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THANK YOU FOR TAKING the time to read my debut novel, The Bingo Killer. This story is the first book in a series of four action-packed adventures of Detectives Sam Riley and Kate Barker. This series has been nothing short of three years of exploring my creative side, numerous rewrites and edits and ultimately, parting with dear friends as I set my detectives out into the world for readers to enjoy. 

- Travis 
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APRIL 17TH 

1:54 p.m. 
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FRANKLIN FAWCETT LAID comfortably in his bed at the Golden Years Retirement Home where he chose to spend his remaining years. His days were mostly confined by an oxygen mask a few times a day and a special diet. He had the capacity to walk up and down the hallways as exercise. His nurse, Cynthia, came into his room to check his vitals. 

Franklin jolted awake when he heard her voice so loud and close to him. He looked around the room in a slight confusion. "Cynthia, call my daughter for me. I need to speak to her. It's majorly important." 

"Right after I check your vitals, Mr. Franklin. Give you your afternoon meds, okay?" 

"Oh, thank you so much, Cynthia. You're an angel! A real sweetheart." 

“I’ll straighten out your pillow for you too. Looks like it’s causing you some problems.” 

Cynthia refilled his water, threw away old tissues and finished checking on her patient before she left his room. Cynthia was one of the better nurses at the Home. 

Franklin resumed his attention to reruns of older shows from the 70's and 80's. 

Cynthia made her way to the nurses station and called Robin Mills. Robin had asked Cynthia to call her if her dad needed her or if he needed medical attention.

On the second ring, Robin answered her cell phone. 

“Miss Robin, your father asked me to call you and see if you had any free time this afternoon to come see him. He said it’s very important.” 

“What did he want?” She loved her father more nowadays, having overcome a lot of the issues of their past. It’s safe to say this is one of the reasons she chose her career in psychology. Helping herself by helping others. 

"He didn’t say what exactly, only he wants to speak with you, Ms. Robin." 

"Thank you, Cynthia, I'll come down there as soon as I can. Probably after work."

"Alright, Ms. Robin. We'll see you then. Bye now!" 

Robin came to see her father after hours. Her office wasn’t too far from the Home and at least she could avoid rush hour traffic. 

Cynthia was checking on her patient again when Robin knocked softly on his door. 

"Hi dad," she said as she came in all smiles. 

“Her smile can light up any room she walks into. I feel better already.” Franklin held out his arms and warmly smiled at his daughter. "Come in, come on, my dear Robin. Give your dad a hug." 

Robin leaped over to hug her dad tight. She patted his shoulders hard enough to be sincere but not hurt the man. "How are you today?”  

"Better now that you're here," Franklin said with a smile. He pointed at Cynthia. "She keeps running off and leaving me high and dry." Franklin laughed. “She pops in like a little bird looking for twigs to build a nest. 

"Now, Mr. Franklin, you know I have other residents to care for. Besides, I can only handle you in small doses."

Franklin laughed. "That's the way I like it, darlin'." 

Robin laughed. "Be nice, Dad." 

He held Robin's hand. 

"I'll let you two visit while I go make my rounds," Cynthia said. 

"Thank you, Cynthia,” Robin said. 

Cynthia quickly left Franklin's room. 

Franklin dropped his cute old man act. "Close the door, Robin. I don't want anyone hearing our conversation. We got a lotta shit to yap about."

Robin closed the door. "What's on your mind, Dad?" 

"You tell me, Robin? What is on my mind?" 

Robin sat confused at her dad's sudden request. "What do you mean?" 

Franklin took a deep breath and sighed, like he was annoyed at having to explain himself. "Listen to me, Robin. You know my past and the questionable things I've done over the years.

"Yes I do, but let's not talk about that right now." 

Franklin gave his daughter a concerning look. "We have to talk about it, Robin. I have unfinished business and you're going to finish it for me. I don't trust anyone else but you. Your brothers and sisters don't want anything to do with me. You’re my only child who can carry on the legacy." 

"I'm not sure what you're talking about. Are you feeling okay, Dad?" 

"I'm fine, dammit! Look, I don't know how much time I have left and I have some scores to settle with certain individuals who tried to stop me years ago." 

"What do you mean scores to settle? I don’t understand what you're saying."

Franklin gazed forward and focused on his feet. 

Robin waited for him to speak and tensed up when she heard his voice in her mind. "Did you just speak without speaking, Dad?" 

Franklin nodded. His eyes were glazed over, like he was in a haze or fog. 

"Dad, you're freaking me out. Stop this!" Robin said in a panic. She grabbed his hand and shook his arm about to snap him out of his self-induced trance.

Relax, Robin. I have a special trick that has served me well over the years. 

"Easy for you to say," she said softly. “Why are you telling me this now?” 

"You have this gift too, Robin. You got it from me.” 

"How do you know I have this gift?" Robin asked. 

"Robin, I made sure you had it before I decided to say something to you.” 

“How so?” 

“I’ve been testing you during your visits the past few months and you didn’t even know it.”

Robin wasn’t sure what exactly her father was spouting off about. But she felt used. Mistreated and violated in so many ways. “Dad, tell me what you mean by testing me, dammit!” 

Franklin laughed at his daughters’ curse. “That mouth of yours, girl! I see what's on the horizon and we have to get our shit together to tie up loose ends and get our money back,” Franklin asserted. 

"And if I say no, Dad?" 

“We don’t have a choice, Robin. It’s time for you to step up and take my place as a Believer. Maybe you’ll be more ruthless than I was and finish things right this time.” 

“I knew it! I fucking knew it!!” God, how could I have been so dumb and blind to think he had something important to actually tell me? “Just a matter of time before you start with your Believer bullshit.” 

Franklin kept silent and looked at Robin. 

She shook her head in disgust. "No, Dad! You don’t say things like that to me." 

"Prove your worth to me. It's not like you have to kill anyone. We have people out there who will do that for you." 

