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Chapter 1

 

Drug dealers shooting each other in an old-fashioned duel wasn’t going to be the most noteworthy investigation of Ava Castillo’s day. Unyielding rain pelted her windshield while lightning flickered as Ava made the late, Friday night journey home. She had just worked the grisly, double homicide in Detroit's east side. In an example of idiocracy at its finest, rival dealers took each other down in historic fashion after an apparent argument over a woman. While murder is never condoned by the Detroit Police Department, Ava admitted to herself that tonight’s deaths won’t cause her to lose sleep as many of her other homicide cases have.

Police Chief Rachel Anderson’s name popped up on Ava’s dashboard screen. Ava accepted the call on the touch screen while wondering why Chief would be calling so late. That is never a good thing.

“Are you home in bed with your handsome man yet?” the chief asked in reference to Ava’s husband, Luke. Ava wished the answer was yes.

“No, I still have another ten minutes or so to go before my Northville exit. Why are you up at this time of night? I thought you were usually a lights out by 9:30 gal. I’m guessing that I am not going to like your response nor will I be cuddling with my sexy husband anytime soon.”

“Turn your car around, Ava. I need you at Riverfront Arena now.”

Ava didn’t have to wait long to find an exit. She expediently changed lanes and maneuvered off the expressway before missing the opportunity. “Wasn’t there a big Callie Alexo concert there tonight? Bennett’s daughter begged me to take her because he wouldn’t. I thought it would be great but knew I shouldn’t override Bennett’s decision; Tracy is only eight years old after all. Callie seems like an okay role model though. She is an amazing singer and dancer who avoids the skin revealing outfits that are so popular among her cohorts. There were probably a lot of teenage girls at the concert tonight. Please tell me there was no active shooter at the event.” It was sad that is where her thoughts went but unfortunately that is the state of the world these days.

The chief sighed at that line of thinking, “Fortunately, no. We have a much different problem. There was a death and this will be another media fiasco. I need you and Bennett on this because the media and the people of Detroit are going to expect it. That is what you get for handling the city’s other headline cases in the past year and a half. You are in demand now.”

Although nobody else was in the car to see it, Ava grimaced in frustration. There were plenty of other highly qualified detectives in the city. She and her partner, Bennett Myers, were not special but it was hard to convince the population of Detroit that she did not deserve celebrity status. These days, she got recognized almost as much as Luke and he was the starting quarterback of the city’s NFL team, the Detroit Wheels. Ava met Luke while working on a series of threats made against him and couldn’t deny the love that developed. They married last summer and Detroit became enamored with them as their favorite power couple.

“Okay, I’m working my way back onto the expressway toward town. So, fill me in on what happened at the Alexo concert. Who died?”

“Callie Alexo.”

Ava could form no immediate response. She questioned whether she even heard that correctly. Callie Alexo wasn’t at a Taylor Swift level of popularity yet but she was on that trajectory. Her first album initially went mostly undiscovered but her more recent release grabbed the world by storm and was near the top of the charts and climbing. The first album was now a best seller as well. The Alexo fans clamored for every song that they could get. Callie had a breakout performance at the Grammy Awards a few months back that stole the show and generated a tremendous amount of buzz. It was the top performance of the night based on later YouTube views.

Chief Anderson continued the conversation, “I can tell you are at a loss for words. I felt the same when the dispatcher woke me up and shared the news. I have Chief Medical Examiner Lockwood handling this personally and she will fill you in more when you arrive. Jamila’s initial thoughts are that it was a drug overdose but Callie’s manager is adamant about the fact that Callie would have nothing to do with drugs. She claimed that Callie wouldn’t even take an aspirin for a headache. The situation is looking suspicious so you need to go in and figure this out ASAP. Bennett is on his way in also. He had to drop Tracy off at her grandparents’ house but should arrive about the same time you will. The media knows something is amiss at the Riverfront so they are lurking but they don’t have the specifics yet. You have my approval to make a basic statement once we confirm that Callie’s family has been notified. They live in Toledo so my next call will be to their police department. I will text you once they speak with the parents.”

“This is all hard to believe. Callie Alexo has been all over the media. She wouldn’t be the first celebrity to overdose but I am curious about what the manager was saying. I will report in when I know more.”

“I will expect the call. Don’t worry about the time because I want to stay on top of this.” 

The chief ended the conversation leaving Ava a few minutes to think about the situation as she navigated through the storm. The pounding rain had just lightened somewhat making the drive less stressful. 

Ava knew a little about Callie’s background because the singer grew up in nearby Toledo, Ohio. The Detroit newspapers didn’t claim her as a hometown girl but she lived close enough to garner extra attention from the Michigan media. She had spent plenty of time across the border singing in Michigan bars, trying to make a name for herself, and had grown a following. From everything that Ava had read, Callie was a humble singer who still was a little overwhelmed by her own stardom.

