nice to know I had served my country in order to get treated like this. I wanted to say, “I fought for you people and now my body is wreckage, even though I’m barely in my thirties. Good to know you only see me as a madwoman who would kill her own clients.” I cracked the car windows. Chilly air blew in and stung my face. It felt good and reminded me that I was alive.
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