“Who’s we?” Robin inquired. 

“Pawns in the game, Robin.” 

"I'm not killing anyone for you or anyone. That’s a deal breaker,” Robin said. 

"You don't have to. I've already taken care of that for you." 

“How fucking convenient!” 

“You have no idea, Robin.” 

"I don't want any part of this," Robin declared. "I have a good life and a good job. I help people. I don't want the life you led. I have my own and I'm not risking it for you, no matter how much money is involved." 

"Millions, Robin. MILLIONS!" Franklin said loudly. 

Robin looked at her dad with contempt. “Millions? Why not let someone else get it? Why me?” 

Franklin glared up at the television. 

“Yes, I remember him and the trial.” 

“What about him, Dad?” 

Franklin told Robin his plan. “George Nettles stole ten million dollars from us.” 

"I don't believe you, dad. This is all some sick game I'm not interested in playing."

"Wanna bet?" Franklin said, laughing. 

“What?” Robin asked. 

"Come in!" 

"There's no one—" Robin jumped at the loud knocking at the door. Robin had a shocked look on her face. "Cynthia, right on time—" Robin looked back at the door and saw a middle aged man, with a mustache, walking into the room. 

"Naw, I'm not Cynthia," the man said. 

Robin looked back at her father. "Who is this man, Dad?" 

"Brother Pete. Welcome back, my boy!" Franklin smiled. “I’ve missed you.” 

"Not anymore. I'm Al Dockson now. I'm a changed man now but I have the same soul." 

Franklin shook Al's hand wildly. "Good to see you after all these years. You're lookin' good for your age, sonny boy!"

"Thank you, sir. It's great to be back in The Masters' graces again." 

“Yeah, I hate to break up this little reunion we got going here but can either of you tell me what the hell is going on? Why am I here?” Robin asked. 

"He was my right hand man back in the old days. There's nothing he couldn't do. He's the James Bond of criminals—this guy!" Franklin poked his finger at his old associate. “He’s here to smooth things over for me.”

Robin looked at Al. “Why the name change? Do you need an alias?” 

Yeah, he dresses the part. He looks like he's from a 70's disco club in New York. 

Franklin focused back on his daughter. "I heard that Robin. Show some respect to our guest."

"What are you talking about—you heard what I was thinking. Of course you did!" Robin threw her hands up and slapped her knees. "I forgot. My dad's one of the X-Men. The bald guy in the wheelchair." 

Al glanced over at Robin and spoke in a low tone. "That wasn't a nice thing to say about our leader, young lady." 

Robin looked back at Al with an annoyed look on her face. "Do you know what a joke is?" 

"I do." 

"I don't think you do. I don’t need your permission to joke around with my father. While I’m down this rabbit hole, I don’t give two shits why you're here. I have no use for you or this cockamamie plan." 

"Now, hold on there. You don't know that for sure. I'm more involved than you think." 

Franklin smiled at seeing his daughter and Al go back and forth like barking chihuahuas after the doorbell went off. 

"Still dont give a shit." Robin looked at her dad and sighed. "Well if this guy is working for you, then I think I have to as well, so he doesn’t fuck up and derail the entire plan. I don't particularly care to hear what business of yours is unfinished but I also don't trust honky-tonk Travis Bickle over here." 

"Are you in, Robin? Make me proud!"

Robin sat in her thoughts for a few seconds as she stared out the window. Fuck, I'm going to regret this but the money is enticing. Everyone has a price I guess. I already regret this. That’s my dilemma and it will be for  years to come. I wonder how far I can take these psychic powers. I’d be a fool not to take advantage of my powers. I can do all sorts of experiments on people. It’s worth exploring for the benefit of science. I can test the boundaries of ethics and dance on the other side of the law. 

Franklin spoke to his daughter through his gift. Robin, my favorite daughter, it’s your time to take my place. I want you to take my place within the Believers. Take care of loose ends and get the money back from Nettles. 

Only if I'm in charge. I CALL THE FUCKING SHOTS!

Franklin stared at Robin. 

I want your word, Dad. You and I are mentally linked now. I'm going to work on my powers and take them to a new level. I have no choice. That’s what will keep us safe. 

People like us, we’re never safe.

Robin looked at her dad. "Danger is a matter of perspective. I think it’s being creative." 

"See boss, she gets it. Finally!" Al winked at Robin. 

Franklin smiled. “She’s my daughter.” 

"Fuck you! Stand over there by the door and shut up!" Robin pointed at the door with an angry vigor. 

Al crossed his arms and leaned against the wall in defiance of Robin Mills. 

Franklin glanced at Al. So far so good. She just needed a little motivation. Just ignore her for now. 

Al nodded. "What's our assignment?"

"Assignment? Are you in the 3rd grade?" Robin asked. 

Franklin demanded Robin drop her brashness. 

"Not while he's here." She pointed at Al. 

"He's here because I asked him to be here. He's very much needed, like you wouldn't know. Al's a professional." 

"Professional loser?" Robin asked, looking Al up and down. 

"You’re wasting my time. Robin, you're The Master now. You're in charge." 

"Fine! What do you want us to do?" Robin asked. 

Franklin coughed and struggled to take a deep breath. "Guide Al as he makes his way East to Illinois to meet up with Sister Lily. She doesn't know he's coming yet. Robin, your powers go far and wide.” 

"What's so special about Illinois?" Robin asked. 

"Loose ends that can send us all to prison. One stuck a knife in my side and took Sister Lily away from us. Another one who was bad with our numbers but good at hiding them." 

"I’ll take care of them." Al looked at Robin with a smirk. "Besides, my bride is there." 

"Your bride?" Robin asked with a quick laugh. “Sister Lily?” 

"That's right. The love of my life."

"Lucky you! If she's anything like you, we're so, so blessed." Robin said with an eyeroll that could make the seasons change. 