It wasn’t long before Ava was off the expressway and working her way through the light downtown traffic. The parking lots at Riverfront Arena were mostly empty in contrast to the very lively area near the entrance. Emergency vehicles occupied the spaces near the main doors but the surrounding media vehicles outnumbered them by far. Ava was waved through by a fellow officer and squeezed her car into a spot not far from Bennett’s vehicle. She emerged and ignored the shouting from the press as she entered the building, hurrying due to the rain and the reporters. A uniformed officer was waiting for her.

“Good evening, Detective Castillo. My captain instructed me to watch for you and escort you to the scene.”

“Thanks, Amy. I heard a lot of yelling from the press but couldn’t make out most of what they were shouting. Are they still in the dark about our victim?”

“Yes, but they are all speculating, of course. The arena manager did an admirable job of isolating the people who know that Miss Alexo was found unresponsive. They are being kept together in a break room with the exception of Callie’s manager who is in the dressing room next to Callie’s. She was the first to find the singer. We also have a large conference room in use to hold the greater number of people from Miss Alexo’s staff and the arena employees who don’t know what is going on but may be needed for questioning. There are also some VIP ticket holders who were waiting to see Callie but we are about to tell them that they should go home.” Amy gestured to the right as they weaved their way through the large building that was strangely quiet due to the sequestration of its remaining occupants.

It became clear to Ava that they were getting close as the sound of conversations picked up. Rounding one last corner, she spotted Bennett speaking with Jamila Lockwood in the hallway. Amy pointed out which room the singer’s manager was in before heading back to her post. Ava thanked Amy for the escort and joined her partner and the head medical examiner. 

Jamila said, “Hello, Ava. The chief said you would be here soon so I haven’t really told Bennett much yet. The crime scene techs are outside and should be joining us shortly. Let me walk you through what I know so far before they get started.” Jamila handed Ava and Bennett some gloves and booties to put on before entering the room. 

Bennett whispered to Ava, “This is kind of surreal, isn’t it? I can’t believe that Callie Alexo is dead.”

Jamila overheard the comment. “You will believe it soon enough. Let’s go in but only just past the doorway so we don’t contaminate the scene.”

The young singer lay somewhat awkwardly on the couch along the back wall of the dressing room. Her skin was an unnatural pale color, but particularly blue at the lips and fingernails. The air held the pungent smell of the vomit that had pooled on the coffee table and carpet. A portable garment rack in the front of the room held empty hangers while various stage outfits were strewn about the nearby counter top and floor in the otherwise tidy room.

“You know that it is too soon for an accurate report but it looks like an opioid overdose, possibly fentanyl but I don’t know. It’s a sad fact that I am getting accustomed to seeing these all too often. The cyanosis is due to lack of oxygen circulation. Respiratory arrest was likely. The eyes are closed but I checked the pupils and they were constricted. Pinpoint pupils are a common thing to look for. Miss Alexo was an otherwise very fit young woman but my team will pursue possible natural causes of death too. A drug screening will make things evident very quickly though. If it was fentanyl, the dose of naloxone injected by the EMT may have saved her life if he had been there sooner. Unfortunately, by the time that Miss Alexo was discovered it was clearly too late. The ambulance crew decided not to transport the body and called my team here instead. Chief Anderson also quickly contacted me to supervise this personally.  

“What we don’t see here are any of the signs of drug use that would normally be found at an overdose scene. There are no pill bottles, syringes, needle marks or other indications of drug use in the room. The techs will complete a detailed search but usually we see evidence near the body. I don’t even see alcohol in the room. The victim was only having a cup of tea, for heaven’s sake.” An electric teapot was on the end table but was now unplugged from the wall. A cup and saucer sat on the coffee table next to a flower centerpiece. A used tea bag rested on the edge of the saucer. A few drips of tea had escaped it and puddled on the glass table below.

“Chamomile,” Ava mumbled. 

Bennett nodded. “Right. She wrote that song about it. ‘Chamomile and Me’ is about how she ends every night with a cup of tea. That is one of Tracy’s favorites. It is such a sweet and easygoing song in direct contrast to this.”

Ava added, “I love that song too but won’t be able to hear it again the same way. We need to direct the evidence techs to seal all of that tea material up very carefully and bag the vomit. I don’t see anything else in here that indicates that Callie ingested other substances. There are water bottles in the ice bucket but they are all still full. The fruit basket next to it also looks untouched. We can check the trash for orange peels or apple cores.”

“I will do a stomach content analysis as part of the autopsy too,” Jamila mentioned even though the detectives were aware of that standard procedure.

Ava’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She glanced at the text. “Chief just indicated that Callie’s parents have been notified.”

The evidence team arrived at the door. Bennett went over a few instructions, particularly regarding the tea. He also wanted all of Callie’s possessions searched carefully. Then he indicated to Ava that they should talk to Callie’s manager. Jamila went back to work on her preliminary assessments of the deceased.




