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      ELLEN

      Ellen teased the edge of a sizzling goetta patty with her spatula, checking the underside for doneness while potatoes browned on the next burner. The Krups gurgled and hissed on the counter, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingling with potatoes and fried onions.

      Daniel sat at the kitchen table, lips pursed inside a white, neatly trimmed beard. His 56-year-old frame curled nose-in to her laptop—he refused to get his own—like some Gen Z kid. He looked thirty in the right light. He’d never put on weight (just some edema you never saw because he always wore long pants). His face had that charming boyishness that lasts a lifetime. That face was the reason so many people had trusted him for so long. Or maybe it was the voice. He did most of his business by phone, after all.

      Her greyhounds lounged on giant bean bags on the other side of the room. Heads up and expressive ears at attention, the girls reminded her of deer more than dogs, a thought she never shared with the folks at Greyhound Adoption of Greater Cincinnati.

      A sonorous voice emitted from Daniel’s computer. “Obstacles are an illusion. Faith is the answer.”

      “Ready for coffee?”

      Daniel grunted, engrossed in the sermon he watched at least once a week. The message: the bigger the obstacles to the abundance that is your natural birthright, the bigger the rewards when you stand firm and keep sending money to fund a new jet for God’s chosen messenger. He’d do better to buy a weekly lottery ticket and be done with it, but lottery tickets don’t come with an hour of feel-good gaslighting.

      She poured a mug, added a dollop of half-and-half and placed it to his right, in the same spot she’d been placing his coffee for a quarter of a century. Daniel picked it up without looking and took a sip.

      “Eggs in five minutes.”

      Another grunt.

      “Are you going into the shop today?”

      “I have a delivery to make.”

      Daniel always did this, procrastinated on big repairs and then spent half a day driving a flute a hundred miles because it was too late to ship it. She gave up talking about it years ago.

      Across the room her girls whined, their heads turned toward the front of the house (Connie and Nati were Daniel’s girls on paper, but they were really hers. She was the one who loved and fed and took care of them no matter what the people at GAGC thought).

      Early for the mail.

      A shrilling blast came, like an orchestra in a pitched battle. Her girls ran to the living room, making that rooing noise peculiar to greyhounds. Daniel’s nose stayed planted in the laptop.

      Ellen gave him a hard look. She turned off the stove, wiped her hands on her apron, and followed the girls.

      She’d bought the lovely house across from Parker Woods because it had solid bones and the street was an oasis of peace and gentility. Such a disruption had never happened in her decades here. She stepped between the girls at the large front window, stroking their heads, the soothing noises she made drowned out by the wall of sound.

      A dozen young flute players wearing identical yellow tees stood on the grassy slope fronting the preserve, each playing a different song to create the cacophony.

      A petite girl with dark, waist-length hair thrust her fist in the air. The noise stopped. She pumped it again. The flautists shouted. Their shouts morphed into a chant, over and over to the beat of a drum:

      
        
        Where’s. My. Flute.

      

      

      Ellen squinted. Those were the words stacked on their shirts, text-shouting in bold black Helvetica, all caps.

      Daniel, what have you done now?

      The girl pumped her fist a third time. The chant dropped to a murmur, a susurration. A young man—tall, whip-thin, dark-skinned—stepped out front. He lifted a megaphone and began a defiant rap over the chant.

      
        
        All I want is to be a musician,

        play my flute and make it sound pretty.

        But my pads won’t seat and the springs are loose.

        The action is floppy. I sound like a goose.

        They say Flute Doc is the one for you.

        He’ll fix you up and make it sound like new.

      

      

      Ellen didn’t have to poke her head out the door to know her neighbors were on their porches, drinking coffee in their robes and watching the show.

      “Daniel?”

      No answer.

      The girls whined. She shushed them with nonsense words and pets and led them back to their kitchen beds. The full company joined in for the chorus, the words audible even in the back of the house.

      
        
        You got my flute, flute.

        Where is my flute, flute.

        You stole my flute, flute.

        Give me my flute, flute.

        I want my flute, flute.

      

      

      Ellen stood in the middle of her kitchen, staring at Daniel. Daniel’s nose remained glued to his computer.

      “I think it’s for you.”

      
        
        Three weeks come and three weeks go.

        Doc says sorry, I broke my toe.

      

      

      “It’s nothing.”

      
        
        His supplier closed down. He can’t get pads.

        The shop flooded and he can’t get in.

      

      

      “What’s this about, Daniel?”

      He finally turned to her. Light reflected off the lenses of round, wire-frame glasses, making it impossible to read his expression.

      “I already took care of it. She’s crazy. Just ignore it.”

      She. Not the rapper. Had to be the girl with the long hair.

      
        
        I see a pattern here. I know he’s lyin.’

        My audition’s in two days. Inside I’m dyin.’

      

      

      It wasn’t nothing, and if that girl and her friends were crazy, Daniel made them that way.

      
        
        I say, give it back and I’ll go away.

        He says your money’s not refundable and anyway

        your flute’s in a safe, and I lost the combination.

      

      

      The drum beat built inside Ellen, pressure like rage.

      
        
        You stole my flute, flute.

        Give me my flute, flute.

        I want my flute, flute.

      

      

      I want things, too. “I’m taking the girls for a drive.”

      “Don’t go out there.”

      Ellen removed her apron.

      The doorbell chimed, classic Westminster Cathedral bells. The girls rooed in response.

      “Don’t answer it.”

      She grabbed leashes from the basket on the counter. The girls scrambled, racing to the door.

      The doorbell chimed again.

      “Ellen! I said, don’t answer it!”

      Ellen hooked leashes to collars and opened the door.

      A statuesque blonde stood on the porch, slick in a tailored suit and red lipstick you could spot a mile away. Aubrey Morse, from Channel 7. A young, red-headed hunk aimed a video camera at Ellen. Across the street, the flautists continued chanting to the throbbing drum.

      Aubrey Morse shoved a microphone in Ellen’s face. “Flutists all over the country are calling Moore Flutes the Bermuda Triangle of repair shops. What can you tell us about the dozens of missing instruments?”

      Ellen called back into the house, “Daniel, it’s for you.” She smiled at Aubrey and her too-bright lipstick and said, “Please excuse us. The girls don’t do well with strangers.”

      Ellen led her girls between the reporter and the cameraman, loaded them in the car and drove away, leaving the front door of the house she loved wide open.

      How long would Aubrey stay on the porch, hoping to corner Daniel? How long would Daniel hide in the kitchen, waiting her out? She considered the half-cooked goetta and home fries.

      Well, he won’t starve.

      She checked the clock on her dashboard. White Castle serves breakfast all day. Maybe Bailey will take a break from work and meet me at Wesleyan.
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            DAY 1, PART 1

          

          SUNDAY, AUGUST 10, 6:11 AM
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      CYNTH

      The road was dead quiet as she drove in the pre-dawn. Darkened houses sat on the right, with woods rising up the hill across the street. Detective Cynth McFadden rounded a curve. Flashing red and blue lights lit up the gloom, painting the face of the uniform guarding the entrance to Parker Woods. Behind him, crime scene tape blocked the paved walk leading into woods that were dark and ominous in the absence of sun.

      She parked, finishing off her coffee and tucking the empty cup in the wastebasket she kept in the passenger footwell. Across from the preserve, houses were lit. Residents in pajamas and robes silently drank coffee on their wide porches, pretending they were only outside to enjoy the last bit of cool before the sun came up. Their dogs gave the game away, staring stiff-bodied and alert at the light show.

      Enjoy your Sunday morning entertainment, assholes.

      She could have parked on the north side of the preserve, but she wanted to approach the scene from the entrance closest to Ellen Brandt’s house. She glanced back up the street. Unlike the neighbors, Brandt was not on her porch. Was she awake? Watching behind her curtains? I bet she’s sleeping in like any rational human being.