"Your sarcasm is cute, Robin, but unnecessary. You're the Master now. Act like it,” Franklin demanded. 

"Fine. I'll cut him a break." Robin looked at Al. "You better prove yourself to me. I wanna see just how loyal you really are. Just because you have history with my father, doesn't mean shit to me." 

Al laughed. "You're a real firecracker, aren't you?" 

Robin stood up and took a few steps towards Al. She stopped a foot in front of him. She practiced her new psychic powers by communicating with him. 

Al wasn’t sure what Robin was trying to tell him. Her powers weren’t that strong as of that moment. All Al could do was laugh and take a quick bow before Robin. "At your service, ma'am!" Al raised and pointed his finger at Robin. "WHOO!!" Al glanced at Franklin. "I'll see you, boss. Nice meeting you, Robin. We'll be in touch." Al strutted out of the room. 

“Asshhole!” Robin turned back to her dad. "What the hell was that?" 

Franklin smiled. "My insurance policy. It’ll take you some time to get your powers at a decent, helpful level.” 

"He needs a psych evaluation. Not by me. He doesn’t stand a fair chance. I know something’s wrong with that man.” 

Franklin laughed. "You're the Captain flying the plane, Robin! You make sure passengers are in the right headspace." 

"Don’t think I owe you or him anything. I didn't want any of this but you pushed it into my lap." 

"Take the money, Robin. I'll die happy knowing you get it instead of your opponent." 

"Opponent?"

"Yes, one just like you!" 

“Great! More good news! One just like me! PERFECT!!!” Robin declared. “Another Master?”

“Another psychic. Level up your powers, Robin. Make them fear you. Respect you.” 

“How do I do that?” she asked. 

“Use your imagination. You’re a smart woman and now a dangerous one. And you can make him think it's his own damn fault. That’s the fun.” 

Robin got up and looked out the window. 
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MONDAY, SEPT. 1ST.

5:30 a.m.

––––––––
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“FUCK, IF IT ISN’T MONDAY. That damn alarm clock waking me up so damn early,” I said as I rubbed the grit out of my eyes. Like most people, I laid in bed for a few more minutes, wondering why I wasn’t CEO of my own company where the rules didn’t apply to me as much. I looked over to my right and saw an empty space where my ex-girlfriend used to sleep. Savannah Rose had been gone for a few months now. I hope you’re happy now, Savannah. I wanted to be the one waiting at the end of the aisle for you. But you had other plans with another guy. 

“Time to go to work,” I belted out to myself. I guess I developed the habit of talking to myself in an empty house. Officer Sam Riley reporting for duty on my last day as a patrol officer. Tomorrow, I’ll be a homicide detective. Hopefully! A quick shower and ten minutes later, I’m in full uniform, heading to my kitchen for two bowls of Raisin Bran and a glass of orange juice. I grabbed my utility belt and headed to the police station for the morning roll call on A-shift. I loved the peace and quiet of living in a small, one story, three-bedroom house on the outskirts of Bloomfield.

––––––––
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6:20 A.M. 

––––––––
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WALKING INTO A HALF-empty squad room at the BPD had become second nature to me and like my second home. I had sat in every seat in this room over the years but still didn’t have a favorite.  The squad room was filled with older, sturdy tables with scratched surfaces, blue carpet and cream-colored walls. A wooden podium towered in front of the room, near the windows with lowered white blinds. Two large dry-erase boards hung behind the podium for important police information: patrol assignments and the donut flavor of the week. Information vital to our job. 

“How’s everybody this morning?” I asked my fellow officers. 

“Another day, another dollar,” said Officer Rick Pickens. “Rick Pick” as we called him. Pickens was about 6’4”, with a mustache just as thick as his country accent. Pickens was the no-nonsense, just the facts and by-the-book type of officer. 

“Good morning, Riley,” Davis said, between bites of his bacon and egg breakfast sandwich. Davis, with his short height of 5’2”, as well as a rounder belly that made him a good candidate for a mall-Santa Claus in his retirement years. Davis’ attitude was passive but he can get serious when he needs to. He’s a good cop but not someone I’d want to be partnered with. We wouldn’t last more than a day or two before I just drove off and left him somewhere and patrolled Bloomfield by myself. 

“I see you’re off to a good start this morning. Better than my sugar breakfast,” I said. 

“Fruity Pebbles?” Davis asked.

“Two bowls of Raisin Bran.” 

“I should have known you were the cereal type. I prefer a more healthy breakfast,” Davis said. 

“Sugar versus cholesterol. Take your pick, Davis.” 

My unofficial partner, Officer John Sloan, walked into the room and took a seat behind me. Sloan was born and raised in Bloomfield. Same as me. We went to school together—a grade apart but we’ve been friends ever since. I liked having Sloan as a partner, more than the other officers. We’ve worked well together over the years. Sloan’s good with the forensics side of law enforcement and was often eager to assist with various crimes, even if he wasn’t directly involved in covering those crimes. 

“Hey John, how’s it going?” I turned to ask Sloan. 

“Tired as hell, man! I haven’t had my coffee yet. That’s my first priority this morning. What about you?” 

“Can’t complain. How was your weekend?”

“Me and my girls went fishing down at the river. I caught a few but threw most of them back. The girls fished for a few minutes but started playing. After a while, the girls said they wanted pizza so we went into town for dinner,” Sloan said with a smile. “I’m always outnumbered when it comes to family dinners.” 

“Yes, you are, Sloan. I haven’t been fishing in so long,” 

“We’ll have to go sometime,” Sloan said. 

“Yeah, before it gets too cold, as long as we stand on the bank. No boat. You know that, Sloan. I still have nightmares of almost drowning while saving that kid in that damn Arkansas lake.” 

Sloan nodded, “I imagine so, Riley.” 

The thought of falling overboard into the lake and drowning scares me to my core. 

A few other officers walked in the room and sat down in empty chairs. 

