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      Independent authors like me are completely dependent on reviews. The truth is simple:

      Good reviews = Amazon recommending this book = my ability to write more stories.

      You don’t even need to write words — just leaving a quick ★★★★★ rating is enough to make a huge difference.
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      When you start living as your true self, and embrace your weirdness, you give permission to those around you to be their true selves, and they will be grateful.

      
        
        - James McCrae
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      What the hell is that noise?

      Something is buzzing in my room and it’s woken me up. I’ve got no idea what time it is, but I know it’s got to be early, earlier than I’d normally be awake. My eyes feel heavy, like they’re still glued shut from sleep, and the muscles in my arm groan when I stretch out to grab my phone from the nightstand. I don’t even bother to check the caller ID when I answer the call and bring the phone to my ear; in the middle of the night there’s only one place that call could come from—work.

      “What do you want?” I grunt. “This had better be good.”

      “I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t.”

      Shit. I’d know that smarmy voice anywhere. It’s Farber. That means somewhere out there, there’s a dead body waiting for me. “What is it?” 

      “Does the name Carl Newsome mean anything to you?”

      I’m too tired to think, but somewhere from the depths of my sleep-deprived brain, the name rings a bell. “Maybe. Why?”

      “Well, you’re about to get really familiar with him. He’s dead. I’m heading to your place now. I’m about fifteen minutes out. The crime scene techs are already there, and the patrol unit that found the body is taking statements from the neighbors.”

      I pull the phone away from my ear to check the time, wincing as the screen lights up and momentarily blinds me. 2:53. I’ve only been asleep for three hours. “I guess I’d better get dressed then.”

      “I’d prefer it if you did,” he says before hanging up. The line goes dead, and with a groan, I slump back against the pillows, closing my eyes. The comforter feels warm on top of me, and the sheets are so soft against my skin. It would be so easy to just roll over, curl up into a ball, and let sleep wash over me again…

      So easy…

      So…

      No.

      My eyes snap open again, and I blink a few times. It doesn’t matter how tired I am, or how warm and inviting my bed is. Someone’s been murdered, and unfortunately, it’s my job to investigate. I could have done what my mother wanted and worked in finance, but then I wouldn’t get to carry a gun and catch bad guys.  

      I don’t have long before Farber will be here. If anyone else from my team was coming to collect me, I’d have twenty, maybe even thirty minutes, to get ready. But Farber’s always so painfully punctual that he’s more likely to show up early, if not bang on time.

      I take a few minutes, stumbling around my house, pulling on whatever clothes I can find before I head to the kitchen. There isn’t time to wait for coffee to brew, so I dump as much instant coffee into the thermos as possible, pour over some hot water and wait for Farber to arrive.

      A couple of minutes later, when I step out into the freezing night air, warming my hands with the heat from the thermos, Farber is waiting in his car. He spots me through the grime of his windshield, waving to get my attention and beckoning me in. 

      Like I could miss you, you’re the only one sitting in a car with an engine running. 

      “Morning,” he mumbles as I slide into the passenger’s seat. I scowl over at him and strap myself in.

      “It’s not morning. The sun’s not out yet. This isn’t morning.”

      He hums in agreement before pulling away from the sidewalk, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. We drive in silence for a few minutes while I sip my coffee, taking the time to wake up before we launch into the case.

      “All right,” I say finally, settling into the seat. “Tell me about this guy, this uh… What was his name again?”

      “Carl Newsome. Have you heard of him?”

      “He sounds familiar. Don’t know why though.”

      “Well, he’s probably crossed your radar at some point or another—he’s a pretty prolific criminal. Started out with petty stuff as a kid, some vandalism and burglary. There’s even an assault charge from when he was eleven, but that got dropped.”

      “Eleven?” I echo. This is all sounding more familiar, but I still don’t recognize him. “What did he do?”

      “Pushed a neighbor’s kid down the stairs in their apartment complex. The girl was six.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Fuck indeed,” Farber agrees. “But then it gets more serious. There was a sexual assault charge against him when he was fifteen, but nothing ever came of it.”