      She stepped out into hundred percent humidity that made even the morning chill unpleasant. Which made the lookie Lous on their porches all the more sus, since they all had central air blasting 24/7 this time of year and ought to be inside. The humidity was the reason she’d been up way too early for her run—not that she’d gotten far before the call came.

      Have to remember to cancel brunch with Duff and David.

      She flexed her shoulder blades inside her jacket, attempting to detach the blouse stuck to her back because she hadn’t dried off properly after the shower she didn’t have time for.

      The humidity will make it a moot point in about thirty seconds.

      She glanced down at her slacks, looking for stray crumbs from the egg & sausage sliders she ate on the drive. Too early and the sandwiches sat like lead, but it would be hours before she had another chance. And it beat having her stomach growl while she was with Arseneault.

      She was District 5, not Homicide, but Arseneault had asked for her. Peter turned down a spot on his team and a pair of thugs named Hodgkins and Jarvis—AKA Heckle and Jeckle—went over instead. Everyone at District 5 considered their absence a win. That was all she needed to know about Homicide. Until now.

      Opportunities are rarely convenient. Her performance here could mark her career. This was her chance to make an impression, step outside the confines of her role at District 5 and the rut she’d found herself in.

      Up close, the uniform looked beat. A rookie dispatched to the scene at the end of night shift and stuck here for who knew how long. Can’t be happy about that. Poor guy could use some coffee. He waved at her, reaching inside the prowler for a clipboard. She stopped to show her badge and sign the log.

      “How is it?” She asked.

      “Peaceful, except for the body. Could be worse.”

      It was cooler under the trees, less sticky. A run up the concrete sidewalk through the woods would be a fun change from the high school track across from her apartment. She’d give it a go, suit or no suit, if she had proper shoes. But for some idiotic reason, detectives were expected to dress like office workers, never mind the times her job involved chasing dirtbags. And a request from the head of Homicide required full work drag, whatever time of day or day of the week.

      At least it wasn’t like the old days. Her great-aunt had to wear a skirt with hose and pumps and carry her gun in her purse. She still told the story about clocking a guy with her purse because she couldn’t get to her gun fast enough.

      The sidewalk headed up the long, steep grade. As the sidewalk rose, the ground fell away on both sides. She felt like Fred Flintstone walking up the spine of a Brontosaurus. Chopped up trunks of fallen trees scattered across the southern slope like pick up sticks on the layer of rotting leaves.

      Folds and gullies riddled the hillside, making Parker Woods unsuited for development. The city made lemons out of lemonade by designating it a preserve. They ran a sidewalk up the hill and hung a sign out front, reaping benefits regarding grants and statistics and virtue signaling.

      Not enough light. She kept a headlamp in her trunk. Should have brought it, but Arseneault might think she was weird.

      What was anyone doing in the preserve before daybreak? Even now, light barely filtered through the trees well enough to see the walkway. No illumination along the sidewalk. Maybe calling it a preserve was a way to avoid spending money on pedestrian safety.

      The ground leveled at the north end of the park, the walk curving as it ran behind the houses on Glen Parker. According to her maps app, the walkway ended at the Hopewell Academy parking lot. A professor had been bludgeoned to death a few years ago. Offsite and never solved. A coincidence?

      Maybe not.

      Ahead, a sidewalk ran down from Glen Parker, forming a T where the walkways met. The faint pulse of red and blue on the pavement meant another patrol car manning the Glen Parker entrance, and another tired officer on overtime.

      Partway up the walk, Captain Arseneault hunkered beside a dark patch of concrete. Two patrol officers searched the area, shoving plants aside with extended tactical batons. A tented evidence marker sat on the concrete, indicating a patch of trampled forget-me-nots.

      Good thing the locals are tree huggers. No extraneous trash to confuse things. If there’s DNA on a cigarette butt it will be relevant.

      Arseneault stood, mournful, hound-dog face staring at a form on the ground. He was a tall man with a permanent stoop, like Snoopy in a tree doing his vulture act. A Van Dyke beard compensated for a serious receding hairline. He shoved his jacket back and thrust his hands in his pants pockets, something smart cops did at crime scenes to keep from accidentally contaminating evidence.

      As she approached, the rusty smell of drying blood fought a pitched battle with Arseneault’s recently applied Old Spice and lost. Cynth stopped beside him, looking where he was looking, saying nothing.

      Daniel Moore lay, eyes staring, mouth gaping, a fragile husk with the force of his personality gone.

      This was why she’d been called. Daniel Moore, flute repairman to the stars who’d destroyed an impeccable, decades-long reputation by stealing a fortune in instruments from dozens of clients. Most of those clients had been hundreds or even thousands of miles away and helpless to do much about it until Moore dipped in the home pond and sparked local outrage.

      He’d been the bane of her existence for the months of her investigation, then crickets as Moore’s gaslighting and stonewalling caused a slam-dunk case to drag out for close to two years.

      A quick confession and a plea bargain would have netted Moore restitution and a few years of probation. Inexplicably, Moore refused to plead. Word was he drove his public defender to drink with his lack of cooperation. Two years, fifty-plus missing flutes, and Moore never told anyone what he did with them. Some turned up in pawn shops. The rest had vanished.

      Three months ago the judge figured she’d given Moore enough consideration and scheduled a trial date. Moore reversed course and pled guilty days before trial. Cynth hung her freshly dry-cleaned court suit back in the closet and forgot about him. Sentencing had to have been within the past week or two.

      Moore’s arms and legs flung at odd angles. Blood trailed from a puncture at the base of his neck, soaking his shirt and the small silver cross he always wore. It seeped onto the concrete, forming a sticky, macabre halo. Absurdly, his beard remained a pristine white.

      No visible defensive wounds on his arms. Inanely, the drying blood went well with the adult neutrals of his neatly pressed clothes. It will be hell getting that out of the concrete.

      She broke the silence. “Who found him?”

      Arseneault jerked his chin at milling paw prints smearing the north end of the blood pool. “Neighborhood dog walker named Gail Cook. Pair of Maltese on retractable leashes found our friend before she was close enough to see the body. She’s terrified the owners will find out Fluffy and Muffy have acquired a taste for human blood. Other than that, she didn’t have much to say.”

      “Do we need to talk to her?”

      “I cut her loose. She stumbled onto Moore hours after it happened. There’s nothing she can tell us.”

      “She say why she was walking dogs in the dark?”

      “Owners are out of town and Fluffy and Muffy are incontinent. She was hoping to avoid mopping up a flood in the house.”

      “Are their names really Fluffy and Muffy?”

      “If they aren’t, they ought to be.”

      “Who ID’d him?”

      “She did. He’s staying with a woman in the neighborhood—” He nodded toward the street. “—on the corner of Thompson Heights. The poor kid I stuck down on Haight Street was the responding officer. He said everyone at District 5 knew Moore and to call you. Any thoughts?”

      “He dressed sharp for a walk in the woods. Hot date? Do guys his age have hot dates?”

      “I hope so. He’s not much older than me.”

      Ouch.

      Arseneault caught her wince, his face placid. “He didn’t usually dress like this?”

      “Sweats and old flannel shirts when Davis and I saw him. He might have been dressing down to convince us he wasn’t hiding money.”

      “Was he? Hiding money?”

      “A hundred rabid flutists think so, but they’re dreaming.”

      “How exactly did this work?”

      “He never said. We pieced together what we know from his victims and people who knew him. Short version is Moore was a lousy businessman who spent big to maintain his brand. His co-hab backstopped his business for years. When she stopped bailing him out, he borrowed money from friends. When he burned those bridges, he pawned client flutes to deal with cash flow issues.

      “According to those who knew him, things were always going to turn around next week and he’d redeem the flutes and pay everyone back. Since he was known to take months on repairs, it took owners a while to realize he’d ripped them off. In other cases, he sold consignment flutes and never paid the owners.”

      “And it got ahead of him to the tune of how much?”