Patrol Sergeant J.D. Whine strolled in like he was a war hero—smooth, calm and cool. Whine was a good sergeant and I respected the man. 

“Good morning, day shift. Let’s make this short and quick. First, roll call.”  Whine pulled the attendance sheet out and counted the room. “It’s Monday and you know what that means.” 

“Anderson?” 

“Sleeping!”

“Davis?” 

“At the buffet.” 

“Riley?”

“Meditating!”

“Sloan?”

“Gone fishing.”

“Sparks?”

“Hawaii–”

“Crisp?”

“Caribbean cruise–”

“Prater?”

“Flying to Vegas.”

“Pickens?”

“On vacation.”

“O’Malley?”

“Getting laid.”

“Brown?” 

“Chicago Bears game.”

“Carson?”

“Cruisin!’”

“Harris?”

“Here!” 

The officers pointed and smiled at Harris during roll call. “That poor sucker said “here,” and according to our long-standing tradition, that officer has to buy lunch for their partner that Monday. We only do it on a Monday, mainly to see who’s paying attention. I haven’t said “here” in a year. 

Whine smiled and pointed at Harris. “Took you all long enough. Harris has to buy lunch today.” 

“Shit, not a good way to start the day. This is gonna cost me in more ways than one. Please don’t give me Davis, sarge,” Harris said.  

Davis laughed hysterically as he looked over at Harris. “Come on Sarge, me and Harris haven’t partnered in a while.” 

“No, hell no! I’m not putting you two together today. I don’t want this town to run out of food.” Sergeant Whine said.  “Chief Williams will kick my ass.” 

Laughter filled the room as Davis shook his head. 

Whine grabbed his glasses and shuffled his papers. “Okay, today’s partner assignments are as follows so listen carefully. Anderson and Davis will patrol the south end of town. Riley and Sloan are heading North to catch the Northside Burglar. Crisp and Brown—Downtown! Sparks and Prater are headed to the wild, wild west side of Bloomfield. Pickens and O’Malley—the east side of town. Carson and Harris, you two are backup support, floaters. Respond as needed,” Whine said. Whine continued with the briefing and reminded them of the dangers we face. “As some of you may have heard, Don’s Donuts was broken into early this morning around three o’clock this morning and it looks like the work of the Northside Burglar. I can’t tell you how important it is that we catch this guy.” 

“What is that, like the fifth break-in?”  I asked. “I wonder if the seven cars that have been vandalized since May are related?”

“Yeah, something like that,” Whine said. “Two homes and three businesses up there also.” 

“We’ll do our best to keep an eye out for him,” I said. Today, more than previous days, felt different in our pursuit of The Northside Burglar. Maybe we have new evidence that leads us to this guy?

“Carson, you are thinking about what you want for lunch. Don’t let Harris off cheap, now. You get that combo plate, ya hear! Take a picture of it and send it to me so I know it’s going down,” Whine said, with a laugh. 

“Taco Heaven has a good combo plate,” David said. “That’s where me and Anderson are going for lunch.” 

Anderson looked at Davis. “That’s all you think about. Food! Food! Food! What’s good to eat!” 

“No, I don’t.” Davis said, confused. 

“Yeah, you do. You talk about food more than anything else. This is what I have to listen to for the next twelve hours. But you know what’s good in this town and all the good deals,” Anderson said. “Mr. Menu, over here.” 

Davis looked up proudly, smiled and whispered, “Yeah, I do.” 

“Also, Chief Williams will announce who’s made the detective position that came open recently, with Tucker’s retirement. So good luck to all those who applied. Riley, Sloan, Carson and Harris, stick around for a few minutes. I want to talk to you guys. Okay, that’s all I’ve got today. Anybody have anything else?” asked Whine. 

“No?” He paused. “Be safe out there. Get to it!” 

I stayed behind with Sloan, Carson and Harris while the other officers grabbed their papers, gear, and filed out of the squad room to their assigned areas. 

“Okay, you guys, Chief wants this guy caught. Riley and Sloan have the northside this morning. Carson and Harris, I want you guys to stick close to the north end as well, in case backup is needed. You two can swoop right in to assist Riley and Sloan. Do your thing. Ask the witnesses and keep your eyes open. He’ll slip up and when he does, we’ll nail him. Stay in touch and work together. Get at it, gentlemen!” 

“Yes, sir!” I said with a smile. “We’ll check things out at Dan’s Donuts. Get Sloan his gallon of coffee.” 

“Good idea, Sam. Keep your eyes open,” Whine said. “Dismissed gentlemen.” 

Sloan and I headed to our cruiser and Sloan drove us to the north end of town. 

“These 12-hour shifts are always the roughest after having weekends off,” Sloan said. 

“Yeah, it feels weird having two days off during the week and then starting your week, when most jobs are Monday through Friday. But I don’t make the schedule. I just work it,” I responded. 

“Hard to get going this morning, even with coffee,” Sloan replied. “But at least I don’t have to spring for lunch today.” Sloan had a good sense of humor, especially with two daughters at home. One thing I admired about him over the years. 

“What if I left my wallet at home, Sloan?” 

“Maybe you’ll be mowing my lawn on your day off, Riley?”

I shook my head. “No, thanks.” 

Hopefully the Chief will choose me as the new detective. 
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7:30 A.M. 

––––––––
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OFFICERS SLOAN AND I arrived at Dan’s Donuts to interview the witnesses. 

“Dispatch, come in?” I asked.

“Go ahead, Unit 07,” said Haley Phillips, the dispatcher at the BPD.

“Yeah, Officers Riley and Sloan are en route to Dan’s Donut’s to follow up on the break-in this morning.” 

“10-04, Unit 07.” 

“Let’s go talk to these folks.” 

“Let’s do it,” Sloan replied. 