      “What year was this?”

      “1973.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes. “Yeah, that figures. I’m assuming he’s got a long list of offenses?”

      “Oh yeah. But he hasn’t seen nearly as much jail time as you’d expect. Or hope,” Farber adds after a moment’s pause. “Somehow he always slips through the net, usually for lack of evidence. The only problem is, he’s been popping up in police stations for the last forty years, and even though he keeps getting older, his victims stay about the same age.”

      Oh. I grimace, shaking my head slowly. I know why I’ve heard this guy’s name before. Even though I’ve never been assigned to investigate one of his cases, I’ve met people who were. His name floated around break rooms and conversations by the water cooler. Just about every cop who’s ever met him has wanted to wring his neck. 

      “Yeah,” Farber agrees quietly. “I don’t think people are going to be lining up to help us with this one. Hell, I don’t want to be working on this one.”

       As he says that, he curls the thumb of his left hand up to touch his wedding ring absentmindedly, fiddling with it just for a moment. He’s got a baby boy at home, less than a year old, and since he was born, Farber’s been struggling with cases that involve children. I get it. How hard it must be to come home to a family when your head is filled with the things we see every day.

      “A crime’s a crime,” I remind him gently. “We may not want to solve it, but we’ve got to at least try.”

      Farber’s jaw clenches for a moment, and he grimaces, wriggling around in his seat. He’s conflicted, and I know it. I’ve seen that look before on so many other cops, and I’ve probably had the same expression myself a handful of times. The problem is, no matter who the victim is, we’ve got to investigate and to do that we have to put our own feelings aside. 

      “Whatever happened to him, I think he deserved it,” Farber mutters, more to himself than to me. I can’t help but agree with him, but I say nothing more. Instead, I try to change the subject and move into safer territory.

      “What do we know so far?”

      At that, Farber’s expression clears up, and he glances at me again out of the corner of his eye. “That’s actually why I called you. It’s another weird one.”

      Oh shit.

      No cop wants to hear the words, a weird one, and I’ve had to explain that to friends over and over again. It might sound interesting in films or TV shows, but weird usually translates as hard to solve. And in the past few months, we’ve been getting more and more weird ones landing on our desks. I’m not the only detective in the area who’s got a stack of unsolved weird murders on my hands.

      “Define weird,” I say slowly, even though I really don’t want him to.

      “Well, Newsome lived in an apartment complex downtown, right? One of those old builds that’s supposed to be torn down in the next few years for redevelopment? It’s sketchy, the kind of place where you really don’t want to know who you’re living next to, so everyone keeps to themselves; they don’t interfere with other people’s business. Well, anyway, a neighbor made a call to the non-emergency line, reporting a weird smell from Newsome’s apartment. Seemingly been there for a while. At first it was just people on his floor, but then the downstairs neighbors started complaining about the smell, too. It just kept getting worse.”

      “I’m assuming the weird smell was…” I pause for a moment, looking for the right word. “Cadaver?”

      “You’d be correct. The dispatcher sent out a patrol unit to go do a welfare check on the place, but the stench was overwhelming when they got there, so they kicked the door down and went in. They found Newsome in his bedroom, dead. Apparently, it was so bad the first guy on the scene puked in the hall.”

      “I’m still finishing my coffee, you know,” I remind him, taking another sip. The case doesn’t sound that weird. It sounds like someone didn’t want to live next door to a predator and took matters into their own hands. “So far, I’m not seeing a lot of reasons to wake me up at 3 am.” 

      “It gets weirder,” he assures me quickly. “They talked to neighbors, asking them what the deal is with the place. When was the last time they saw Newsome? Did he have any enemies in the building? The usual. And that’s when it gets strange. Wanna know how?”

      “Desperately,” I drawl, downing the last of my coffee.

      “The neighbors complained to Newsome about the smell coming out of his apartment four days ago. That’s how bad it was. He told them to just forget about it, that it’s no big deal. But when they kicked in the door, Newsome’s body was the only one they found.”