Chapter 2


 

The cavalry had arrived in the hallway. Detectives Mitch Freeman, Amari Carter, Laura Jordan and Greg Hayes were in discussion with four uniformed DPD officers. 

“What do you need us to do?” asked Amari.

Ava made the necessary decisions quickly. She summarized what Amy had told her about the holding areas for people who had still been in the building when Miss Alexo was discovered. She also explained that the tea was possibly laced with drugs but that information should stay confidential for now. “Laura, please head to the security room and start viewing the surveillance recordings. I would have to assume that the arena security staff have already been working on that. Amari and Mitch, please take two officers and start interviewing the people who are in the break room. Greg, you and the other two officers can process those in the conference room. There are more people in there but those interviews should go quicker as most won’t have any knowledge about the emergency to share. Employees of the victim might have background information though so don’t rush them through. Let’s not divulge any more information than necessary. Collect everyone’s contact information and record what they know or saw. Obviously if anything unusual occurred we want to focus on that. Bennett and I are going to speak with the victim’s manager after which we will make a short statement to the press outside. Hold your people until that is complete because the press will otherwise hound every person walking out the door. Once you get the all clear from us, then you can send them home unless they have something significant to share with Bennett and I.”

The detectives and officers confirmed the instructions and split up to go to their respective locations. Ava and Bennett walked the short distance to the room that Amy had indicated held Callie’s manager. Ava knocked softly and then entered the room. She and Bennett discovered a highly upset woman with red, watery eyes. Piles of used tissues littered the coffee table in front of the couch she sat on. Ava and Bennett took their seats on the chairs on the other side.

“Hello. I am so sorry for your loss and the traumatic situation you experienced this evening. My name is Ava Castillo and my partner is Bennett Myers. We are detectives with the Detroit Police Department. We were told that you were Miss Alexo’s manager.”

“Yes, my name is Jessica Cooper but most people call me Jess. I still can’t believe this is real. It makes no sense.”

Bennett said, “It will take some time. Can we get you anything? Would you like some water?”

“No thanks. I was just starting to settle myself a bit when Mr. Alexopoulos called.  Obviously he and his wife are deeply distraught. They called me as soon as the Toledo police left their house and I feel guilty for not contacting them myself. I should have broken the news to them but my mind just hasn’t been functioning right. As soon as Demetrius is capable of driving, they will be on their way up. I told them that they should wait unless they had someone else who could drive them but Demetri insisted on seeing Callie as soon as possible. I said that I would hire an Uber but they wanted to be alone in their own car. I hope they make it safely.”

“Driving under the circumstances is not the best idea. I appreciate that you offered a driver. When the parents get into town, Bennett and I will need to speak with them too but we will let them have their time to grieve first.” Ava removed a contact card from her purse and set it on the coffee table for Jess. “Please call me whenever you need.”

Jess sniffled and wiped her nose again. “Thank you.”

“I know this will be difficult, but please walk us through the events of tonight. Was there anything unusual going on before the concert? Was Callie’s mood different than usual?” Ava asked.

“Callie was in great spirits. With the concert being only an hour away from Toledo, Callie knew that many of her hometown friends and fans were going to be in attendance. We have been on the road a lot and this was the closest we have been to home in months. I’m from Toledo too so we both had been a little homesick. Traveling isn’t much fun when you just ride in the bus from one venue to the next. Callie’s parents had planned to come to the concert tonight but Elena was having some stomach issues so they regretfully stayed home. They would have been so proud to see Callie’s big night, but Cleveland was our next scheduled show so they explained that they would catch that one instead.” 

Ava commented, “Callie was such a rising star. I watched her Grammy performance and was greatly impressed. She just had something about her that was so appealing without being overly ostentatious. It seemed more natural than a lot of the other performances.”

“That was the thing about Callie. She was entertaining but somehow very down to earth at the same time. She could stand alone on stage and tear your heart out with a simple melody and the sound of her voice or she could pull out all the stops with her dance troupe doing their best to keep up with her during the up-tempo numbers. Either way, she managed to connect with her audience without the show seeming contrived. That is hard to pull off. It’s why the public was so enamored with her. Despite her growing popularity, Callie acted the same as she did back in school in Ohio. She was actually quite shy when off stage. Maybe the fame would have changed her at some point, but it hadn’t happened yet.”

“Did anything out of the ordinary happen before the concert with Callie having friends in town for the show?” asked Bennett.

Jess shook her head. “Callie was a stickler for her routines. She has certain preparations before a concert that involve yoga, vocal exercises, prayer and following a plan for specific food and water intake. Even with friends coming, she let them know that she intended to stick to her preparation schedule. I planned a reception for after the concert at a nearby restaurant that agreed to accept us at a late hour. We invited about forty people from Toledo. I suppose I should have notified the restaurant so that everyone isn’t waiting for us. I didn’t even think of that until now. Does the public know about Callie’s death?”