Sloan and I noticed the damage to the door handle when we approached the front door. I snapped a few pictures of the door for evidence. The lock was busted all to hell and the door didn’t shut all the way. Sloan walked up to the counter and asked Molly, the cashier, to speak to the manager. 

“Let me guess, the break-in?” asked Molly. 

“Correct,” Sloan said.

“I’ll go get the manager,” Molly said. 

Sloan and I stood by the counter looking at all the different donuts and pastries. 

“Damn, those look good,” I said. 

“Careful Riley, you sound like Davis just then. Except he’d arrest every donut, tag and bag them as his own evidence.”

I laughed. “Yeah, he would.” 

Dan Donner came around the corner. “What can I help you officers with today?”  

“Officers Sloan and Riley. We’re following up on the break-in this morning,” I said. “Do you have surveillance cameras?” 

“Yeah, we do in the back. Care for a donut or cinnamon roll first?” 

“Oh no! If I have one, I’ll eat them all,” I stated. 

Donner laughed and agreed. “That’s why I got into this business.” 

“Bless you,” Sloan said softly before looking at me. “Uh...I’ll get a large coffee to go.” 

“Come on back guys. I’ll show you what I showed the other officers earlier this morning when I got here.” Donner pointed to the tables. “Say Molly, can you wipe off some of the tables? Just because we got hit doesn’t mean we can have things dirty.” 

“Yes sir!” Molly grabbed a rag from a side counter. 

Sloan and I followed Donner to his back office. “I kept the tape at the time the burglar broke in. Easier that way in case I have to show it again,” Donner said. 

We stood around the tv monitor in his office as Donner pushed play on the control box. The video showed the burglar tearing up the front door lock with a crowbar, coming into the store and going straight for the cash register and then the back office, from a different camera, looking for a safe. 

“Just as I suspected, he’s wearing all black with a ski-mask. Gloves. Can’t make out a positive description, except height. He’s about six feet tall. Probably has a toolbelt that he can put his tools on to get in so quick and easily. He’s clever but not that smart,” I stated.  

“Did the burglar take anything? Money? Anything of value?” Sloan asked.

“No, I took my deposit to the bank after we close every day,” Donner explained. 

“That’s a good move, Dan,” Sloan said. “Were there any witnesses that you know of?”

“No, he hit before we opened this morning. We opened at five a.m., so he hit before that. In and out,” Donner said. 

I handed Donner my card. “We’ll keep looking and patrolling the area. If you have any questions or remember anything, give us a call.” 

“I appreciate it, Officer Riley. Don’t forget your coffee on the way out.” 

“No sir!” Sloan quipped. 

Molly poured Sloan his cup of coffee before we made our way out to our cruiser. 

Sloan dropped two dollars on the counter and turned towards me. “What do you think, Sam?” he asked. 

I looked back at Dan’s Donuts, walking to the cruiser. “Looks like a random hit! Couldn’t have been any other business.” Why a donut shop though? 

“Dispatch, we are 10-24 here,” I said as I got into our cruiser. 

“10-04. Unit 07, we just received a call about a suspicious person loitering around the nail salon in the Pine Point Shopping Center. Caller said the driver is driving a red, two-door truck and taking pictures of their store. Customers are a little worried. Can you swing by and check this out?” Haley asked. 

“10-04, dispatch. We are 10-76, en route.” I replied.  

*****
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THE SOUNDS OF MY FAVORITE music echoed through my apartment. You’d think I’d have my own music in rotation in my playlist but no Jill Sanders music allowed. Tickets were available for those songs. I stared at my charging phone by my purse on the kitchen table as the call from my mother went to voicemail.  I had just woken up and wasn't ready to interact with the outside world just yet. The puppy calendar near my refrigerator read September 1st. I couldn’t believe it was already September. I stood in the middle of my kitchen, deciding my next move—Coffee or a shower? That's when I heard a knock on my front door. Who in blue blazes has the gaul to visit me so early on my days off? This better be good. I strolled over to open my door and somewhere near my recliner I heard keys rattling from the outside. A few seconds later, in pops Connie Sanders—My mother, who I affectionately and jokingly dubbed, "Hurricane Connie." Her habit of barging in was a nuisance but I appreciated her. Typical mom-daughter stuff. I didn't get a "hey mom," out before she took off around my apartment like a boomerang thrown in the Australian outback.

"Jill! Jill! Where are you, girl? It's mom," She said loudly as she looked in my kitchen.

"Mom, I'm right here. Hello?" I waved right in her face to get her attention. Nothing! Oh My God! She's lost it! I thought to myself.

She then flew into my spare room I used as my music room. Then my bathroom. "Jill! Where are you? It's mom!" 

I said from my living room, "Oh my God!! Do you not hear me, Mom? What’s wrong with you? Why are you ignoring me? HELLO!!!" The nerve of this woman to ignore me. Calm down, Jill. Relax and listen. Breathe. Just like you do before you go on stage. I looked at my mother in tears and couldn't help but freak out. My calming technique wasn't working.

She opened my bedroom door and rushed inside. She screamed my name before she ran back out and collapsed on my couch. Hysterical and in tears.

I frantically walked over to where my mom lay draped across the couch. I grabbed her hand and I squeezed for dear life. How my mom couldn't feel my hand or hear my voice left me in a state of confusion I've never experienced. Of course, no one could tell because I didn’t feel anything, which made it all a thousand times worse. No sweat! I didn’t even feel my heartbeat! Was this some sick prank? Was I on one of those reality prank shows? Time's up! What gives? Next thing I knew I’m surrounded by complete darkness. Void of my mothers' voice. Void of the outside world and reality. That's where I was—THE VOID!! 

––––––––
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7:55 A.M. 

––––––––
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“GOOD MORNING, DETECTIVE Barker,” Sergeant Whine said as we crossed paths in the hallway. 

“Morning, JD. How’s it going so far?” 

Sgt. Whine cringed his face and wobbled his head. “Same shit, different day.” 