      “When I handed the case over to the DA, it was well over a quarter mil. That’s instrument value, not retail. He would have gotten much less. There was about 50K more in cases beyond the statute of limitations, that we know of.” Cynth nodded at the corpse. “What’s your read?”

      “Someone knew exactly where to stab him, fast and fatal. They used something round and sharp.”

      “Like an ice pick? Do people use those anymore?”

      “Only in the movies.”

      “You think Amazon will tell us if they shipped any here recently?”

      “Doubtful.”

      “I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner. Davis swears he had to stop me from strangling Moore at least three times.”

      Arseneault gave her a sideways look, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Should I treat you like a suspect?”

      “If I’d killed him, I would have done it with a satisfyingly heavy blunt object. Or my bare hands.”

      “An old man like that? How could you live with yourself?”

      Department head or no, he rated Cynth’s best stink eye. “I’ll take a gang banger over his confused grandpa act any day. Watch the videos of our interviews, and imagine yourself stuck in that room for six hours. Anyway, you don’t need more suspects than you already have. I’ll give you a list. A very long list. Shame about the sidewalk.”

      “Yeah, no footprints.”

      Cynth nodded at the eastbound sidewalk. “Hopewell is on the other side of those trees. The school could be involved.”

      “That crossed my mind. I took this one myself, due to the notoriety of the victim.”

      Meaning you can’t risk pissing off Hopewell after Heckle and Jeckle alienated everyone from the president to the janitor during the Lawrence case. “What’s your initial read?”

      Arseneault led her to the evidence marker and the assaulted forget-me-nots. “Killer lay in wait here.”

      “Or a dog took a dump. Moore cried about needing disability. Where’s his walker? He tottered in on that thing every time we talked to him. He shouldn’t be able to make it here from the street without it.” She snorted. “I knew he was faking.”

      “This is why I need you. You knew him.”

      “More than I wanted to. I haven’t seen him since the case went to the DA. That was more than a year ago.”

      “What’s the disposition of the case? The court website says he had sentencing four days ago, but the record hasn’t been entered yet.”

      “No clue. His ex lives on Haight Street. She should know.”

      “That close?”

      “The ex didn’t know. I would have heard the screaming.”

      “Oh?”

      “She had friends tell the prosecutor he was a danger to her. Moore got a no contact order and a juris monitor.”

      “So his ankle bracelet would alert if he strayed too close to her house. Was he a danger to her?”

      Cynth shrugged. “He seemed mild, but you never know with domestics.”

      “True, that. She might have had reason, if he set himself up within spitting distance. His sentencing would have voided the order.”

      No bump under Moore’s slacks. “Shame he’s not still wearing it.”

      “Having his movements would make things easier.”

      “Time of death, too.

      “Jeffers will have to do that the hard way.” He shook his head. “I keep forgetting. Jeffers won’t be back from vacation until Wednesday. We get the new guy.”

      “Is he any good?”

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Cynth stared up the walkway to the street. “There are three points of access to this park. Hopewell, Haight, and Glen Parker. Makes sense to ambush him here if you know he lives a block away, but I doubt he let anyone except his lawyer and the jail know where he was staying. Too many haters. How did his killer know?”

      “What do you think about the ex?” Arseneault asked.

      “Clueless cohab outraged to discover her guy was a crook. Cooperative, but offered nothing that was actually helpful.”

      “She have reason to be mad at him?”

      “She paid all the bills for decades.”

      “So he was robbing her, too.”

      “With her cooperation.”

      “People get madder about being robbed when they agree to it. We need to talk to her. We need to check the place he was staying.”

      While Arseneault made phone calls, Cynth strolled toward the pulsing lights on Glen Parker. The patrol car sat at an angle across the dogleg where Glen Parker turned north and became Langland. She dodged the crime scene tape, waving at the uniform in the driver’s seat.

      A tiny playground hugged the side of Langland like an afterthought: a single picnic table, a grill on a post, swings. Perfect hangout for neighborhood druggies except for the honking big, buzz-killer street light.

      With the sun full up, she could see the houses. Clapboard. Down market. Some falling into disrepair, but the residents kept things neat. Working class, or retirees on fixed income. Practical people without either the means or the inclination for frills. No bikes or abandoned toys. Older residents, then. No Martha Stewart gardens like Haight Street. Also unlike Haight, nobody was treating their presence as entertainment.

      The next block up had to be Thompson Heights. She resisted the urge to check out Moore’s house and retraced her steps, heading for the far side of the woods and the back of Hopewell. The sidewalk ended with more crime scene tape and a patrol car guarding an empty parking lot. No flashing lights here. The students were either passed out or too busy nursing hangovers to make use of the practice rooms.

      Harsh, McFadden. What musician practices this early in the morning? On a Sunday?

      The uniform raised a lazy hand in greeting. She waved back, turning around as she wondered what she expected to find. A bloody ice pick would be nice.

      She found a morgue tech named Junior photographing Moore’s body when she returned. That made the guy in white Tyvek talking to Arseneault the new assistant coroner. She sized him up: short and black; a wiry cyclist build; hair and chinstrap beard about an eighth of an inch long; tribal bracelet tattoo peaking out from his jumpsuit. He had to look up six inches to meet Arseneault’s eyes. The heavy, jutting lower lip said he resented every inch.

      Arseneault jerked his head to call her over. “This is Dr. Langston. Carter, meet Cynth McDonald from District 5.”

      He nodded at her, regal and dismissive as he turned back to Arseneault.

      Arseneault shifted his attention to Cynth. “The house on Thompson Heights belongs to a woman named Florence Nygaard. Eighty-one, no record. She come up in your investigation?”

      “Never heard of her.”

      “A uni is sitting on the house until we get a search warrant. I’m headed over to do the death notification. Wanna come?”

      “Sure.” Cynth nodded at Langston. “Can you check Moore’s pockets before we go?”

      “Any special reason?”

      “If he has his phone, I bet I can get into it.”

      Arseneault’s eyebrows raised.

      Langston glowered. “This is irregular.”

      You’ve been here less than a week. How would you know?

      Arseneault said to Cynth, “Excuse us a minute.” He strolled off with Langston, speaking quietly. Cynth imagined the conversation consisted of a conciliatory appeal to Langston’s obvious vanity and some masculine cajolery. The pair spoke to Junior. Arseneault returned with a black rectangle in a clear plastic evidence bag.

      “You have five minutes before we give it back. You can do anything but take it out of the bag.”

      The plastic was thin enough for Cynth to operate the phone without removing it. She held it in one hand, pressed the power button, then traced a square around the outer edge of the field of dots on the lock screen. The screen dissolved, replaced by a photo of Moore’s dogs covered in app icons.

      “Well, well, well,” Arseneault said. “You’re a woman of talent.”

      “Moore was lazy. That’s the same pattern he used when we took his phone two years ago. Call history or texts?”

      “Texts.”

      Ellen topped the list, with a photo of Brandt on the left.

      “Bingo,” Cynth said.

      “The ex?” Arseneault asked.

      “The very estranged ex.”

      Moore’s final message read “OMW.” She checked the time. 11:45 PM. Cynth scrolled up to the top of the thread.

      
        
          
            
              
        Friday, August 8

      

      
        Ellen: It’s Ellen. I changed providers and they wouldn’t let me keep the old number. I’m sorry I said the things I did in court. 3:11 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel: I could have gone to prison after what you said. 3:53 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ellen: I know. I’m sorry. I guess I’m still hurt, and I lost it. I can’t stop thinking about it. Can we talk? 3:54 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel: What is there to talk about? 3:57 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ellen: I miss you. The girls miss you. 3:58 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel: You can call. 4:20 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ellen: In person. 4:21 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel: You’re inviting me over? 5:18 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ellen: I’m not ready for that. Neutral ground. The Lounge. We had good memories there. 5:19 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel: When? 6:22 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ellen: Working tonight. Tomorrow. I have a dinner, so it will be late. 12? I’ll bring the girls. 6:23 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Daniel: See you then. 6:45 PM

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Saturday August 9

      

      
        Daniel: OMW 11:45 PM

      

      

      

      

      

      “They had kids?” Arseneault asked.