      I pause, looking over at Farber. “Come again?”

      “The smell the neighbors were complaining of was the smell of a dead body, right? But the only body they found when they went in was Newsome’s—the same guy that told them not to worry about the smell.”

      That makes no sense. How could they complain about the smell of a body before there was a body? “Are they sure they spoke to Newsome about the smell?” 

      “They’re positive. And apparently, that smell had been getting worse and worse. It’s weird, right?”

      “Definitely weird,” I murmur, settling back in my seat.

      As we approach the crime scene, it becomes increasingly obvious that Newsome lives—or, more accurately, lived—in a bad neighborhood. We drive towards the apartment building, and out of the corner of my eye, I notice the signs that we’re heading for one of the poorer parts of the city. Boarded-up storefronts line the sidewalk. Graffiti is everywhere… Walls, windows, trashcans. Everywhere we look, there are signs of poverty. 

      “What a shithole,” Farber mutters from the driver’s seat, shaking his head in disbelief as he looks out of the window, curling his lip in disgust. I feel my shoulders tighten up at his tone, the way I always do when someone talks about a community like this. In my time on the force, I’ve heard too many comments like that. More than I’d care to remember, and it always rubs me the wrong way. 

      Most of the time I hold my tongue, roll my eyes and shrug it off as another charming comment from one of my co-workers. But not tonight. “Shut up, Farber.” 

      “What?” he sounds defensive but I don’t bother looking over. “You’re saying it’s not a shithole?”

      Don’t.  

      I glance over at him out of the corner of my eye and see him shift uncomfortably in his seat, tightening his grip on the steering wheel. I could tell him not to judge a place like this, and especially not to judge the people that live here, but I know it wouldn’t do any good. It never does.

      “Forget about it,” I mutter, turning my head away again. “Just make sure you don’t say that sort of shit in front of anyone who lives here. Got it?”

      He snorts at that. “You think I’m that stupid?”

      “Trust me,” I murmur, narrowing my eyes as we approach an intersection. To the left, I can see the flashing of emergency lights, but they’re so far down the street it’s just a faint glow. “You don’t want me to answer that question.”

      We turn down the street and head for the crime scene, straight into the now glaring lights of the ambulance and first responders. Farber pulls up next to a crowd of civilians who are gathered outside. Most must be neighbors, judging by their nightgowns and pajamas. As I get out of the car, I spot another small group who is dressed in regular clothes, and my heart sinks. 

      Reporters. 

      How the hell do they get here so quickly? No matter what time of the night or day, they always have an uncanny ability to sniff out a story. There they are, circling the police tape like a pack of vultures. And if they’re here, then that means… 

      That means she’ll be here too.

      Suddenly I feel queasy. It’s not that deep sickness in the pit of my stomach that I sometimes feel when I know something bad is about to happen; it’s a more general sense of unease somewhere around my navel. It’s what happens whenever I know Jude’s likely to be around.

      It wasn’t always like this.

      There was a time that I didn’t dread seeing her. I used to look forward to it, but those days are long gone. Now, whenever I see her, I know she’s going to have a snide comment at the ready, or at best, a cold glare. 

      It’s my fault, I know that. I hurt her, and she’s got every right to hate me for it. But it doesn’t mean I have to like it. 

      As we get out, I look over at the crowd. I can’t see her, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t lurking around, ready to record a statement. 

      Farber and I duck under the tape and make our way to the rest of the officers who are gathered. There’s a patrol officer leaning against the wall of the building, bent over, bracing his hands against his knees. Even from a distance I can see his shoulders heaving with deep, shuddering breaths.

      “It must be bad in there.” I nudge Farber’s shoulder and motion towards the officer.

      “Yeah, the first reports were pretty gruesome. The crime scene techs are already doing a sweep apparently, so we’ll have to be careful.”

      “Got it.”

      We head towards the building, and as we do, I take one last glance towards the crowd of people. Most of them look like concerned neighbors, talking amongst themselves, and I can’t spot a familiar face among them. 