Ava answered, “No, but the rumor mill is probably going wild. The press are outside due to the emergency vehicles. They don’t know what is going on, but nobody has witnessed Callie leaving the building so they are probably making some assumptions. We have also kept staff who were still in the building sequestered and phoneless for now. We plan to make a statement announcing the death after we finish speaking with you. The cause of death will not be announced as that has not been verified yet. Are you feeling up to discussing what you witnessed after the show?” 

“It was so terrifying. I should back up and explain a little more about Callie’s routine. Much like pre-show, she had a regimented itinerary for after shows. At the conclusion of each performance, Callie, her dancers and musicians all met backstage for a brief prayer session. Then Callie would return to her dressing room, take a quick shower and then have thirty minutes of quiet meditation time. This always greatly frustrated her record company producer and the event coordinators who wanted her to meet with VIPs right away. Still, she insisted on it so the special guests were entertained in a backstage area until Callie was ready for her appearance. Callie would drink her tea and meditate until her time was up. It was always my job to retrieve her because she didn’t like ending her meditation with a phone alarm.

“So, when I went to retrieve Callie for the meet and greet, I knocked gently on the door. Usually she takes that as a signal to wrap up her current thoughts. When she was ready she would then either call out for me to come in or come open the door for me. Tonight, neither happened. I knocked a few more times and assumed that perhaps she was using the restroom. I entered to find her unconscious and looking blue. Security staff were manning the hallway so I called out to them. One radioed for the EMT they staff in house during big events. I also heard the other man making the call to 911. Everything happened so fast. The security staff checked for breathing but Callie was so lifeless. The EMT arrived in a very short time and confirmed what we all already understood. My sweet Callie was gone. He performed some life saving measures but it was futile. He injected her with something but indicated that it was likely too late for it to work. Then he tried CPR and used that electric heart thing.”

“A defibrillator?” Bennett suggested.

“Yes, that is it but there was nothing that could be done at that point to bring Callie back. The paramedics confirmed that when they arrived. I still can’t believe any of this. Callie was so healthy.” Tears trickled down Jess’s face again.

Bennett and Ava gave Jess a moment to let the emotions flow. Ava made a few notes in her phone. Bennett left the room and returned with a bottle of water. Jess graciously accepted and drank half the bottle while blotting her eyes with a tissue. 

When Jess had settled back down, Ava resumed the conversation. “Has Callie ever used any kind of drugs?”

“Absolutely not. I have known her since we were kids. We were never the partier types in high school. There were a handful of occasions when we tried beer or stuff like hard lemonade when hanging out with friends who had brought it along. Neither of us liked the feeling. We both preferred watching movies and reading books instead of social situations so most of our nights were just at home. It is kind of ironic considering her career, but Callie was more of an introvert. It was originally just her dance classes that brought her out of her shell. She came alive when in class or at a dance recital.

“Callie’s vocal abilities were a secret to pretty much everyone, including me. She never took a choir class or sung around people other than in church. Even then she always sang quietly, more to herself. It wasn’t until our junior year, when the high school drama director asked her to dance in a spring production of Footloose, that her vocal talent was discovered. The lead actress missed practice one day and Callie admitted that she knew the lines and the songs so she volunteered to fill in. I was just working on the sets but I remember that day vividly. Everyone off stage immediately stopped and watched in awe. Those on stage stayed in character but were clearly distracted. When the first song was over, the director begged Callie to take over the part for real but she refused to take the other girl’s spot. The director sure made it a priority to get Callie in the spotlight when the fall play came around the next school year. That one was not traditionally a musical but the director changed that tradition. Callie was mesmerizing as Sandy in Grease. The performance sold out every night and they even added one extra show.

“I was so mad at Callie for keeping her talent hidden from me. Of course we had sung along to songs in the car from time to time but Callie never really belted them out like I did, and I sure did it poorly. It was almost as if she didn’t want that part of herself to be known. For whatever reason, on that day during Footloose practice she made the decision to let herself loose.”

“We can all be thankful for that,” Ava commented. “She had a true gift to share.”

“She did and now we have lost it much too soon. So, getting back to your question, drugs were never an option. Callie was a slave to her dancer’s body. She usually only ate healthy food, much to my frustration. A girl needs pizza or ice cream once in a while, you know. When she started singing in addition to dancing, she worked even harder on her cardio exercises. People have accused Callie of lip syncing her performances because she never sounded out of breath. She would never even consider that. It was all about fitness and planning the concerts in a way that she had some well timed moments to catch her breath. She also had quite a few ballads which gave her time to reenergize for the uptempo numbers.

“Other than those instances I mentioned in high school when Callie tried drinking a few times, Callie has not consumed alcohol. She even refused wine when eating with her parents. They are true Greeks and own a small restaurant where it’s almost a sin to eat dinner without wine on the table. Trust me, I have witnessed the family dynamics many times and Mr. and Mrs. Alexopoulos were not pleased that Callie did not partake. Usually peer pressure comes from friends but that was not so in the Alexopoulos family. I always did my best to make up for it by consuming Callie’s share of the wine. Her parents love me,” Jess chuckled sadly.