      “Greyhounds. I’m wondering where this lounge is.”

      “Excellent question. Maybe a room at Hopewell?”

      “Only if he had a death wish. The most expensive flute he stole belonged to a student. A bunch of them protested at his house. They all hated him. Should we talk to Brandt? She may already know we found him.”

      Arseneault narrowed his eyes. “She doesn’t know we accessed the texts. We make a death notification and see how she acts.”

      “She might not be up yet.”

      Arseneault looked at his watch. “Or Brandt has been up all night because she stabbed Moore. I want to see if she’s twitchy because she hasn’t slept. If she’s still wearing bloody clothes, I want to catch her in them.”
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        * * *

      

      A homey tangle of wildflowers in soft, faded colors fronted Brandt’s bungalow. Bailey’s design, Lia had said, though it looked like someone played fifty-two card pick up with a bunch of seeds. Maybe it was like hair, where it took a lot of effort to make “just got out of bed” look sexy instead of embarrassing.

      She activated the recording app on her phone. Arseneault nodded in approval.

      “You think she’s playing possum?” Cynth asked as they turned onto Brandt’s walkway.

      “No telling. She could be on the other side of the door with a gun. We knock, but we don’t stand in front of the door.”

      Cynth wondered when the guys would stop treating her like a candy striper. “You do know I’m SWAT?”

      Arseneault gave her an interested look. “Parker said you were primarily a researcher. She didn’t say you were Rambo.”

      Captain Roller was the one who stuck her behind a computer when she made detective. She figured it was a combination of not having confidence in women cops and wanting to stare at her large breasts around the station.

      SWAT had been her small revenge on Roller. That and wearing baggy clothes.

      Once she qualified for SWAT, he couldn’t stand in the way of her taking part in call-outs whenever her schedule allowed. Since she’d been one step up from clerical help, her schedule always allowed. And as a woman in law enforcement, it didn’t hurt for the guys to know she could kick their balls up over their ears.

      Captain Ann Parker took over District 5 and started giving her cases while telling her professional attire was required of all detectives. She also gave Cynth permission to clock anyone who leered at her. She’d said it while an old detective named Sam Robertson was in earshot, which meant everyone in District 5 and beyond heard about it before end of shift, bless his gossipy little heart. Cynth figured that hadn’t been an accident.

      “Being a researcher makes me available for SWAT.”

      “I stand corrected.”

      She unsnapped her gun as Arseneault did the same, a precaution in case they needed to pull weapons. They climbed the steps to the porch and took position on either side of the door. Arseneault punched the doorbell, holding it down for a three count.

      Inside, the dogs made weird noises, like they were trying to talk.

      “The girls?” Arseneault asked.

      “Connie and Nati. Brandt will come to the door just to shut them up.”

      A muffled “Hush!” as someone padded across the floor. The dogs stopped and the door opened, revealing a tall woman in her fifties, all arms and angles.

      Bailey Hughes. What are you doing here?

      Groggy-faced, Bailey squinted at them through the screen door, her artificially enhanced red hair messy with sleep and an oversized T-shirt hanging over bare legs. Bailey’s dog, a bloodhound named Kita, looked morosely out at them, resembling Arseneault so much Cynth had to stifle a laugh. The greyhounds stood in the center of the room, alert and uncertain.

      When Bailey’s eyes were fully open they bulged slightly as if she found herself in an alternate dimension and didn’t know what to make of it. Considering everything she’d heard about Lia’s BFF, it might be true.

      Bailey spoke first. “Cynth? What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask the same.”

      “I’ve been staying with Ellen since Daniel’s ankle monitor came off. She’s terrified he’ll come after her.”

      Cynth shared a look with Arseneault. “Bailey, this is Captain Arseneault. We need to talk to Ellen. Can we come in?”

      Bailey stepped away from the door, grabbing up a pillow and blanket from the couch. The girls, noses level with Cynth’s belt, sniffed at them as they passed. Cynth had the absurd vision of the dogs attempting to take their guns. If cartoon Dobermans can fly fighter jets, the girls can snag my Glock. She re-snapped her holster, just in case.

      Bailey nodded at the couch over the bundled bedclothes in her arms. “Have a seat. I’ll get Ellen.”

      She padded away on bare feet with Kita taking up the rear. The girls sat opposite them, watching in a mildly interested way.

      Cynth kept her voice low. “Bailey Hughes is friends with Peter Dourson’s girlfriend. This changes things.”

      “Doesn’t it just.”

      “Wonder why Brandt didn’t come out when the dogs were howling.”

      “Good question.”

      Brandt emerged from the hall, a petite, older woman wearing a loose tie-dyed top over yoga pants. A wide, stretchy headband restrained gloriously wavy white hair that reminded Cynth of the sexy bed-head look of her garden. Several streaks of soft teal green enhanced the impression. The greyhounds ran to her and she stroked the sleek heads.

      “Bailey’s getting dressed. She’ll be out in a minute.” Brandt took an oak rocker. The dogs padded off to a pair of bean bags in the corner. “What did Daniel do?”

      Arseneault answered the question with a question. “When was the last time you talked to him?”

      “Not through his lawyer?” Brandt rubbed her throat, saying nothing.

      Buying time? Searching her memory? As they waited for her to elaborate, the scent of brewing coffee drifted into the room. Bailey entered and silently took a chair. Kita dropped beside her, sighing as her head hit her paws. You and me both.

      Brandt said, “That was more than a year ago. You remember, Bailey, when he had that court ordered visit.”

      It had been a cock-up according to the officer assigned to attend. Hinkle was young and brought up to respect his elders and not equipped to deal with Moore’s doddering brand of obstruction.

      “You haven’t spoken since?” Arseneault asked.

      Brandt’s voice turned brittle. “I saw him in court last week. I spoke to the judge. I did not speak to him. That’s it. Whatever he says I did, it didn’t happen. I don’t even know where to find him. What is this about?”

      The dogs went to Brandt, nosing their heads under her hands. Reacting to the tension in her voice? Were they trying to comfort Brandt or seeking reassurance? Trying to distract her from whatever was bothering her? Cynth didn’t speak dog, so she could only guess.

      Arseneault spoke in a practiced undertaker’s voice. “We are very sorry to inform you that Daniel Moore died last night.”

      Brandt’s head jerked back as if she’d been slapped: eyes wide, mouth gaping in an expression much like Daniel’s as he lay on the sidewalk. She blinked and looked down as if gathering herself.

      “What happened? His health hasn’t been good but he appeared fine Wednesday—if you don’t count that stupid walker.”

      “Someone attacked him in Parker Woods.”

      Brandt’s face read “bewildered.” “Across the street? In the dark? I didn’t hear a gunshot. Did you, Bailey?”

      Bailey shook her head.

      Brandt continued, “We should have heard it from here. What time was it?”

      Arseneault again answered Brandt’s question with a question. “Is there any reason he would be in the park at night?”

      Brandt bit her lip, started to run a hand through her hair, dislodging the tie-dyed band. She spent a moment putting it right. “I haven’t understood why Daniel did anything for years.”

      Cynth exchanged a look with Arseneault. He nodded. This was the tricky part, where an interview could veer into an interrogation and Miranda territory. The safe bet would be to read Brandt her rights, but doing so was likely to shut her down.

      Miranda had two parts: the subject had to be—or believe they were—in police custody and unable to leave, and the questioning had to pertain to the subject’s culpability.

      In this case they were covered because they were in Brandt’s house and she could ask them to leave, but it was better to avoid questions that could get the interview tossed in court. At the same time they didn’t want Brandt to realize she was a suspect. That meant walking a tightrope, sharing information and letting Brandt respond without prompting her or asking questions. You couldn’t share too much, though. They needed their hold backs.

