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Bindi

Los Feliz

Los Angeles, California

Monday, August 4

The victim was sitting at her kitchen table, a cup of room-temperature tea directly in front of her and a plate of Pepperidge Farm Ojai cookies in the center of the table. She was about eighty, wearing a sweater set and wool slacks. A pair of reading glasses hung from a chain around her neck.

The kitchen was undisturbed. It looked like the lady had just sat down to have a cup of tea and a cookie, except for the fact that her head was hanging backwards, exposing her throat. A few drops of blood were spattered on the floor directly below her head. Her hands, hanging down at her sides, were purple with livor mortis.

LAPD homicide detective Bindi Kruger pulled on gloves, then snapped photos from every conceivable angle on her phone. She bent down a bit and studied the victim’s face. “She looks serene. Like she’s almost smiling.”

Bindi’s partner, Treva Coyne, also gloved up then moved to the other side of the victim and tried to move her hand and arm. “She’s in full rigor.”

“Twelve hours or so?”

“Six to twelve, or maybe a little longer.” Treva squatted and looked up at the back of the lady’s head, then down at the blood. “Puncture wound, maybe. We’ll wait until the CI gets here before we try to look.”

Bindi straightened up and stretched her back. “Who is this?”

A uniformed cop standing by the back door referred to her notepad. “Ora Caldwell. Age eighty-two. The next door neighbor noticed that the victim’s newspaper was still lying on the sidewalk at dinnertime and came over to check on her.”

Treva asked, “The neighbor has a key?”

“Yeah. She swears she didn’t touch anything. Says the last time she saw the victim was yesterday afternoon, when they were both turning into their driveways at the same time.”

Treva said, “The plate of cookies is in the middle of the table.”

Bindi said, “Huh. Do you think someone else was here? Sorry, dumb question. Of course, someone else was here, because she’s dead. You mean, she might have been expecting whoever it was.”

Treva smiled. “Exactly. She used the nice china. Maybe she does all the time, but to me that indicates company.”

“Yeah. Otherwise, she’d be drinking her tea out of a mug that says Best Grandma or something. And she’d put a couple of cookies on a paper towel for herself instead of dirtying a plate.”

Treva asked, “What does your favorite mug say?”

“ ‘I Can’t Fix Stupid, But I Can Arrest It.’ What about yours?”

“Ha! That’s a good one. Mine says ‘That’s Detective Coyne To You.’ My husband gave it to me when I made detective.”

Bindi grinned. “Nice.”

The officer at the door said, “Forensics is here.”

Treva said, “Ah, good. We’ll get out of their way. Did you happen to see a purse?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s in the living room.”

“Okay, thanks.”

Ora Caldwell’s living room looked like it belonged in a bygone era. Floral wallpaper, Persian rugs on the floor, overstuffed furniture in a striped fabric, a plethora of tables with dainty curved legs. It reminded Bindi of a dollhouse she’d had as a kid. She said, “This room matches its owner.”

“Yeah. I expect the whole house looks like this.” Treva picked up the victim’s purse and said, “Whoa. Real leather.”

“Is that a Coach?”

“Yup. Mrs. Caldwell must have had some spending money.”

Bindi waved her hand at the house. “She lives alone in a nice house in Los Feliz? There’s some money somewhere.”

“Whoever was here, they didn’t take the purse. They could have sold it for several hundred dollars.” Treva opened the purse, reached in, and pulled out a thick wallet. She opened it and looked in. “And there’s over two hundred dollars in twenties here. Robbery just became less likely.”

Bindi asked, “Do you think she knew her killer?”

“Probably.” Treva checked the rest of the wallet. “Credit cards are here, and there aren’t any empty slots. So I don’t think anything was taken.”

“We’ll have to check the rest of the house. The killer might have come for something specific.”

“Yes.” Treva was thumbing through the cards. “Platinum American Express and an Amazon Prime Visa. She has Bloomingdale’s and Nordstrom store cards.”

“Upscale.”

“Yeah, but she also has an LA Public Library card. The one with P-22 on it.”

P-22 was a mountain lion who lived in Griffith Park and became famous and beloved in LA until his death in 2022. Bindi said, “Aw. I wanted one of those and they ran out.”