      Maybe she isn’t here. Perhaps no one told her about what happened.

      “Hey, boss!”

      I turn back towards the apartment building to see another member of my team waving from the doorway. Detective Joel Park. He must have headed straight here while Farber came to get me because he’s already wearing shoe covers and a mask over his face.

      “You’ll want these.” He tosses a cotton mask in my direction. “It’s…unpleasant.” 

      Park came to us from Miami a few years ago. From the few stories he’s told us about his time down there in Vice, he saw some pretty horrendous crime scenes. It warped his sense of what’s “bad,” and I’ve learned that when he says “unpleasant,” it roughly translates to “god-awful.” 

      I don’t know what we’re going to find up there, but whatever it is, I hope I’ll be able to keep my coffee down.
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      Newsome’s place is 302. As we make our way up the stairwell, the smell hits us so hard that we all stop for a moment, gagging. It’s something I’ve smelled a few dozen times already in my life, but I’ll never get used to it. No person should ever get used to that stench. 

      It’s the smell of death, of rotting flesh and organs. It’s the smell of someone who’s been dead for a long time. I have a rough idea of what we’re going to find when we go up there and, judging by the smell, it won’t be pretty.

      My eyes are watering by the time we make our way into the apartment, and bile rises in my throat. I force it back down and continue through the apartment, glancing around. The place is filled with crime scene techs who are taking photographs of every surface and swabbing anything they think might be useful. 

      The place is disgusting, and it’s not just because of the smell. I suppose I shouldn’t really be surprised that someone like Newsome wasn’t particular about hygiene or cleanliness, but this place would be a health hazard, even without the presence of a dead body. 

      Filthy dishes are stacked high in the sink and piled across the countertop. Any counter space that isn’t taken up by plates is covered in garbage: empty pizza boxes, half-crushed beer cans, takeout bags. The trash can is overflowing, and in a heap beside it there’s another full bag of garbage that’s been tied off, but hasn’t been taken out. I suppose we should be grateful the contents of the bag aren’t out on display as well.   

      The front room is just as bad, if not worse. Candy bar wrappers, beer cans and another pizza box are on the couch. Farber nudges the lid of the pizza box up to peek inside, and surprisingly, the few slices that are left inside still look fresh. 

      “Thank god for preservatives,” Park murmurs, wrinkling his nose. “It looks like it was bought yesterday.”

      Now comes the unpleasant part of the job. Together, Park, Farber and I make our way into the bedroom, where the smell is overwhelming. Behind me, Farber gags and excuses himself, mumbling out an apology. I hear his footsteps as he races for the door and makes an escape, and a part of me wishes I could follow him. After all these years on the job, I would have thought that this kind of scene wouldn’t horrify me anymore.

      “Well, you were right, Park,” I murmur, trying to breathe through my mouth. “It sure is unpleasant.”

      The room is so dark that it’s hard to tell exactly what I’m looking at, but the techs are hovering around the bed, taking pictures. As the flash of the camera goes off again and again, I catch a glimpse of Newsome in bed. At least, I assume it’s him. I don’t want to get close enough to get a good look at the body to make sure, so I just call out to the most senior looking tech who’s studying something through the camera lens. “What have we got here?”

      One investigator turns to look at me, and motions for us to head back out into the front room of the apartment. I don’t need to be convinced.

      “Is that Newsome in there?” I motion back towards the bedroom.

      “We think so.” The investigator nods. “We’ll do a DNA check to be positive, but it looks like him.”

      “Any idea how long he’s been dead?”

      The investigator clicks his tongue. “It’s hard to tell; you’ll have to wait for the coroner’s report, but I’d say it’s been well over a week.”

      “A week?”

      “At the very least. Maybe even as long as ten days.”

      How is that possible?

      Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Park frowning. He looks just as confused by this as I am. How can the body in there be Newsome if his neighbors have seen him walking around the building for the past few days?

      “All right, thanks. Any idea of the cause of death?”