      “Ellen,” Cynth said. “We have Daniel’s phone. There’s a long string of texts from you.”

      Brandt gave them a how-stupid-are-you look. “No, there isn’t.”

      Arseneault said nothing, putting a skeptical expression on his face and waiting for Brandt to speak.

      Brandt snapped, “Whoever texted Daniel, it wasn’t me!” Connie and Nati shrieked. The anger vanished from Brandt’s face. She leaned over, crooning comfort to the dogs. Once they settled she took a deep breath. “Tell me about it.”

      “The messages appear to be an attempt at reconciliation. There was an apology for what you said in court.”

      “I meant every word I said to the judge. You can check my phone. I’ll get it for you.”

      She left, passing by a jumble of tools and leather on the dining room table. Cynth caught Arseneault’s eye and jerked her head at the table. Arseneault raised his eyebrows.

      Bailey stood, saying, “I’m getting coffee. Would you like some?”

      Arseneault declined. Cynth hesitated, then said, “Black for me.” White Castle had been ages ago and she needed a jolt. And accepting coffee would lower Brandt’s anxiety a notch.

      Brandt reentered the room with her phone in hand. “We didn’t go anywhere last night. I bought surveillance cameras when Bailey insisted Daniel planned to burn the house down. I have cameras on the front and one on each side. They’ll show we never left.”

      Bailey stiffened as she set a mug in front of Cynth. Cynth bet Bailey had said something like, “Ellen, if you’re that worried Daniel will torch the house while you sleep, you’ll feel better if you have cameras.”

      Brandt gave her phone to Arseneault, open to her texts with Moore. He held it so Cynth could see. Nothing since Moore’s arrest.

      “Do you mind if we see the call history?” Cynth asked.

      “Be my guest.”

      Nothing recent there, either.

      “Thank you,” Arseneault said, handing back the phone. “What’s your number?”

      It wasn’t the one texting Moore. Arseneault showed Brandt a business card with the number they’d taken from Daniel’s phone written on the back. “Do you recognize this number?”

      Brandt glanced at the card, passed it to Bailey. “I’ve never seen it. Bailey?”

      Bailey shook her head and gave it back to Arseneault. “What is it?”

      Arseneault stuffed it in a pocket. “Not important. Do you know a place called the Lounge?”

      “The Lounge?” Ellen asked. “Is that where it happened?”

      “You know it then?”

      “It’s a spot in the woods where we partied when Daniel was at Hopewell. I can’t imagine why he’d be there.”

      Cynth said, “Can either of you think of anyone who wanted to harm Daniel?”

      Brandt stared.

      Bailey said, “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Point taken. How about someone who stood out, like they might go through with it?”

      Brandt turned to Bailey. “You followed the Facebook group.”

      “What group?” Arseneault asked.

      “A flute group,” Bailey said. “Cynth knows about it. A lot of talk about what Daniel deserved, but that’s the internet. Most of them didn’t even know him. Half of the victims dropped out of the case. Why would they come here to kill him when they weren’t willing to show up for a trial?”

      “Why do you think they dropped out?” Arseneault asked.

      “Bailey, you explain it,” Brandt said.

      “It’s sad. The prosecutor only said they wanted to move on, but you could see how it was. Most of Daniel’s victims would have recovered less than two thousand dollars if Daniel ever paid restitution.”

      “He never will,” Brandt said. “If he’d lived, I mean.”

      Bailey continued, “No restitution for travel costs and loss of income. That would have more than doubled their losses. And I can’t blame anyone for not wanting to watch Daniel lie and act like a victim while you know he’s never going to admit what he did or tell you what happened to your flute.”

      Brandt’s voice was soft. “I know you didn’t mean to, but I wonder if you’re the reason they dropped out?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You kept telling everyone on Facebook there was no hidden pile of money for restitution.”

      “I said that for you, so they’d push for prison when the prosecutor sent out his letters to ask what they wanted for sentencing. So you wouldn’t have to be afraid of him.”

      “I know you did. But I think maybe they took it the other way and said, ‘what’s the point?’”

      Arseneault asked, “What happened at the sentencing?”

      Brandt huffed and shook her head.

      Bailey said, “Since so many people dropped out, he no longer met the sentencing guidelines for mandatory prison. He got probation and restitution.”

      Brandt scoffed, “As if he would ever pay a penny.”

      Bailey said, “The judge piled a lot of conditions on him, but who knows if she would have held him to it?”

      “Who came to the sentencing?” Cynth asked.

      “A few locals,” Bailey said. “Everyone else sent their victim impact statements. Enough of those to fill a two-inch binder.”

      All of which someone would have to review. “The locals, you have their names?”

      “Do you think one of them did it?” Bailey asked.

      “We don’t think anything yet.”

      Bailey said, “Dianne”

      “Dianne?” Cynth prompted.

      “I don’t remember last names. Long hair with tiny braids for accents. She came with her friend, Wendy. K Lee, the teacher⁠—”

      Cynth said, “I remember her. She bought her flute back from Diamond Pawn and sued Moore to recover her money. Moore ever pay her?”

      “Not a cent,” Bailey said.

      “Have you talked to any of them since the sentencing?”

      “There was Dog Day,” Bailey said.

      “What’s Dog Day?” Arseneault said.

      “The one day of the year you can walk your dog at Spring Grove Cemetery. They have booths and a 5K, a remembrance ceremony. Ellen runs a booth for Greyhound Adoption of Greater Cincinnati. That’s the organization that re-homes retired greyhounds.”

      Brandt said, “I make dog collars to raise money for charity. I felt so bad about what Daniel put them through. I offered everyone a gift if they came by. They all came.”

      “They all have dogs?” Arseneault asked.

      “No, but I make bracelets and key fobs, too. I just wanted them to have a nice memory. Nobody said anything about Daniel that I remember. It was really busy, so we didn’t talk much. Do you want to see my camera feeds?”

      Brandt doesn’t want to talk about these women. “That may be helpful at some point.”

      “I can give you my login.” She scribbled the information on a scrap of paper and handed it to Arseneault. “Will my fingerprints help? I worked the census years ago. They should still be on file.”

      “Thank you,” Arseneault said. “That’s good to know.”

      “I expect you need me to identify Daniel.”

      “Not necessary. Detective McFadden’s identification was sufficient, and we have his fingerprints.”

      “Captain, Daniel was my life for thirty years. I need to see him. You  understand that, don’t you?”

      “I’ll arrange it.” He slapped his thighs and stood to leave.

      Cynth nodded her head at the dining room table. “I see you’re doing more leatherwork. Can we see?”

      Brandt seemed relieved and led them to the table. She held up a wide collar with a Celtic border and “GANDALF” stamped in the leather. Arseneault stroked the leather, admiring the neat holes in the tongue while Brandt explained the process. Cynth listened with half an ear while she scanned the table, inventorying the tools.
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        * * *

      

      Cynth settled into the passenger seat of Arseneault’s car. Arseneault said nothing, starting the ignition and conducting a three-point turn. Once headed back to Hamilton Avenue, he said, “What do you think?”

      This is a test. Well, she knew her ABCs: Accept nothing. Believe no one. Check everything. It translated into “be skeptical.” She hoped being honest didn’t flunk her.

      “Mixed bag, sir.”

      Arseneault kept his eyes on the road. “Tell me about that.”

      “Brandt had motive. I’d say her alibi is soft, but Bailey would never cover for a killer. It would mess with her karma.”

      “Like that, is she?”

      “New Age all the way. An odd duck, but she has a solid moral compass.”

      “She had to sleep sometime.”

      “The details need to be explored, but it’s a small house. There’s a bamboo colony lining a six -foot privacy fence in back.”

      “A colony?”

      “That’s what Brandt calls it. I looked it up. It’s the official term.”

      “Huh. Things you learn.”