“She’s an animal lover, but she doesn’t have pets?”

“Unless there’s a cat hiding somewhere in here.”

“I don’t smell anything. But we’ll check.”

“You know, just because she has a library card, that doesn’t mean she’s cheap. Maybe she’s an environmentalist and likes to read but doesn’t want to buy new books. Or maybe she’s super into genealogy.”

“Yeah, maybe. Let’s find her desk and look for an address book or something. We need to notify her family.”

The detectives searched the rest of the house and found nothing that would help them determine the identity of Mrs. Caldwell’s visitor. They did find an extensive library of books on genealogy, confirming Bindi’s suspicion. When they looped back to the kitchen the coroner’s investigator, Anisha Pandit, was helping the transport guys get the victim arranged on a gurney. The task was made more difficult by the fact that the victim had achieved full rigor in a seated position with her head hanging backwards. Treva said, “Hey, Nisha. Do you have to break rigor?”

“Nah, I don’t want to do that. We’ll wait it out. It’s gonna take more than one body bag, though.”

“Did I see a puncture wound at the base of her skull?”

“Yup. Come around here.”

Bindi and Treva went around the gurney to where Anisha was standing. She moved the victim’s hair away from her neck and pointed. “Right there.”

Bindi winced. “Yikes. Instant death?”

“Hard to say. But it wouldn’t take long.”

Treva said, “It’s round.”

“Seems to be. Ice pick, maybe? But be advised that this is pure speculation on my part.”

“We are so advised. She had her back turned to whoever it was.”

Bindi said, “Someone she trusted.”

“No doubt. Thanks, Nisha.”

“You’re welcome.”

Treva and Bindi got out of the way while Anisha and her crew finished. Treva said, “Take pictures of the stuff on the fridge.”

“Okay.” The victim’s fridge was covered, front and sides, with magnets from around the world, clipped cartoons, magnetic pads of paper, and on the side next to the landline phone, a list of names and phone numbers. Bindi said, “Aha.”

“Oh, good.” Treva waited until Bindi had pictures, then took down the list. “Maybe the neighbor can tell us who these folks are.”
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Marcus

Crenshaw

South Los Angeles

September

The elderly woman was in her garden, keeled over in the tomato plants. It would have looked like she fell, or maybe had a stroke, if it wasn’t for the purple coloration of her face and the ligature marks on her neck. She was wearing polyester slacks and a t-shirt that stated, “South Central - Crenshaw - Los Angeles. Est. 1920s.”

LAPD homicide detective Marcus Poole said, “I like her shirt.”

His partner, Darnell Palmer, said, “So do I. Wonder where she got it?”

“Online, probably. You can get a t-shirt printed that says anything you want.”

Darnell grinned. “Like Fuck The Police.”

“Uh-huh.” Marcus put his hands on his knees to stabilize himself and looked at the victim’s neck. “I don’t think this was wire. Looks more like twine.”

“There’ll be bits of it left in the wound, then.”

“Yup.” Marcus straightened up. “Who is this lady?”

A uniformed cop standing off to the side said, “Patricia Horne. Goes by Tricia. Retired preschool teacher. According to the neighbors, she’s an avid gardener. Kept the whole neighborhood supplied with vegetables and fresh-cut flowers.”

Marcus looked around at the neatly arranged rows of thriving plants. “Does she live alone?”

“Yup. She’s a widow. Neighbor said the folks on the block keep an eye on her. No kids of her own. She has a niece up in the Valley somewhere.”

Darnell said, “I hope one of the neighbors is gonna take care of this vegetable patch. Be a shame to waste all this.”

“Seriously.” Marcus shook his head. “This is a weird one, huh? Fences all around the yard—who’d have known she was back here?”

“Somebody that was visiting her?”

“Someone she knew, that came prepared to strangle her to death?” Marcus frowned. “Bishop, did any of the neighbors see or hear anything?”

The uniformed cop said, “Not the ones I talked to. Everybody liked her, they said. She had no beef with anyone.”

Darnell said, “Somebody had beef with her. Does she have a car? ’Cause it’s missing, if she does.”