“I’d call that normal, JD. And it’s not even eight yet,” I replied. 

“You're right about that, baby! Bring on the chaos!” Sergeant Whine laughed. Whine always knew how to make me laugh. He got a kick out of seeing me in smiles when he said funny things. 

“Duty calls, JD. I’ll talk to you later.” I grabbed my time card and wrote down 8 a.m. in the starting time square and returned it to the slot. Detective Kate Barker reporting for duty. I sat my coffee in its own spot on my desk so it wouldn't spill all over my desk. It’s safe to say I’m a bit of an organized nerd. Sue me! I can proudly say no criminal I’ve ever charged with crimes has been acquitted due to faulty police procedures and paperwork. There is no such thing in my world. I pride myself on being on top of my police work to keep Bloomfield safe. And the Northside Burglar case is no exception. I noticed a police report in my inbox about the break-in of Dan's Donuts a few hours earlier. 

I grabbed my coffee and embarked on a quick one minute walk down the cross hall towards the dispatch side of the building. "Good morning, Haley," I said, approaching the dispatch booth. 

"Good morning, Detective Barker,” Haley replied. 

Betsy Riddle, the blonde-haired, blue eyed, 5’8” janitor working the BPD, had just clocked in and stopped at the dispatch desk. “Good morning, ladies.”  

“Morning, Betsy,” I said. “Busy day?”

“Yeah, everyday is busy around here,” Betsy said. “That’s how I like it.” 

“Yeah, me too. Makes the time go faster,” I quipped.

“Morning, Haley!” Betsy said. 

“Hey Betsy! Don’t work too hard.” Haley said. 

“You ladies work harder than me. Guess I better get started.” Betsy walked towards the custodian’s closet a few feet away, around the corner, from dispatch to get her cleaning cart ready. 

“Later Betsy!” Haley said. Haley graduated from the University of Illinois a few years ago with a double Bachelor's degree in communications and psychology. She moved back to be closer to her family until something better came along, although she had good job security working the day shift dispatch, from 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. Haley was a great asset to our department. 

"What can I do for you, Detective Barker?” 

I replied, "Please, call me Ms. Barker. I insist." I took a sip of coffee. 

"Sure, Ms. Barker. As long as I'm not breaking any rules?"

"No, of course not, Haley.” I smiled. “See, I call you Haley and I’m not breaking any rules,” I said. 

Haley laughed. “You kind of make the rules around here, Ms. Barker.” 

I nodded. “I think you're doing an amazing job. I need to know everything about the break-in from Don's Donuts." 

"Absolutely. I can give you my call log in sheets from last night. I'll pull the officer's reports as well."

"You are a saint," I said. “I appreciate the fast cooperation. You have a good grasp on records and paperwork.” 

"Thanks. Years of practice in action." Haley retrieved the reports from a small mountain of paperwork on the other side of her desk, from the "to-be processed" tray and made copies. I took another sip as Phillips presented me with what I asked for. "Okay. I have an incident report, property destruction report and a copy of the 911 call sheet. There you go."

"Alright. That should help me out a lot this morning. I appreciate it, Haley, as always." 

"Anytime, Ms. Barker. Glad I can help."

"You know, Haley, I was thinking, we should grab lunch one day this week."

"Sure. I usually take my lunch around noon but I can go anytime that's good for you," Haley said.

"Absolutely. I know where to find you." I felt my cell phone vibrate and quickly answered the call. I grabbed the papers and waved goodbye to Phillips. "Detective Barker speaking."

Officer O'Malley informed me of the 911 call he just received about a woman finding her daughter dead in her bedroom apartment.  

"Damn, that’s horrible. Where’s the apartment?" I asked. 

"Eaglewood Apartments. Apt. Four, near the main office." 

"Got it. I'll be there shortly. Thanks for calling, O'Malley." 

"Sure thing, Detective Barker." 

I hung up the phone and scurried back to my desk to grab my report binder. God forbid I leave without my coffee. Two minutes later, I’m out the door, on my way to the Eaglewood Apartment Complex on the east side of town. 

8:30 a.m. 

Sloan and I arrived at the Pine Point parking lot with minimal traffic on a Monday morning. “Dispatch, we are 10-20 on scene, driving to the location now. Stand by for a moment,” I radioed back to dispatch. 

“10-04.” 

“Dispatch, negative on that 10-37. We didn’t see any red truck at this location that fits the description,” I said. “10-12 for a moment while we talk to the witnesses.”

“10-04, Unit 07.”

Sloan and I walked into Nia’s Nail Salon and spoke to Tara Brown, the receptionist and cashier. “Good morning. I’m Officer Sloan and this is Officer Riley. We got a call about a suspicious vehicle driving by the salon a few minutes ago.” 

“Yeah, umm, it was a red two-door truck. He just stopped out front and took pictures of the front of the store. It’s all glass windows. Same as all the other businesses here,” said Brown. 

“Did you happen to get a good look at the guy? Was he wearing anything that stood out?” I asked. 

Brown said she thought the man wore a black ski mask and a green coat. “I thought that was odd because it’s not quite sweater weather yet. It’s still 80 degrees in the afternoon here.”

I wrote down the details Brown gave us. “Did you get a license plate by any chance?”

“I stepped over to the window to write the license plate number down but didn’t see one,” Brown said. “It must have been on the front of his truck if he had one at all.”

“Do you have cameras out front or just inside?”

“Just inside here,” Brown said. She pointed to the one in the corner behind her, overlooking the entire salon and another one in the back corner, giving the opposite view. 

“Can we speak to your manager, please?” Sloan asked.

“Absholutely.” Brown called her manager to the front to speak with us.  

“Hi, I’m Jen Jenkins. Can I help you officers?” Jenkins was an older woman, with short styled, blonde hair. She had on a black top and blue-gray pants. She fit the part of salon owner. 