      “Point is, you can only get out through the gate and that should trigger her cameras. She wakes up Bailey if she goes out the front door. Camera there, too.”

      “You don’t think she left the house. What’s the other side of this?”

      “I met Brandt two years ago. I couldn’t fault anything she said but she never seemed quite right.”

      “Explain that.”

      “I could never see how she lived with Daniel for thirty years and didn’t know he was a crook.”

      “I’ve interviewed many people who were too decent to imagine what their spouses were up to.”

      Arseneault was playing devil’s advocate with her. She needed to defend herself. “For thirty years?”

      “From what you’ve told me, the people he ripped off for those thirty years just recently figured it out.”

      “Moore fell into stealing flutes after years of reputable dealing. His early victims were hundreds of miles away and they only knew what he told them. Everyone thought their situation was an anomaly until they started comparing notes online.”

      “So he wasn’t a crook for thirty years.”

      “No, but he was himself for thirty years, and she lived with him.”

      “Point taken.”

      Cynth mentally exhaled. Maybe she wouldn’t flunk after all. “Then there’s the way she blew up.”

      “I agree she got excitable for a minute—after we said she’d been texting Moore.”

      “That’s understandable. What bothers me, she turned it off like flipping a switch when her dogs got upset.”

      “Some people can do that, but I see what you mean.”

      “That bit about Bailey causing people to drop out of the trial—it felt passive aggressive.”

      “So, not a nice person. How does that figure in?”

      “Not sure it does, but it suggests there’s more going on than she wants people to see on the surface.”

      “Brandt was fine when she showed us her leatherwork.”

      “The tools fit, but she never impressed me as someone who could calmly demonstrate her murder weapons. If she was that sociopathic, I’d still think she was a sweet, clueless, little—” She remembered Arseneault’s age. “—mature woman. She’s not ringing my bell. Tickles it a little.”

      Arseneault nodded, chewing his lip. “You’d expect an undercurrent of smug, greasy excitement. It wasn’t there.”

      “She offered up her cameras. She wouldn’t do that if they showed anything.”

      “I’m more interested in cameras on Thompson Heights.”

      Cynth forgot her nerves. “You think the person who jumped Moore checked out the residence.”

      “Bingo. I’d like you to take lead on this.”

      She stiffened. She was looking for a leg up but this was too much. “I thought I was here to provide background. I don’t have the experience. Can I ask why you want me to lead?”

      “Moore was yours. More efficient to advise you on the investigation than to get my guys up to speed on a very complicated situation.”

      She thought about that two-inch binder of victim statements, and a way to test his sincerity. “There’re dozens of people to check on and that needs to happen now.”

      “You can have Hodgkins and Jarvis.”

      I’d rather eat my own intestines while listening to Nickelback. “Moore’s local victims are connected to Hopewell.” Where the pair alienated everyone while investigating Lawrence. That had to be a sore point that could wrong-foot the investigation.

      “Point taken. What do you suggest?”

      “Brent Davis worked with me on the Moore investigation. He hand-held a lot of the victims.” A tense alliance due to their complicated history. She didn’t want to go there, but anything was better than Heckle and Jeckle. “And there’s Peter Dourson. You worked with him before.”
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        * * *

      

      TWO YEARS AGO

      Cynth sat in Captain Parker’s visitor chair with a big, fat target on her ass. Unlike Roller, the new captain was impossible to read. She kept her hands in her lap and out of Parker’s line of sight as she clenched and relaxed them. It was a trick she used to keep stress off her face.

      She admired Parker, a handsome, no-nonsense woman with mad skills and zero vanity. No matter the event, Parker wore her shoulder-length hair in a simple ponytail and kept her nails trimmed short and unpolished. She qualified for SWAT every year like Cynth did, though she didn’t go on call-outs.

      Parker reminded her of Vanessa Michael Munroe, ass-kicking heroine of her favorite thriller novels. Like Munroe, Parker’s face had firm, simple lines that could pass for male if she needed, or be entirely feminine if the situation called for it. Unlike Munroe, Parker couldn’t learn a new language in five minutes and as far as Cynth knew, hadn’t killed anyone or blown up any superyachts.

      Parker steepled her hands, finger tips tapping their mates. “I reviewed the file. For the record, the DA is an ass. None of this is your fault.”

      “None of this” was the failure years earlier to treat Moore Flutes as a criminal operation when two women complained Moore was giving them the runaround about their flutes. The DA told Roller—who told her—to refer the women to small claims court instead of pursuing the robust criminal investigation Moore warranted.

      With stories on Channel 7 featuring tearful middle-class women, and complaints coming in from all over the country, it wasn’t water the DA wanted to carry in an election year. Her damn luck Roller tossed the original complaints at her as a nuisance case to file and forget.

      Cynth exhaled, only then realizing she’d been holding her breath. Parker wasn’t rolling the shit downhill. She sat back in the visitor’s chair, unclenching her hands. “Thank you, sir.”

      “This is still your case.”

      Cynth appreciated Parker’s confidence in her, but wasn’t crazy about picking up this particular ball. “Sir?”

      “It has the potential to be much bigger, both in scope and in the public eye. You’ve spent most of your time here providing backup for other detectives.”

      Because Roller kept me there.

      “I know you like being available for SWAT rollouts, but I think it’s time you pushed yourself.”

      The implication she’d been slacking stung. “I didn’t realize I wasn’t pulling my weight, sir.”

      “Take the stick out of your ass. You’re a hard worker. Your development fell through the cracks, precisely because you’re effective where you are and I had too many fires to put out when Roller retired. You deserve the chance to do more. This is your baby.”

      Oh, crap. “Thank you for the opportunity, sir.”

      “Calls are coming in. We need to get on top of this quickly. I’m assigning Davis to help you.”

      Brent Davis, hot shot pretty boy and total snake. She fell in bed with him years ago, and he’d used her. It didn’t matter that he’d been undercover, or that he lied to Internal Affairs so she wouldn’t wind up manning a fast food register.

      It mattered that he pulled the wool over her eyes with his smooth looks and magnolia voice. She’d bought his story about being a midlevel P & G executive transplanted from Georgia. How could she ever trust him when he could make her believe anything he chose? How could she trust herself when she hadn’t seen him for who he was?

      The situation had been humiliating and demoralizing and she’d almost left law enforcement over it. Worst of all was him transferring to District 5, his presence reminding her every day she owed her career to him, never mind it was his damn op that went pear-shaped.

      Only a few trusted friends knew they had history, none of them cops unless you counted IA. Nobody knew the full story except her and Brent. Maybe not even her. Maybe not Brent, either.

      “Sir? Is this necessary?”

      “Your style is very direct, and it’s effective with our usual dirtbags. Daniel Moore isn’t a usual dirtbag.”

      “I can handle him.”

      “And his victims are high-toned and hysterical. Brent’s finesse will come in handy. I’m hoping you’ll learn from him. Versatility is a virtue.”

      Finesse: another word for lying. Resisting would make her look like a whiny bitch, but she still tried. “Sir, Peter Dourson and I have worked well together in the past.”

      Cynth felt red creeping up her face as Parker examined it.

      “Is there something I need to know about Detective Davis?”

      Damn Brent, anyway. “No, sir. Not at all.”

      Parker pushed a binder across the desk to her. “Here’s the file and the calls to Channel 7. You’re in charge. I trust you’ll remind Davis if he forgets.”
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        * * *

      

      Cynth had eyes on Arseneault as he turned onto Glen Parker. He stared out the windshield, poking his tongue in his cheek. “I’ll talk to Parker and see if Davis is available.”

      His phone dinged. He pulled over to the side of the road to read the text, then turned the phone so she could see the photo of a bloody spike resembling the tools on Brandt’s work table.

      “Junior found the murder weapon under Moore’s body when they moved it. If Brandt has the strength to shove this through leather, she’d have no problem with an old man’s neck.”