Bishop said, “No. She takes the bus everywhere.”

Marcus heard voices and said, “I think Forensics is here. Darnell, let’s check the house while they’re doing their thing out here.”

“Right behind you.”

The back door was unlocked, as Marcus expected it to be. Darnell said, “The front door was locked. I checked it when I got here. Doesn’t help much, though, because even if she let someone in through the front door, she’d have locked it behind her.”

“Yeah.” 

The back door led directly into the kitchen. A pair of Crocs was sitting on a mat just beside the door. Marcus said, “She didn’t have her gardening shoes on.”

“So, she wasn’t working in the garden. Just showing it off to her visitor.”

“Makes sense.” Marcus looked around the kitchen. The counters and sink were worn but scrupulously clean. He said, “Looks just like my momma’s kitchen.”

“Yup. My granny, my aunties... I’ve been in a lot of these kitchens.”

Marcus sniffed the air. “Lasagna?”

“Something Italian.” Darnell opened the fridge door. “Baked ziti. She’s got the leftovers all packaged up.”

“We need to tell the neighbors to take the food once we release the crime scene.” Marcus scanned the entire kitchen. A table sat in the center, bare except for a vase of carnations. “There is absolutely no sign of a struggle in here.”

“Nope. Whatever happened, it happened outside.”

“Probably. Let’s check the rest of the house to make sure.”

It didn’t take them long. The house was a 2/2. Both beds were made. The bathrooms were clean. There was no broken glass anywhere, even though the living room and bedroom also had fresh flowers in vases. A large TV was in the living room in the center of an entertainment center. The shelves on either side were lined with books. Marcus read the titles, curious. “Ms. Horne liked mysteries. Walter Mosley, Dennis Lehane, Martin Cruz Smith.”

“Man. Too bad she can’t help us solve her own murder.”

“Maybe she can. The autopsy might help.” Marcus saw that Ms. Horne’s book collection was divided into fiction and nonfiction sections. “She was into local history, looks like. Lots of books on LA and South Central.”

“Her t-shirt makes sense, then. Here’s her purse.”

The purse was sitting beside a relatively new recliner. Marcus said, “Huh. So it’s here, and not with the killer.”

Darnell unzipped the top and pulled out a wallet. “There’s money in here. About...” He paused as he counted. “Seventy-six dollars. And several credit cards.”

“Is there a phone?”

“Nope. Maybe the killer took it because they were the last call she answered.”

“That’s my thinking. Assuming she had a phone.”

Darnell went to the kitchen table and laid out the contents of the purse and wallet. “Here’s a calendar.” He handed it to Marcus and continued spreading items on the table.

Marcus checked the calendar. “She had nothing scheduled today.”

“We couldn’t be that lucky. Damn, Ms. Horne, you are not supposed to carry your Social Security card around with you.”

Marcus clucked his tongue. “I’m always telling my momma that. She’s afraid if she leaves it in the house it’ll get stolen.”

Darnell pulled cards out of the victim’s wallet. “California ID card, voter registration, a Discover card, Ralph’s membership card, a Target card, Medicare card, AARP membership card, LA Public Library card, and a TAP card.” The TAP card was for the LA metro bus system.

Marcus said, “This wasn’t robbery.”

“No. They’d have taken at least the TAP card.”

Marcus laughed. “At least. Take pictures of all that, then we need to talk to the neighbors.”
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Tom

Boyle Heights

East Los Angeles

October

LAPD homicide detective Tom Muñoz frowned at the crime scene in front of him. “This doesn’t feel right.”

His partner, Gloria Mendoza, was across the room, studying a collection of some sort. “What doesn’t?”

“The scene. Dude’s shot in the chest three times, I’m expecting some chaos around him. There isn’t any.”

Tom and Gloria were in a spare bedroom that had been converted to a study. The walls were lined with shelves and glass-front cases. A desk in front of the window was clear, except for a stack of books on the left side. Gloria said, “Well, there’s no chaos over here. This is a coin collection. He’s got money from all over the world and all the way back to medieval times at least, looks like. And it’s arranged alphabetically by country, then by denomination.”

“Are there any gaps?”

“Nope. Doesn’t look like anything’s missing. And I bet some of this is valuable.”