Ava brought things back to the matter at hand. “Our chief medical examiner has not confirmed anything yet, but she says it looks a lot like an opioid overdose. She mentioned fentanyl as a possibility.”

“That’s impossible!” exclaimed Jess. “Callie would never do drugs. The only medicines she would take were antibiotics and even then she usually just toughed things out and refused to see a doctor. She had to give in on a few occasions when bacterial infections interfered with her shows. Callie slightly sprained an ankle once when landing a dance move during rehearsal but refused painkillers. She just said to tape it up well and let her get back to work.”

Bennett jumped in. “Do we have permission to search the tour buses for drugs?” Jess agreed and Bennett fired off a text before continuing. “There was no evidence of drug use in the dressing room other than Callie’s condition. The only thing she appeared to have consumed was her tea. The cup was empty aside from a few drops pooled in the bottom and the tea bag had been used.”

“Did Callie prepare her own tea?” asked Ava.

“That was mostly my job. Before every concert, I always put everything needed near wherever she would be meditating later, usually on whatever comfy chair or couch was available. Callie had a favorite tea cup given to her by her grandmother so the set of supplies traveled in a case along with her show luggage. The tea could not have been related to drugs because the tea bag came out of the same box we have been using on this leg of the tour. We also have a few unopened boxes in the case.”

Ava responded, “We will test everything. Right now it is the most likely option.”

“No! No way! I put that tea out for her myself. That can’t be it! Don’t tell me that I am responsible for Callie’s death!”

“I’m sorry I upset you, Jess. It’s just one option to look at,” Ava said, trying to calm the other woman down. “Can you tell me more about the tea?”

Jess still appeared distraught. “The tea isn’t anything expensive. Callie found it at an Aldi store and liked it. The brand is Benner, I think. We travel with extra boxes in case we are in a place that doesn’t have an Aldi and just so we don’t have to stop often. Actually, the tea couldn’t have been tainted!” Jess exclaimed. “Each bag is in a sealed pouch. I had to rip it open in order to put the bag in Callie’s cup before the concert.” 

“Was the room locked during the concert?” Ava inquired. “From what I have been told, Callie’s nightly tea ritual is well known. Could anyone else have entered the room and tampered with it after you set it out? The person could have messed with the bag or put something in the water in the electric pot.”

“Callie talked about making tea runs to Aldi during an interview once when ‘Chamomile and Me’ was released. I guess it is all public knowledge for anyone willing to look. I don’t know about other people being in the room. The door was not locked but there should have been security staff in the hall. For mid-show wardrobe changes, we sometimes use the dressing room and other times we set up a curtained spot. It depends on the layout of the building. Because the dressing room in this venue is close to the stage, Callie popped in and out during the show for quick changes. We have never used a special wardrobe staffer during the shows because Callie only did two changes and her clothes are not complicated or something she needed assistance getting into. Sometimes I am around to ensure everything goes smoothly but usually not. I did stop in during the first change tonight because I had a question about her microphone. I wasn’t sure if it was slipping. She said it was fine after she adjusted it. The room looked normal when I left.”

It was Bennett’s turn for a question. “Can you think of anyone who would want to harm Callie?”

“Gosh, she was so polite to everyone I wouldn’t think so. Callie does have an ex-husband. His name is Brad Spencer. He was a high school boyfriend from home. They got married too young and found out that living together was not all that they expected it to be. Brad was working while trying to earn a degree at the University of Toledo. Callie was focused on rehearsing and playing with her band. Even though Callie obviously had loads of talent, the group struggled to get gigs that paid much of anything. Callie was on the road a lot, playing dive bars in Ohio, Michigan, Indiana and occasionally a few states even farther away. The band’s travel expenses were eating up their very meager paychecks. Some bars paid mostly in food and drinks but the band took the gigs for exposure. That is when I jumped in and started doing some marketing work on their behalf. Things were picking up when Brad determined that he had had enough of living with someone who was rarely home. Callie argued against the divorce half-heartedly. She knew they were not good together after all. Eventually she agreed and the papers were signed. There wasn’t much for belongings so Callie didn’t put up a fuss arguing over the apartment furniture and other stuff. She was on the road much of the time anyway. After the divorce, she split time living with me and her parents. Wedded bliss became just a fading memory. Of course, she wrote a song about that.”

“It must be ‘Kiss the Bliss Goodbye’ I presume,” Ava guessed.