      She’d made the wrong call about Brandt. Shit, shit, shit. “Fingerprints?”

      “We won’t know until they process it at the lab.”

      Before he could pull back on the road, the phone pinged again. He barked, “Arseneault,” then “Damn. It was bound to happen. Thanks for the heads up.” He ended the call.

      “Channel 7 just showed up. We’ll run into them when we round the bend. They don’t need to know Moore was staying a block away. Not yet, anyway.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Arseneault sighed. “Only one way in and out of Thompson Heights, and they’re in the way. I suppose I can give them a quick statement, but I can’t order them off a public street. No telling how long they’ll hang around looking for someone to talk to.”

      “Is it Aubrey Morse, sir?”

      He looked at her oddly. “Why?”

      “Give your statement. I have a plan.”

      Arseneault pulled back on the road. Sure enough, they found the Channel 7 van slewed across the curve where Glen Parker turned into Langland. Bitch-on-wheels Aubrey Morse stood in the road chatting with—more likely harassing—the cop assigned to keep people out of the crime scene.

      As Arseneault approached Morse, Cynth veered toward the van where her cousin and parkour buddy Duff busied himself with camera equipment. Cousin Duff was a prime specimen with those rust red dreadlocks down his back and an array of Celtic tattoos celebrating his Scottish heritage.

      “Hey, girlfriend,” Duff said, straightening to his full 6’4”.

      “Hey yourself. Sorry about brunch.”

      “No worries. Aubrey pulled me in, so there is no brunch. At least she called before David started the quiche.”

      “Knowing David, he made it anyway. He’ll tell us later how he ate the whole thing.”

      “Looks like someone offed your flute guy.”

      “Can you blame them?”

      “We covered the sentencing. I was ready to kill him myself after the bullshit he told the judge. What do you know?”

      “You get a bonus for tips?”

      Duff laughed. “I wish.”

      “We spotted the dog walker who found the body heading south on Haight with a harlequin great Dane. You should be able to catch her on Pullan. She won’t be hard to spot.”

      “That’s just a few blocks from here.”

      Aubrey waved him over. He winked at Cynth and grabbed his camera. “Duty calls. Thanks, I owe you.”

      It took five minutes for Duff to tape a brief statement which likely went, “A man died under suspicious circumstances. We are pursuing all leads.” Arseneault wouldn’t say much more because what little they knew could compromise the investigation.

      Morse handed her mic to Duff. She moved in to say pleasantries to Arseneault and try to wheedle promises of more out of him. Duff caught her attention and whispered in her ear. Morse turned to him, an intent look on her face. She flashed a mechanical smile at Arseneault, said goodbye, then clacked rapidly to the van.

      Hah.

      By the time Arsenault joined her, Duff had made a U-turn with the van and was heading back to Hamilton and Haight Street.

      “Neat trick,” Arseneault said. “How did you pull that off?”

      “Told the cameraman we spotted the dog walker. He thinks I did him a solid.”

      “Maybe not the most ethical solution.”

      “Desperate times, sir.”

      “That’s the truth. I told Morse you’d give her a statement at District 5 for the evening news.”

      “Sir? This is the thanks I get?”
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        * * *

      

      Florence Nygaard lived in a tired cracker box with faded blue siding, fronted by a cracked concrete walkway, tiny porch, and weedy flower beds. No cameras that Cynth could see. Arseneault waved off the patrol car sitting on the house and punched the bell. Inside, a dog yapped.

      What is it with Northside and dogs? It’s like a requirement.

      They waited several seconds in a pose of solemn respect.

      Cynth said, “You think she heard that?”

      “If she didn’t, she heard the dog. Car’s in the drive, so she should be home. Maybe she isn’t up yet.” Arseneault pressed the bell again. More yapping. “Then again, this might be a two-fer.”

      “Let’s hope not, sir.”

      Thirty seconds later, the sound of shuffling feet and someone shushing the dog. Not a two-fer, then. The door cracked open, revealing a bloated face, limp, gray hair, and the side of a walker. At her feet, an ancient white fur ball stared up at them with cloudy, alien eyes.

      The dog snuffled. The woman said, “Can I help you?”

      “Florence Nygaard?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Captain Arseneault from the Cincinnati Police, and this is Detective McFadden.”

      Blinking and worry on that face now.

      “We have some unfortunate news. May we come inside?”

      “Oh … well … it’s … I’m not ready for company.” She turned and called, “Daniel? … Daniel? … I don’t know where he is. He should have answered the door. I’m not well.”

      She backed up with the walker, letting them inside as she made her way to an overstuffed blue recliner next to a nightstand littered with pill bottles, tissues, and a glass jar partially filled with water. The jar explained the delay: Nygaard had to shove in the teeth she kept near the door because she only wore them when she had company.

      From behind, Nygaard was an undifferentiated lump of flesh inside a baggy floral dress. She heaved herself into the chair and the arthritic little dog climbed a miniature set of steps into her lap.

      “Close the door, would you? I’m dying. Daniel is supposed to help me, but he’s not here. Can you get me a glass of water?”

      Arseneault jerked his chin at the kitchen, sending Cynth for the water as he shut the door. Cynth found a plastic tumbler in the dish drainer. As she filled it from the tap, the twin odors of poop and urine wafted up. A lumpy puddle at the back door confirmed what her nose knew.

      Nygaard took the tumbler with a shaky hand. “Thank you, dear.” The dog circled in her lap and whined. “Can you let Snickerdoodle into the back yard? He’s acting like he hasn’t been out yet.”

      Cynth opened the back door, careful not to step into the mess. Snickerdoodle plodded through the puddle on his way out, leaving wet paw prints on the back deck and the ramp down to the yard. He? it? squatted for form, squeezing out a drop or three of urine before hurrying back up the ramp and past Cynth—this time splashing her shoes.

      She followed Snickerdoodle into the living room, where he climbed back into Nygaard’s lap. She hoped his paws were dry.

      When Cynth joined Arseneault on the sofa, he said, “Mrs. Nygaard, when was the last time you saw Daniel Moore?”

      “He was here last night when I went to bed. I don’t know where he got to. ”

      “How was he dressed?”

      Nygaard gave him an odd look. “Last night? Sweat pants and a flannel shirt. What does that matter?”

      “One of your neighbors found Daniel in Parker Woods⁠—”

      The face scrunched in confusion. “Found? I don’t understand.”

      Time to rip off the bandage. Cynth looked at Arseneault. He nodded. She said as gently as she could, “He died in the park sometime last night.”

      “Died? He can’t be dead.” The gray head shook vigorously. “No. He can’t.” She looked up at Arseneault, pleading. “I need him. I’m dying.”

      She meant it literally. Cynth said, “You’re terminally ill?”

      Nygaard fluttered a hand over the collection of pill bottles crowding the nightstand. “All my organs are in a race to shut down. Daniel moved in to help me. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Is there someone we can call?”

      The wrinkled face collapsed. “There’s nobody I want.”

      Arseneault sat placidly, not taking the lead. Another test. Cynth scanned the room, looking for a clue to anything about Nygaard’s life.

      Shelves jumbled with dusty knick-knacks lined the walls, interrupted by a decommissioned fireplace. A landscape hung over the mantel, brightly colored and oddly flat, like an adult’s idea of how a child would paint.

      One end of the mantel held a flag presentation case next to a formal portrait of a marine in dress blues. Too recent to be a husband. A son then, deceased. Not a can of worms she wanted to open. Next to that was a wedding photo, with the bride wearing a 70s Farrah Fawcett feathered cut. A young Nygaard. She took a discrete peek at Nygaard’s hand. She wore a wedding set with a diamond that had to be a carat, surrounded by tiny diamonds. Hubby was deceased, or tucked away in a nursing home. Another can of worms.

      Further down, a silver frame held a formal school portrait of a teen-age girl holding a flute. Smaller photos of the same girl at various ages filled in the empty spaces, none of them older than high school.