      “The coroner didn’t see any trauma to the body, but it’s obviously hard to tell right now due to the state of decomposition. But there’s nothing obvious, like a gunshot or stabbing, and there’s no blood on or around the bed.”

      “Maybe strangulation?” Park suggests. “Or poison?”

      “Could be.” The investigator nods and shrugs. “But we can’t know for sure until the autopsy. We’re nearly done here, and then we’ll have the body sent off. The coroner has already released it for transport.”

      “Thanks.” I know I should stick around and look through the apartment. My job is to investigate a crime scene, but it’s hard to even focus with the smell permeating through the apartment. “We’ll come back in once you guys have cleared the body.”

      “Sure thing.” The investigator turns on his heel and heads back into the bedroom. I don’t envy him. At least I get to walk out of here.

      Park and I head out of the apartment. There’s a uniformed officer standing outside keeping watch, but no sign of Farber. “Did you see a detective run out of here? He was probably gagging.”

      “Yes, ma’am. He ran downstairs.” The officer shifts on the spot, clenching his jaw. “Can’t say I blame him.”

      You and me both.

      Park and I head downstairs. The smell from Newsome’s apartment follows us to the first floor, and even as we step outside, I swear it clings to us. Farber is in the entryway, and when he spots us he manages a sheepish smile. 

      “Hi, boss.”

      “How’re you feeling?”

      “I didn’t puke.” He shudders. “But that was fucking awful.”

      “Yeah.” I pull off the cotton mask and step outside of the building, taking in a deep breath of fresh, untainted air. It’s nice to smell nothing at all.

      My two juniors join me on the steps outside the apartment building. Farber’s eyes are rimmed red from coughing and retching, and Park’s skin has an unpleasant gray tinge to it. I can’t imagine I look much better.

      “That’s officially the worst thing I’ve ever smelled.” Farber shudders dramatically. “It almost made me feel sorry for the guy. Almost.”

      “Mm,” I hum in agreement, looking up at the building we just came from. This is definitely a weird case. “All right, Park?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Farber, make sure we get statements from everyone in the building. Everyone who claims to have spoken to Newsome or complained to him about the smell needs to be brought down to the station for questioning. I want to talk to them personally. Park, you come back to the station with me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I can hear the click of cameras going off behind us, one after the other, over and over again. There are flashes too, bursts of light in my peripheral vision that mean someone is taking photographs. Sure enough, when I look over to the other side of the street, I can see there’s a bigger crowd there now. It looks like more reporters have joined the fray.

      “Just what we need,” I murmur, motioning for Park to follow me as I head towards the police tape. Given the crowd of people standing here, she must be here too, unless there’s a bigger story somewhere else.  

      No, she’s here for sure. Shit.

      Across the street I see a familiar car, one that appears as if by magic at every crime scene across the city. It’s a beat-up silver 1997 Lincoln Continental with a dent in the driver’s door, and it’s right next to Park’s SUV. I’ve seen it enough times to know who it belongs to.

      It’s Jude’s car.

      We duck under the police tape and head for Park’s vehicle, and I glance left and right, trying to see if she’s somewhere around. I don’t spot her, or hear her voice, so perhaps she’s preoccupied, no doubt bothering someone else with her questions.

      I’m only a few feet away from my ride. Once I’m inside, I can just sit back with my head against the window, close my eyes, and pretend this is all just a horrible dream. All I’ve got to do is make it to the car.

      Just make it to the—“This is the latest in a spate of murders, detective.” A phone is shoved into my face, ready to record my every word, as Jude swings into my peripheral view. She’s got that look in her eye, like a dog when you rattle their bag of kibble. She’s hungry. “Murderers, rapists, predators. It looks like they’re being targeted. Do you think these cases could be linked?”

      “No comment,” I say through gritted teeth. How many times have I said those words to Jude now?

      “Is that all you’ve got to say? How long is it going to take before the police actually act, detective?” 