“Huh.” Tom spoke to the uniformed officer who’d met them at the house. “What’s this fella’s name?”

“Framber Olivares. His daughter lives in Texas and hadn’t heard from him yet today. She requested a wellness check. We were in the neighborhood, so we stopped by. We couldn’t find a wallet or phone, by the way, but we didn’t do a thorough search.”

Gloria asked, “She hadn’t heard from him today? Does he call every day?”

“Yup, every morning at seven, which is nine in Texas. The daughter said she always teased him that if she didn’t at least get a text from him by ten, she was gonna call the cops. And she did.”

Tom said, “They took his wallet and phone but left a bunch of valuable coins?”

Gloria said, “Maybe they didn’t know they were valuable.” She noted Tom’s skeptical look and said, “Yeah, I don’t believe that, either.”

Tom took out his own phone and looked up Framber Olivares. “He’s sixty-seven. No criminal history.”

Gloria scanned the floor. “There aren’t any casings.”

The officer said, “We looked everywhere. There weren’t any.”

“Was the door locked when you got here?”

“Just the lower lock. Not the dead bolt.”

Tom sighed. “There won’t be any fingerprints. If they picked up the casings, they surely were wearing gloves.”

Gloria glanced out the window. “Here comes Forensics. Let’s search the rest of the house.”

The search proved fruitless. Mr. Olivares’s wallet and phone were nowhere to be found. The victim’s car keys were in plain sight on the kitchen table, and the killer hadn’t stolen the car. Tom unlocked the man’s car, then he and Gloria searched it. No wallet or phone. Nothing else in the house seemed to be missing or even disturbed. 

Gloria stood in the kitchen, gloved hands on her hips, and looked around. “Looks like he lived frugally except for that coin collection.”

“Yup.” Tom went back to the crime scene, where the officer was still standing guard and the forensics techs were busy. “Did you call the daughter back when you found him?”

“Yes, sir. I told her the detectives would call her as soon as they could.”

“What’s her name?”

“Ashley Olivares.”

“Okay, thanks.” Tom got the phone number from the officer and punched it into his own phone as he moved back to the kitchen. It barely rang before it was answered by a distraught woman. “Hello? Is this the police?”

“Yes, ma’am, this is Detective Tom Muñoz with the Los Angeles Police Department. Is this Ashley?”

“Yes. What is going on! How can my dad be dead?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out, Ashley. The officer you spoke to before told me that you usually talked to your dad every morning, is that right?”

“Yes. He doesn’t really have anyone there that checks on him, so I made him call or at least text every morning. We made a joke out of it.” Ashley’s breath hitched in a sob. “Who would do this?”

“I’m so sorry, ma’am. Do you know anything about your dad’s friends or acquaintances?”

“Not much. He belonged to a coin collector’s club of some sort, so he went to meetings sometimes, and he’d go to shows. He was in a couple of groups online, too. But I have no idea who he was friends with or anything.”

“Are you from here?”

“Yeah. I grew up in that house. But I couldn’t afford a place of my own, so I moved to Austin, like, ten years ago. Dammit, I should have stayed...”

Tom said, “It’s natural to feel guilty, but this is not your fault in any way.”

Ashley sniffed. “I guess. Did they steal his coins?”

“Not that we can tell. It looks like they’re all still here. Did he keep any in the other rooms of the house, or were they all in the study?”

“They were all in that one room. That used to be my bedroom, and Dad’s stuff was all in shoeboxes. But when I moved he finally had the chance to display them the way he wanted. I was always afraid someone would steal them... But they didn’t?”

“No, they didn’t. They did take his wallet and phone, though.”

“Well, that wouldn’t do them much good. Dad didn’t carry cash or checks or even credit cards. I set him up with Apple Pay and he used it for almost everything.”

“Does your dad have a girlfriend?”

“Nah. At least, I don’t think so. My mom died eight years ago and they’d been together since they were fifteen. He said he’d never have an interest in another woman.”

“Would he have told you if he did?”

Ashley sighed. “I think so? I guess you can never really be sure about those things, though.”

“Do you have siblings?”

“No. It’s just me. Did they steal his car?”