“Can we see the security footage of your salon from the past twenty minutes, please. We’re inquiring about the suspicious truck that drove by earlier,” I asked politely. 

“Sure. Follow me to the back.” Jenkins said, smiling at me. 

Sloan wobbled his head at me, then at Jenkins. 

We followed Jenkins to the manager’s office and took a seat as she pulled up the footage from earlier.

“There’s the truck. It’s slowing down. I see the camera. Can’t make out a face. Truck drove off. No plate in the back,” Sloan said.

“Nothing,” I said. “Looks like he’s done this before. And there he goes driving off.” This guy must have a good time frame for each burglary—something he’s perfected the past few months, I thought to myself. 

“Thank you so much for your time,” Sloan said. “We’ll keep an eye on the roads for the rest of our shift. 

“If you see the truck driving by again anytime, give us a call immediately and try to look for a license plate if you can.” I handed Jenkins my card. Worth a shot!

“We will for sure. Thank you for coming,” Jenkins said.

“This may be the guy,” I said, walking back to the cruiser. “Dispatch, this is Unit 07, we’re done here at the salon. The manager showed us the security footage of a red truck but negative on any plate or positive ID.” 

“10-04, Unit 07.”  

“Dispatch, 10-76, back downtown for a while,” I said. “10-77 is ten minutes.”

“Copy that, Unit 07.”
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Chapter 3 


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


8:30 A.M. 

––––––––
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I PARKED NEXT TO THE cruiser in front of the main office. A slight breeze blew through the air, causing my hair to dance freely around me. I paused to collect and fix my hair before walking inside apartment 4B. 

"Morning, Detective Barker."

"Morning, O'Malley. Do we know who the victim is?” 

O’Malley told me the victim was 30-year-old Jill Sanders, an up-and-coming singer and musician. Her popularity grew over the past five years since she started singing publicly. 

“I’ve heard of her,” I replied as I put my gloves on. 

Sanders' apartment was decorated with different works of art and pictures of dancers,  performers and concert hall stages and old records hung about as art. Sanders’ apartment was simple and damn near spotless, although my guess is she didn't spend much time there. 

“Wow, this place is really clean,” I exclaimed. “Better than my place.” 

“It was that way when we got here,” O’Malley said. “Impressive to say the least.”

I noticed two older women sitting on the couch in the living room. I turned to O'Malley and whispered, "Is that the victim's mother?"

O'Malley nodded. "Yeah, her name's Connie Sanders. She's been here since she called 911. I assume the mother called her friend, Mary Owens, after her 911 call. They were both here when we arrived." 

Connie Sanders, sat on the couch in the living room, comforted by her friend, Mary. Connie didn't say anything but cried harder when she looked up and saw me. 

"I'll talk to them shortly. Is the coroner on the way?" I looked at the hallway leading to the bedroom and bathroom. 

"Yes, I called them after I called you." 

"Forensics?" I asked.   

"On their way as well,” O’Malley said. 

"Thanks for doing that. Good work, O'Malley." 

"I'll take a look at the body first, then talk to Connie Sanders."

"She's in the bedroom. On the right, over there,” O’Malley said. 

"Thank you." 

I slowly walked into Jill’s room and saw her lying in bed, neatly tucked in, undisturbed, peaceful. I glanced around the room for blood or anything out of place. 

Nothing looks out of place. It’s harder to see something out of place in a clean home than a dirty house. The closet door is closed. A glass of water on the nightstand, next to the antique glass lamp. No dirty footsteps on the white carpet. House shoes placed neatly beside her bed. “Seems too clean for a single woman,” I said to myself. I opened the closet door, looked under both sides of the bed and around the nightstand. Nothing but dust. I went to the kitchen and saw Jill’s purse and phone on the kitchen table. “Connie, can you show me Jill’s phone?” 

Connie slowly got up off the couch and walked over to the table. I gave her the phone and she showed me Jill’s calls–both in and outgoing. I scrolled through her calls but didn’t find anything of concern. All of her calls were accounted for including the many calls from Connie herself. Connie then dug through Jill’s purse but nothing suspicious was found. The purse fell over on its side and an empty, torn, white tea packet stuck to the underside caught my eye. I asked Connie about the small packet but she had no idea where it could have come from. Probably nothing but why risk it? 

Ten-year veteran Coroner Ernie Smalls walked through the door with his exam bag. Mr. Smalls reminded me of one of the characters in The Sandlot—the one they called “Smalls.” Somewhere during our time working together I started calling him by his last name, which was a throwback to one of the popular movies of my childhood. 

"Morning, Ern," O'Malley yelped out. 

Connie and Mary looked at Smalls. 

"Morning, O'Malley?" 

O'Malley nodded. 

Smalls looked at the two ladies sitting on the couch. "Parents?" 

"Yeah!" O'Malley said sparingly. 

Smalls walked over to me standing in the kitchen. "Good morning, Detective Barker." 

"Morning, Smalls. And no, it's really not a good morning," I said. “Follow me through here, Smalls." 

I stood by the bedroom door and pointed inside. Smalls sat his bag down on the foot of the bed and walked over to Jill’s side of the bed. "Subject appears to be resting nicely in the covers I see." 

"Yeah, my guess is she died right there, in her sleep. Natural causes probably. I didn't see any blood on her head or neck. None on the sheets. No red marks around her neck."

"No, I don't see any from this side." Smalls walked around to the other side of the bed and looked at Jill’s body. "None from this side that I see either. Now we can remove the covers slowly down to the feet. I'll need your help, Detective." 

“You’re killing me, Smalls,” I quipped. 

Smalls laughed. “I get that a lot, Detective. I don’t mind at all.” Smalls looked in his bag and grabbed a pair of blue gloves for himself and a par for me. We both slowly pulled the covers back to Jills’ feet. She wore a vintage, black Rolling Stones t-shirt and gray sweatpants. No socks. "No signs of blood on her clothes or feet. None on her arms, wrists or hands. Might be natural causes?" 