      “You think we aren’t acting just because we’re not calling you to let you know?” I snap. I’m almost at the SUV. If I had the keys, I’d be able to unlock the door. Park was right behind me. Where the hell has he gone? 

      “You won’t even give me a straight answer on whether you think these murders are linked, so why should I have any faith in you?” Jude skips ahead of me a few steps, and then walks backwards, facing me as she does. Her phone is still in my face, hanging just below my mouth in case I say something quote-worthy. 

      “You know we don’t comment on open investigations, Jude. That’s not going to change for you, even if you ask me nicely.” 

      “Are you going to say anything to ease the public’s fears, then?” She walks backwards right into the car, pressing herself flat against the door. There’s a grin on her lips that I don’t like. I’ve seen it too many times to feel comfortable with it—I know it means she’s interested in whatever’s in front of her, and she’s not about to give up on it.

      “What public fears are you talking about? Get off the car.” She doesn’t budge. Of course she doesn’t; she’s never listened to me before, so why would she start now? “The public’s fears about your lack of ability to keep them safe.”

      “It’s not me they should be afraid of. It’s not like it’s me going around killing people.”

      “No. But someone is. Someone is taking matters into their own hands. They obviously aren’t satisfied with the justice system. A serial predator was allowed to move in right across the hall from two young kids. How is that justice? How is that fair?” 

      Don’t let her do this to you. She’s baiting me, hitting the spots she knows will hurt me the most. Jude knows exactly how I feel about this, and so she’s digging a knife into my side, twisting it around to see how I’ll react. 

      “It’s not fair, Ashley. You know it, I know it, and the public knows it too. That’s why someone out there is actually doing something about it, clearing out the scum that you guys won’t. They’re doing your job for you!” 

      “Killing someone in their own home isn’t my job, Jude,” I snap. “It isn’t anyone’s job to play judge, jury and executioner all in one go, you got that? No one is doing my job for me.”

      “You think the public sees it like that?” she asks, pointing behind me to the crowd of civilians, who are still crowded around the police tape anxiously. “You think they see it like that? They’re not angry he’s dead. They’re relieved. They’re relieved they don’t have to look over their shoulders every time they see him coming. They don’t have to make sure their kids know not to look him in the eyes anymore. His neighbor doesn’t have to be scared that their kids will meet him in the hallway anymore. The police didn’t do that for them, someone else did. They’re losing faith in you, in the rest of the force, because in their eyes you’re just standing by and letting someone else do the dirty work.”

      “And who do you think is telling them that?” We’re only inches apart now, practically touching each other. “Who do you think is telling them we aren’t doing our jobs properly? If the public is losing faith in our ability to do our jobs, it’s only because of your articles telling them we’re doing a shitty job.”

      A beat of silence follows my words, and then a small smile appears on Jude’s lips. She cocks her head to one side, and her eyes flicker across my face. “You still read my articles?” 

      “Yeah, it’s nice to know what I’m up against. It would be nice, every once in a while, if you wrote about the cases we actually solve.” I drop my voice to a whisper, just in case anyone is listening. “Or someone might think you’ve got a bias against us, with all that vitriol you’re throwing on the fire.”

      “Is that what you think I’m doing? Stoking the fires?” She laughs, shaking her head slowly. “That’s not it at all, Ashley. I’m doing a public service.”

      “Public service?” Now I’m the one laughing, but I’m not sure where in my body it’s coming from. It’s probably from whatever sleep-deprived part of my brain is pushing me forward right now. “Is that what you’re calling it now? A public service? So all the front-page headlines you’ve been writing to stir up trouble haven’t just been for your benefit?” 

      “People have a right to know what’s going on in their own backyard.”

      “Yeah, well, I also have a right to do my job,” I snap. “And you’re making it a damn sight harder than it needs to be. Get the hell out of my way before I put you in cuffs and arrest you for obstruction.” 

      She narrows her eyes for just a moment and draws in a deep breath, pulling herself up to her full height. I know what she’s doing. She’s trying to judge whether it’s worth arguing back, or if she’ll be better off asking someone else for a quote. After a few moments, she sighs and takes a step away from the car.