“No, it’s still here. Unless he had more than one.”

“Nuh-uh. Just the one.”

“We had to open it up to look for his phone and wallet, but we relocked it.”

“Okay. I guess I need to come out there.”

“You can take your time. It’ll be a couple of days before we can release the house.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t stay there. I couldn’t. I’ll stay with a friend. Should I let you know when I get there?”

“Sure. Hopefully we’ll have more information for you soon.”

“I hope so. Just get the bastard, okay?”

Tom said, “Yes, ma’am. That’s my intention.”
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Emma

Santa Monica

Wednesday, November 5

Craig Sosa was in his bathtub, wearing nothing but a pair of swim trunks. The tub was lined with what appeared to be a cheap plastic drop cloth, the kind that unrolled when you pulled it from the package and ended up being half the size of a football field. He was on his back, knees bent, and his head—what was left of it, anyway—rested on the back edge of the tub. His right arm was partially bent in an odd position, probably because of the way it had fallen when Craig shot himself.

Santa Monica PD detective Emma Lamb snapped photos of the scene from every angle, then squatted down, looking for the gun. It had fallen from Craig’s hand and slid down the sloped back of the tub, so that it ended up closer to Craig’s waist than his head. Emma said, “Oh, hell. It’s a ghost gun.”

The uniformed cop that had accompanied her to see the body said, “No shit? I’ve never seen one of those in the flesh. So to speak.”

“Neither have I.” Ghost guns—made on 3D printers—were tightly controlled in California. Emma doubted that she’d find any paperwork on this one. She took pictures and video of the position of everything—Craig, his hand and arm, the gun—then examined the entry wound. It was a contact shot, with the powder burns tightly grouped around the entry. Emma photographed it, then stood up and stepped back. 

“The bullet’s in there somewhere, huh?”

“Yeah. Nice of him to use a drop cloth. It makes it easier to scoop him up and not lose anything.”

Another uniformed officer stuck her head into the bathroom. “Hey, Detective, we found a note.”

“Where?”

“On his bedside table. It wasn’t folded, so we could read it without moving it.”

“Perfect, thanks. I’ll be right there.” Emma opened Craig’s medicine cabinet and took a photo, then started looking at the bottles. Most were over the counter remedies, but there were two prescriptions. Emma recognized the name of one of them—Paxil, an antidepressant.

She took a photo of the bottle, then checked the date against the number of pills in the bottle. It looked like Craig had been taking his medicine regularly. She looked up the drug on the other bottle, metoprolol, and found that it was used for high blood pressure. He’d been taking those as prescribed, too.

She went into the bedroom and took photos of the note, then picked it up. It was typed and succinct. 

To whom it may concern: I have nothing to live for. I apologize for the inconvenience.

Emma said, “Huh. Never read one like that.”

The uniformed cop said, “Right? Usually they go on for pages and pages.”

“Did Mr. Sosa have any family?”

“Jackson’s searching for contacts. And a phone. We haven’t found one yet.”

“Okay. What about his wallet?”

“It’s on his desk in his office. The typewriter’s in there, too. And the box of ammo for the gun.”

“Perfect, thanks.” Emma went to the office, which would have been a guest bedroom under most circumstances. She photographed everything, then tapped her gloved fingers lightly on the top of the typewriter. “Don’t see many of these anymore.”

Jackson, the patrol officer who’d been searching for contacts, said, “No, ma’am. And he has a computer and printer, too.”

“Huh. Maybe he has forms to fill out that he has to use a typewriter for.”

“Maybe. Or maybe he just likes old typewriters.”

Emma picked up the victim’s wallet. “Have you looked in here yet?”

“No, ma’am.”

Craig Sosa’s driver’s license showed a smiling man who, according to his birthdate, was seventy-nine years old. Older than he looked, thought Emma. He was carrying about fifty dollars in cash and had the usual credit cards, rewards cards, services cards, and a couple of gift cards. Emma examined the box of ammunition next; it looked new. There was one bullet missing. 

Had Craig 3-D printed a gun solely for the purpose of killing himself? If so, where had he done it?

She said, “You haven’t seen a 3-D printer in the house, have you?”
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