“You got it. The broken relationship was the basis for a few other songs too but that was the main one. Brad and Callie didn’t talk much afterward but shared a phone call once in a while when they needed to follow up on dealing with car loans and other items that they missed in the divorce proceedings. Everything was generally amicable at first but then when Callie’s career took off we started to hear more from Brad again. He wanted a piece of the pie. Callie, of course, declined. After several attempts at changing her mind, Brad hired a lawyer and sued for some of the earnings. The lawyer argued that Brad supported Callie in the early years so she could pursue her career. They actually ended up in court and Callie won. Brad was highly disgruntled and told her he would still find a way to appeal and get what he deserved. He kept calling until Callie blocked his number. Mr. Alexopoulos had to ban him from the restaurant because he kept raising a fuss there and at their house. Finally, a restraining order was issued. If you are looking for someone with reason to do Callie harm then Brad would be high on my list although I never saw him as a violent guy. He and Callie had arguments but she never told me that she feared for her safety. I really don’t know though.”

“Is there anyone else you can think of?” asked Ava.

“We have been so busy that Callie didn’t have much time to interact with people outside of work. She has been dating one of the roadies, maybe for a month and a half or so. You will want to ask him these questions too as he may have some insight. His name is Micah Allen. He should still be in the building because he would have been breaking down the stage equipment when everything happened. I am not sure why he wouldn’t have come to the room when the emergency people were coming in. Perhaps security was blocking off the area or maybe he was loading gear in one of the trucks.”

“How much do you know about Micah?”

“Not as much as you would think, surprisingly. I suppose I should know a lot since he was in a serious relationship with my best friend but Callie generally kept quiet about guys. It was part of her introvert tendencies. She did reveal to me that she loved him and thought the feeling was mutual but hadn’t proclaimed it to Micah yet. She also described Micah as a very jealous guy. That made her nervous and was causing her some reservations. Micah appreciated the fact that Callie didn’t strut around the stage with everything on display as is common in the business, but he had a whole lot to say about her dance partners getting too close. He wanted them to keep their hands to themselves. That is about all I know. I hired the stage manager and he hired his own roadie crew so I was not directly involved.”

Ava added more notes to her phone. “Do you have any other ideas or concerns that we can follow up on?”

Jess nodded. “There is one other person you should check out. There is a fan who is too obsessive in my opinion. He attended about half of our shows regardless of the locations. He always bought front row, VIP tickets that came with the backstage access passes so he could talk to Callie during the meet and greets. She said that he creeped her out a little but he hasn’t done anything particularly wrong. It is just really weird that he is such a groupie. Those tickets are not cheap and neither is all of the traveling. However, I did figure out why that is not a problem for him. You are surely aware of Stanfield Regal Suites?”

“Of course,” replied Bennett.

“Our groupie is Jordan Stanfield, son of Erik Stanfield. The elder Stanfield owns the hotel chain and a vast amount of other highly valued real estate in addition to some tech businesses that have been greatly profitable. Jordan is a playboy living off of daddy’s riches. I have spoken to him at the meet and greets several times. He is generally polite but I can tell he thinks he is better than everyone in the room. He just has that underlying, smug attitude that can’t be hidden, not that he is even trying. He asked Callie to go out with him several times but she turned him down every time, politely of course. She would never be rude. After the Minneapolis show, Jordan offered to fly her in his private jet to France for a dinner prepared by some famous chef. What a pompous ass.”

Ava asked, “Was Stanfield at tonight’s concert?”

Jess thought a bit. “Sometimes the shows all blend together. My memory is also still thrown for a loop because I keep thinking about Callie really being gone. I think I saw Jordan in the front row tonight. I can check the VIP list and let you know.”

“That would be very helpful. Stanfield definitely deserves some attention. You have been very informative, Jess. I am sure there is more we should cover but I would like to check back with our medical examiner before she leaves. It is also time that Bennett and I notify the press so that our fellow officers can start releasing some of the people we have been holding in the building. You have my card so please contact me right away if you think of anything else we should know. Even if you are not sure it’s important, still pass the information along and let us determine what is significant. Can I get your number?”

Ava noted the number in her phone as Jess rattled it off. Bennett was occupied by texting the names of Brad Spencer, Micah Allen, and Jordan Stanfield to the other detectives in hope that they may have come across one or more of them. If so, Bennett wanted them detained so he and Ava could have a conversation with them. Certainly Micah Allen should be around.

“Would it be possible to see Callie one more time? I know she didn’t look like herself but she has been my best friend for so long.”

Ava answered, “I am not sure what stage the M.E. is at right now but I think a better option would be for you to view Miss Alexo with her parents at the morgue before the autopsy.”

“Oh, that is a better plan. I should be there for them anyway. Thank you both. I was a wreck and I still am to some extent but talking to you helped calm me down. I will go check on some of the others in our group until you let everyone leave the building. The band has to be devastated and I have only been thinking about myself. Callie was also very close to her dancers. Please call me as soon as you have more information about what happened.”

They shook hands and Jess excused herself to use the restroom. Ava and Bennett thanked her again and exited the dressing room.