      “Fine. No comment.” She purses her lips into a thin line. “But remember, I’m not the only one writing about these cases, Ashley. If people don’t trust you, it isn’t my fault.” 

      “I’ll be sure to remember that.” 

      Out of the corner of my eye I see Park approaching, and I hear the click of the car doors being unlocked. I smile thinly at Jude and, ignoring how disappointed she looks, I pull the car door open and get in. 

      “You have a good day, Ashley,” Jude calls over her shoulder, turning away from me. As Park gets into the driver’s seat, I watch her walk back towards the crowd of people. Her phone is still in her hand as she approaches one of the neighbors and taps him on the shoulder. She’s obviously asking him for a quote instead. 

      That woman is infuriating and nothing but trouble.
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      I’m back in my apartment, sitting in my desk chair and staring out at the city through the open window. The weak sun of the early morning casts the city in a cool blue glow, and I know it won’t be long until everyone else wakes up. The cacophony of life will kick in. First with the garbage truck rolling past, followed by car engines and horns, honking their driver’s disapproval. Pedestrians shouting and calling out to each other, arguing as they pass. It’s not exactly a calm part of town.

      I’m waiting to hear from the editor of the Daily Tribune, but I can almost guess what he’s going to say to me in his email. It’s always the same thing whenever I have a new scoop for him: Send it over ASAP, we’ll have it up on the website in an hour. 

      The article is almost finished, it just needs a few tweaks and embellishments, and I’ll be able to send it. It was pretty much finished before I left the apartment, just after midnight, when I heard the call on my police scanner. When they detailed the address, I’d already known what would be found. 

      Carl Newsome’s body.

      It took them longer than I’d assumed it would. Of course, in buildings like the one Newsome lived in, people are suspicious of the cops, so it shouldn’t have been a shock that they took more time to call it in. No one wants to be labeled as the guy who calls in the cops, and it’s not out of a sense of loyalty. A building like Newsome’s is the kind of place where you keep your head down and mind your own business if you know what’s good for you.

      I shuffle my mouse and the cursor blinks slowly at the end of the last line I typed before I heard the call on the scanner. The article title: Notorious pedophile found dead in his own home. 

      I was watching carefully as Ashley walked out of the apartment building with her team. They all looked disgusted, as I’d expected them to, but they looked confused too. I saw them huddle up in the doorway of the building as they talked amongst themselves, and although I couldn’t hear them, it didn’t take a genius to figure out they were talking about what they’d seen inside.

      I figured they must have been wrestling with the conflicting evidence. Even gawkers along the police tape had been whispering about it. I couldn’t help but wonder what they’d estimated as his time of death. It must be at least a week. Just the sight of the decomposition alone would have told them that. And then they must have heard that tenants were complaining about that smell to none other than Newsome himself—which would be impossible if he was already dead.

      What does she think? Maybe a doppelganger situation? The tenants making stuff up? Or maybe she thinks they did it, and they fabricated the stories about complaining to him during the week to cover themselves. But then she’ll see the CCTV footage, and she’ll be even more confused.

      I almost feel sorry for her.

      Almost, but not quite. Ashley isn’t my problem anymore. A long time ago, if I was on one side of the police tape and I saw her on the other, I might have reached out to her and said something, offered a few words of support. I would have let her vent to me.

      But she torched that bridge a long time ago.

      My cursor is still blinking at me. It’s inviting me to add something to my title, a biting sideswipe in Ashley’s direction. How can I resist? 

      Police baffled. 

      It’s not really an insult; it’s a fact. The cops are confused, and they should be. It’s a confusing case, and it’s only going to get stranger for them the deeper they dig. It was designed that way. All these mysterious, unsolved murders were designed in the same way. 

      I got a few quotes from Newsome’s neighbors while I was out there with them in the cold. They were tired, scared, but most of all, they were confused. The police, as usual, were no help.