      Cynth nodded at the flute photo. “She’s beautiful. Who is she?”

      Nygaard blinked at the photos. Tears? Confusion? “That’s Natalie. She passed. Daniel was so good to her.”

      Again with the worms. “I’m so sorry.”

      “That was years ago. She’s at Spring Grove. I ran into Daniel there on her birthday last year. I had no idea he visited her. He was having trouble with Ellen, so I invited him to stay with me. He’s been helping me ever since. I don’t know what I’ll do without him.”

      “Are you up to answering some questions?”

      “I don’t understand this. Poor Daniel. How did he die?”

      “We’re still trying to figure that out. Who knew Daniel was staying with you?”

      “I suppose the neighbors, though I don’t think he ever introduced himself. He was so ashamed after the lies Ellen told about him. Ellen tossed him out of his own home. She emptied his accounts, and that wrecked his business. Nobody would help him.”

      “Do you know anyone who would hurt him?”

      “Hurt him? Someone did this to him? Someone killed him?”

      “That’s what we believe.”

      “Who would hurt him? He was kind to everyone. I don’t know what got into Ellen. Daniel said it started after she hit her head. She wasn’t the same anymore.”

      “Mrs. Nygaard, did you know Daniel was in court Wednesday?”

      “Of course he was. He was suing Ellen to get his house back.”

      Cynth exchanged a look with Arseneault before proceeding. “Ms. Nygaard, Daniel was in court because he stole a quarter million dollars’ worth of client flutes. He was sentenced Wednesday.”

      Nygaard frowned, confused. “That’s not right. Ellen stole his house. He told me.”

      “He pled guilty, Ms. Nygaard.”

      Nygaard clutched Snickerdoodle and shook her head. “No, that’s wrong.”

      Nygaard was caught in a loop. Keeping her focused would be hard, especially without a friend to hold her hand. Cynth snuck a look at Arseneault. He maintained an attitude of professional compassion that she suspected hid any number of feelings.

      Cynth was no good at this, but she’d seen Brent play the nurturer plenty of times. She asked, “Have you eaten today?”

      Nygaard turned watery eyes to Cynth. “Daniel gets me something, but I’m not very hungry.”

      “When was the last time you ate?”

      Nygaard waved a hand. “Last night? Soup? I think he made mushroom soup.”

      “Can I fix you something? Toast? Scrambled eggs? Cereal?” That was most of Cynth’s culinary repertoire. If Nygaard wanted an omelet, she was out of luck.

      “Daniel makes me an English muffin in the toaster oven. He spreads a little cream cheese on it. Can you make me some tea? I’m not allowed to drink coffee anymore. Too acid.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      She abandoned the field to Arseneault, reminding herself as she rummaged through the cabinets that she was in the kitchen due to rank, not sex. Regardless, she absolutely refused to clean up Snickerdoodle’s morning deposit. No doubt Brent would deliver a perfectly toasted muffin, served on a doily with a rose in a bud vase. Brent would also mop and wax the floor while he waited for the toaster oven to ding. It irked.

      Cynth was not mopping the floor when the toaster oven dinged. Instead, she had her hands full with boiling water and tea bags. By the time she got to it, the tops of the muffin halves were dark and crunchy. She slathered cream cheese on, hoping to cover up her incompetence. Nygaard might like burnt toast, you never knew. Then again, people got so bent out of shape over food.

      She balanced the plate, mug, and silverware, carrying them into the living room. No room on the crowded nightstand. Arseneault spotted the problem and retrieved a rusty TV tray leaning against the fireplace in time for Cynth to dump the food on it instead of the floor.

      Nygaard’s lips folded in as she looked at the thick coating of cream cheese on her muffin. She scraped most of the offending white stuff off with a knife, looking pointedly at Cynth.

      Well, la-di-da. Get your own damn muffin next time. “Do you have family we can call for you?” Cynth asked.

      Her face turned mulish. “My son died overseas. They buried him at Arlington years ago. There’s no one left.”

      Cynth stopped herself from wincing and tried again. “A neighbor?”

      “I don’t want them up in my business. I have a girl I can call if I need anything.”

      Arseneault’s phone pinged. He glanced at the screen. “Mrs. Nygaard, we need to look through Daniel’s room. Something there might help us understand what happened. We have a warrant, if you’d like to see it.”

      Nygaard waved her hand. “I don’t know where my glasses are. I doubt I could read it.” She nodded at a small hall. “Daniel’s bedroom is on the right, after the bathroom. The rest of his things are in the garage.”

      Cynth remembered piles of junk at Moore’s shop and hoped the garage wasn’t more of the same. “What kinds of things are in the garage, Mrs. Nygaard?”

      “Everything. Ellen locked him out, but that wasn’t enough for her. She got Daniel arrested for domestic violence, and he wouldn’t hurt a fly. She refused to bail him out, and got a restraining order against him. All made up stuff so she could steal the house. Poor Daniel had to get a court order just to get some clothes. When he went home, they had police there to stand over him. As if he was some kind of criminal!”

      Nygaard sniffed. “She’d tossed everything in boxes. Daniel didn’t know where to start and they kept rushing him to get out. Then Ellen moved everything to a storage unit at the edge of town and wouldn’t let him have access. I had to hire movers to bring those boxes here.”

      Arseneault asked, “When was the last time he went into the garage?”

      “October was warm. It must have been November, to get his winter coat. He never put it back. His knees. Too much trouble lifting the door.”

      Unlikely they’d need to go through the boxes.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel’s things piled on all available surfaces in his room, smothering the girlish decor underneath: cardboard boxes with the contents scrawled on the sides with marker, courtesy of Ellen and Bailey; plastic crates of files and legal pads undoubtably full of Daniel’s endless to-do lists and unreadable notes; clothes, both clean and dirty—and hard to tell which was which.

      Daniel slept on a brass bed with a pink duvet and a sweet little bedside lamp. A pink teddy bear sat on the dresser, peeking out from behind a stack of legal pads.

      There were more photos of Natalie, casual snapshots with friends. In one she had her arm around a tiny girl with dark, waist-length hair dressed up with a dozen skinny, beaded braids in a sort of fairy look. The fairy girl looked familiar, but Cynth couldn’t place her.

      Natalie had lived here. How long since she died?

      Daniel’s walker stood in the corner with a purple cane. Not taken by his killer for a trophy. Daniel had gone a tenth of a mile in the dark without it.

      Arseneault handed Cynth a pair of nitrile gloves and seated himself at the tiny desk, claiming that as his territory. Cynth sat on the bed, surveying the top of the nightstand. Lamp, remote for the small flat screen TV on the dresser, water glass, medications, inhaler, and a battered Filofax organizer. Who used those anymore?

      She set the Filofax beside her on the bed and opened the nightstand drawer. Hopewell concert programs, class schedules, paperwork, the most recent dated four years earlier. Natalie had died years ago. Nygaard had preserved her room intact. At least until Moore came along.

      “Well, well,” Arseneault said.

      Cynth swiveled on the bed to see. “What did you find?”

      “Florence Nygaard’s legal and financial papers. Moore had power of attorney.” He flipped through more papers. “She made him sole beneficiary of her will.”

      “Of course she did.”

      Moore’s brief bag sat on the floor by the nightstand. Cynth dragged it up on the bed, sorting through the contents. All court stuff: official documents, copies of victim impact statements, legal pads full of Moore’s tiny writing. She’d make Brent go through it.

      She pulled the side pocket open and peered inside. Pens, antacids, and something small and white she couldn’t identify. She slid a gloved hand into the pocket and retrieved a flat plastic square with rounded edges and the word “tile” written on the front.

      “Check this out.”

      Arseneault craned his head around. “What do you have?”

      Cynth held her palm out, showing him the bluetooth tracker. “Bet you a dozen donuts there’s no Tile app on Moore’s phone. Someone was stalking him.”
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