"Doesn't look like any signs of forced entry or anything. Nothing's out of place. There's no dishes in the sink or cups left out. Nothing to indicate someone else was here the past few days, besides just her," I replied. “Fresh bag in the trash can.” 

"We'll get her back to the coroner's office, do our autopsy, tox screen and see what we come up with. Excuse me for a moment while I go get the stretcher." Smalls grabbed his bag and left the apartment. 

I stayed in the room with Sanders. The silence in the whole apartment was interrupted by a soft whimpering from the living room. I sighed and took a deep breath as I knew I would have to face the toughest part of my job: talking with a grieving parent. But I still had a job to do. 

"Excuse me, Mr. O'Malley,” Smalls said as he finessed the stretcher into Jill’s apartment.

O'Malley quickly jumped out of the way, cleaning a path. "Sorry, sorry!"

Smalls tried his best to maintain his tough, no bullshit exterior demeanor, even avoiding eye contact with Connie Sanders as he pushed the stretcher back to the bedroom. He opened the door as wide as he could and rolled the stretcher in with ease, as he had done this a thousand times before. He lowered the stretcher to floor level to be as gentle with Jill as possible. "Okay, Detective Barker. I'll need your help if you don't mind. If you would please, come to the end of the bed, grab her feet while I stand by the nightstand and grab her shoulders. I'll swing her out over the stretcher and we can gently set her down.”

“I’m grabbing her feet?” 

“Yes. Go on three. One. Two. Three." We sat Jill down peacefully on the stretcher. Smalls got a white sheet out of his bag, covered her body and tucked the sheet under her feet and back. He then clamped and pulled the straps to hold her body down tight in place. 

I stood by as Smalls raised the stretcher. 

"Okay, she's ready for transport back to the morgue." 

"Hang on, Smalls. Don't go anywhere yet," I demanded.  

"Why? What’s up, Detective Barker?” 

I quickly stepped into the living room. "Officer O'Malley, would you join us for a minute here please?"

O'Malley came into the room without hesitation, walking past Connie Sanders and her friend.

"Close the door, please O'Malley,” I asked. I spoke in a low tone so as not to give too much out in case they were listening at the door. "Okay, here's what we’re going to do. O'Malley, you go outside and wait by the door. I'll take Connie Sanders and the other woman to the manager's office, across the parking lot and use their conference room to ask them some questions. When I get over there, give Smalls a signal and only then, can he take Jill’s body out to the transport vehicle and head back to the morgue. I'm trying to save that poor woman as much grief as I can. Sound like a plan, guys?" 

"Yes, it sure does," O'Malley said. 

"I'll follow your lead Detective Barker," Smalls said. 

"O'Malley, you go first and keep watch by the door," I ordered before opening the door and walking out. I went straight to where Connie sat. "Connie Sanders, I'm Detective Kate Barker with the Bloomfield Police Department. First and foremost, let me offer my deepest sympathies for your loss. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.” 

Connie sat on the couch, covered in tears. She held Mary's hand for comfort. Connie gave me her scarce attention. I felt her sorrow.  

"Thank you," Connie whimpered, barely shaking her head, followed by more tears. 

"Connie, I know this isn't a good time but I need to ask you a few questions if you feel up to it. We can go to the manager's office across the way to talk."

"I could use some fresh air," Connie said. “I need to get out of here for a while.” 

"Sure. There's plenty of fresh air between here and there," I said. We stood up and moved towards the door. 
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Chapter 4 
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9:30 A.M.

––––––––
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CONNIE AND MARY ENTERED the main office before I did. I spoke to the receptionist, “Good morning, I need to speak to these two women alone, in a conference room or some place private.” 

"I'm sorry. We only reserve our hospitality room for actual residents and I don't remember seeing you here before, so NO!" Monroe said rudely, rolling her eyes, as she went back to reading her magazine. 

I laughed at the attitude this young lady threw in my face. "Oh, really? Is that so?” I said as I looked at her name plate on the desk. “Tiffany, is it? Guess what, girl? I’m not asking for your permission.”

Tiffany looked up at me and again, rolled her eyes hard enough to shift the poles a few degrees. 

I grabbed my badge and glared at Tiffany. "My partner here says I can use any goddamn room in this place I want. I'll take them to your house and ask my questions in your living room if I damn well please. Do you understand me, Ms. Monroe?"   

Tiffany slowly looked up at me and spoke softly. "Yes ma'am!" 

“Good! I DON’T think you want to see my backup,” I quipped, pulling my jacket behind my sidearm. 

She shook her head and looked down to avoid eye contact with me. “No, ma’am!” 

"I think we understand each other here. Thank you, Tiffany."

"I'll show you to our hospitality room," Tiffany said, as she stood up. 

"Thank you so much! Ironic how you finally show some hospitality instead of going to jail for obstruction of a police investigation, TIFFANY!!" I had no intention of following through on what I said to Tiffany. I just wanted to give her a lesson in customer service. And I think she got the message.

Tess Taylor, Property Manager at the Eaglewood Apartment complex, flew out around the corner, from her office. “What is going on out here?” She saw Tiffany standing by the edge of her desk. Tess looked at her receptionist with disdain. “Tiffany, how do we treat our guests?” 

“Sorry, Ms. Taylor.” 

“You should be. I’m so sorry you ladies had to see all this.” Tess smiled and gave me her undivided attention. “How can I help you?”

I extended my hand out to greet Tess. “Detective Kate Barker of the Bloomfield Police Department.” 

“Is everything alright?” 

I informed Tess that Jill Sanders was found dead in her apartment about thirty minutes ago.

Tess gasped and held her face with both hands. “Oh my god, I’m sorry to hear that. Jill was a lovely girl and a great person.”

“That she was. I need a place to talk with Jill’s mother, Connie.” 
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