      Some things never change. In my time as a journalist I’ve spoken to a lot of cops, and I’ve asked a lot of questions. At this point there’s hardly even any point to me asking them for a quote, because they always say the same thing, with the same stiff tone of voice. 

      No comment. 

      It’s been a while since Ashley was the onsite detective at a scene I was reporting on, so it’s been a long time since I’ve had to hear those words come from her. She didn’t give me those blunt, blanket statements before. There was a time when she would actually try to answer my questions as best she could, even if those answers were a little vague.

      We don’t have that kind of relationship anymore, I suppose. And now, I don’t feel so bad about attaching her name to the “no comment” quote I have from her. I hunch my shoulders up towards my ears for a moment and then roll my neck from side to side before settling in to finish the article. I want to send it off as quickly as possible so I can get started on my other tasks for the day.

      An hour later and I’ve just sent off the article for approval to Mike Stanner, the paper’s editor. There’s a crick in my neck where I’ve been hunched over my laptop for hours, and given how long I’ve been awake, all I want to do right now is curl up in my bed and pull the covers over my head.

      I can’t though.

      The article’s finished but my work isn’t. Far from it. Now it’s time for my other job. The more important one, the one that’s mine and only mine. I’ve settled into a routine after almost a year of doing this, and now it works like clockwork. 

      I have a checklist of things that I need to do after I submit one of these articles for review. A methodical step-by-step process that means I leave no traces or clues unless I choose to. And the things I do choose to leave for the cops to find have one purpose, and that’s to baffle and confuse.

      The first thing I need to do is check the bag of clothes. 

      I stuffed the trash bag of clothes into the depths of my closet last week, and it’s still waiting for me amongst a few other things that I mostly forget exist, like my college sweatshirt. Everything I need is in there: the lurid yellow baseball shirt, the jeans, and the red sneakers. I felt like an idiot wearing those clothes, but they were necessary. I needed to make sure I was seen, and with cameras as bad as they are, that meant my outfit had to be bright.

      Are the clothes definitely clean? They have to be. I ran them through the wash three times on extra hot, and then threw them into the dryer to shrink them down a little. Maybe I was a little too overzealous in that regard, but I doubt the original owner is going to want them back anytime soon.

      I need some more clothes to mix in with these, so I’m not just dropping off the clothes of a dead man. I picked up some shirts from a local thrift store and there are plenty of cheap shirts in my closet that I haven’t worn in years, so I throw them into the bag as well and tie it shut.   

      One tick in the box and now what else do I need to do?

      My phone. I double-check that the GPS has been turned off. It’s off, thank god, and then I tuck it into my jeans. If the cops can ever pull it together enough to track these clothes to a thrift store on the outskirts of the city, the last thing I need is to be linked to the same place.

      I suppose even if they established some sort of link, there’s little they could do with it. As far as they’re aware, the only time I’ve been near Newsome’s apartment was standing by that police tape harassing Ashley. At worst, it’d just be a strange coincidence. No one would ever believe the truth.

      To be honest, I hardly believe it, and I’m the one living it right now.

      As I drop the garbage bag at the door, the red baseball cap I left on my couch a few nights ago catches my eye. I don’t know how long it’ll be until I’m going through this same routine with that cap and the rest of Newsome’s clothes, but it’ll probably be soon.

      This calm, collected routine wasn’t always part of my life. There was a time when this wasn’t routine. It didn’t need to be, and when I had to cover my tracks, which wasn’t often, I was terrified. I can still remember my first time. My hands were slick with sweat, sticking to the steering wheel as I drove. When I came face to face with the assistant at the thrift store, I was so nervous I could hardly speak. I avoided every camera, pulling a baseball cap down over my eyes. With hindsight, I probably made myself look even more suspicious. 

      I don’t feel like that anymore.

      Now it almost feels like a regular job, and the routine helps with that. With a trash bag in hand as I make my way to the thrift store, I can feel like what I’m doing isn’t completely and totally insane.

      I’m about to push open the store door when my phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s a message from Stanner about the article. 
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