Chapter 3


 

The detectives returned to Callie’s dressing room. The techs were busy collecting prints and fiber evidence from various locations. Jamila Lockwood spotted Ava and Bennett’s arrival and met them at the doorway. “I am about to transport the deceased. Have you made your press statement yet?”

Ava replied, “We are just about to but wanted to check back in with you first in case there is additional information. Talk to security about the best route to avoid the masses out front. You should be able to use one of the side or back exits although paparazzi may be staked out around the building. Have you had any reason to alter your opinion about a drug overdose?”

“I haven’t but that is still preliminary so leave it out of your statement. I know the press will have your hide for not providing more details but it takes time to get things right. Feel free to blame it on me.”

Ava smiled and reassured the medial examiner, “Don’t worry, Jamila. We won’t throw you under the bus either. The press will have to live with what we can offer for now. It won’t be much. The parents will be in Detroit soon. They would like to see Callie before you start the autopsy.”

“That will be fine. I’ll be back at work at 7 a.m. if you think that is okay with the family. I will do my best to make Callie look at peace for them. I intend to take some samples tonight and get the drug screenings underway right away which is probably our primary concern. The parents will want those answers too.”

“Thanks, Jamila,” said Bennett. “We look forward to getting your reports. We need to talk to the parents too so we may run into you sooner rather than later. Come on, Ava. It’s time to face the reporters who won’t be happy with us.”

While they walked to the main entrance area, Ava and Bennett discussed what to say and, more importantly, what not to say. The press scrambled to attention when they noticed the detectives exiting the building. Ava gave everyone time to get in place before commencing the announcement.

“Thank you for your patience.” It wasn’t like they had any other choice, thought Ava. “We regret to inform you that Callie Alexopoulos died shortly after her concert tonight at the Riverfront Arena. Time of death was between 11:20 and 11:50 p.m. Miss Alexopoulos died in her dressing room. The cause of death is currently under investigation and I am not at liberty to reveal any details about that at this point. I expect that the Detroit Police Department or the Chief Medical Examiner will make another statement tomorrow with more information. Miss Alexopoulos’s parents have been notified. We ask that you provide them with all of the respect and privacy that your families would want if in the same situation. There will be no additional statements this evening or at this venue. We will not take questions tonight. Thank you.”

As expected, the members of the press all shouted out questions simultaneously. Dylan Green of The Detroit Times had his usual front row spot and bellowed out the loudest. He asked if the cause of death was natural, especially in light of the presence of several homicide detectives. It was a good question but one that would go unanswered for now. Ava and Bennett retreated into the building without looking back. 

Ava texted the detective group to let the others know that the media announcement had been made. Greg Hayes texted back that he had Micah Allen in his group. Ava replied that they were on their way.

 Ava was surprised to see so many people in the conference room as she approached Greg. He had just finished telling a teary eyed woman that she was free to leave or finish her work. Greg left his chair and approached his fellow detectives. “Hey, how are things going?”

Bennett very quietly answered, “Nothing has changed other than the manager confirmed for us that the victim taking drugs on her own was highly unlikely. Have the folks in here been cooperative? There are still a lot of people here to process.”

“Actually there aren’t. We have cleared the room and just passed on the message that they are free to leave. The employees of the arena departed quickly. The group still here are tour employees. I am not sure they know what to do or how to act. They realize that the concert equipment needs to be disassembled and packed in the trucks but I think they are waiting for instructions. The stage manager is part of the other group.”  

“Which one is Allen?” Bennett asked as he gestured toward the others in the room.

“Far corner, black shirt and green ball cap. Micah told me that he has been spending time with Callie since the beginning of April. They haven’t really had many opportunities to go on traditional dates but have hung out on the tour bus and shared meals together. He described the relationship as something more than friendship but nothing too involved yet.”

“We would like to question him too if you don’t mind. I’ll let Ava take the lead.”

“No problem. Have at it,” Greg replied. “It looks like the tour employees are starting to make their move now.” Greg called out to Micah who then headed their way.

“Did you forget to ask something, Detective?”

Greg replied, “Detectives Myers and Castillo are the leads on this case and they have some additional questions for you.” Then he directed a comment toward Ava, “I’ll go over to the other room and see if they still need help. Catch you later.”

“Thanks, Detective Hayes,” replied Ava. “Let’s have a seat, Mr. Allen.”

“Sure but I already told the other guy that I don’t know much. It is unbelievable that Callie is gone. I can’t wrap my head around it. We have been kind of seeing each other lately and had a good friendship. I liked her and she seemed willing enough to put up with me even though I’m no great catch or anything. Callie could have had whoever she wanted but she said that she liked talking to me.”

Ava nodded, “We heard that Callie was usually shy so you must have made her feel comfortable. Greg said you have been dating for over a month?”

“Pretty much but I am not sure that dating is even an accurate word to use. It is hard to pinpoint a specific time because we just gradually started hanging out more. We talked, played cards and watched Netflix. Mostly we were just killing time when traveling.”

“I hate to ask, but was your relationship sexual?”

“Not really. We certainly kissed but nothing had progressed beyond that. It’s hard to find privacy on tour anyway without spending time in Callie’s bedroom on the bus. I wouldn’t do that and she wasn’t indicating that she wanted to move things along physically.”

“Did it bother you when Callie spent time around other guys? She worked a lot with the male dancers.”

“Nah, two of them are gay so those guys weren’t a concern. The others are also good looking guys but I wasn’t worried about what she needed to do for her show. It didn’t mean anything. Callie and I were just starting a relationship so it wasn’t serious yet.”

Ava continued, “Tell us about today. Did you spend time with Callie at all? Did she act unusual in any way?”

“First, can you explain to me what happened to her? Did she have a heart attack or something? I need more information.”

“Very unofficially I will tell you that it looks like a drug overdose. Please don’t share that with others until we have a chance to verify it.”

“No way. Callie was as clean as could be. She wouldn’t even share a drink with me after a show. You are dead wrong about that.”

“That is what Miss Cooper said as well,” replied Ava. “We will have to wait until the autopsy is complete for more information. Hopefully, you are right. I’d much rather find out that it was a health issue. It would still be a tragedy of course, but I would hate for Callie to be remembered as a drug overdose victim. So, back to my questions. When was the last time you saw Callie? Does anything stand out as unusual?”

“I don’t usually see much of Callie personally on show days. She has planned activities that she likes to stick to. I saw her during the sound check around 3:00. Callie seemed normal or maybe even happier than usual. Friends were coming in from her hometown. Other than that I haven’t observed anything out of the ordinary this week. Callie completed her sound check, left the stage and I didn’t see her again until her opening number which is typical. She put on a great show; the Detroit crowd was insane tonight. After the show, I was loading gear in one of the trucks when Jimmy came out and said something weird was going on. We went back inside but security had blocked off the backstage area. We weren’t originally told that anything was wrong with Callie but clearly there was a serious issue. Everyone was led into this room and told to stay put. Other than some people being escorted to a restroom we have been stuck in here until now. As the interviews began it became clear that Callie had died so I pleaded for the cop to let me leave but he refused. It has been very frustrating.”

“I am sorry for that. The first concern was, of course, getting medical attention to Callie without everyone getting in the way. Then it became a matter of the police needing to talk to the people still in the building. I understand that it has been a very difficult night for everyone. Thank you for your patience and, once again, I am so sorry for your loss.”

“I appreciate that. I’ll miss Callie a lot. Well, I had better get back to helping with the load-out. I don’t know where all the equipment is headed but it’s not staying here. A job search is in my immediate future too. It sucks to lose both a friend and a job, although what happened to Callie is certainly the worst of the two. I hope you figure this out, Detective, but I can assure you that if you find drugs in Callie it wasn’t by her choice.” With that, Micah turned and walked away.

Once Micah had exited the room Ava asked Bennett, “So, what were your thoughts as you listened in?”

“I think the thing that stood out was the difference in opinion about the seriousness of the relationship. Micah made it all sound very casual and the jealousy didn’t seem to be an issue. It was contradictory to what Jessica Cooper described. Maybe it is not uncommon for one person in a relationship to think it is more serious than the other person. We should ask around a bit to get more insight on which version was more accurate.”

“There’s no time like the present. There are still three people who haven’t left the room yet. Let’s start with them.”

Ava and Bennett approached the group and identified themselves. The three very upset people included two males and one female. The female spoke up and explained that they were part of Callie’s dance troupe.

Bennett started the interview this time. “We know how upset you must all be. Would you mind answering a few more questions? We won’t keep you long.”

The girl spoke up again. “To be honest, we really aren’t even sure what to do now. This is all so terrible. My name is Krista by the way. This is Dave on my right and Grant on my left.”

Bennett replied, “It is nice to meet you but not the best of circumstances. We were just speaking with Micah Allen. It sounds like he and Callie had been spending some time together. What was your take on their relationship?”

Dave spoke up first. “Well, Micah couldn’t have made it any more clear that nobody else was to show interest in Callie. If it was socially appropriate to mark his territory by peeing on her he would have done so. He stared us down during rehearsals all the time. It was creepy.”

Grant added on, “When we danced with Callie we were supposed to make it look emotional and sexual. It was all just performing. I swing for the other team but know how to put on a convincing show. Micah knows I favor the guys but still gave me a lecture one day about being too close to his woman. I actually asked Callie if she was sure that he was the right guy for her. I explained how Micah had acted. She had blinders on and said that Micah was always so sweet to her. She was a girl in love and didn’t want to listen.”

Ava said, “That is interesting. We have heard different explanations about the relationship. Your input is very helpful. I now need to ask about something kind of sensitive. We would appreciate it if you kept this line of questioning to yourselves as we don’t want the media to latch on to a story that is incorrect. Was drug use of any kind prevalent on this tour?”
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