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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Penelope Barlow leaned back in the driver’s seat, her thoughts drifting to the events that had taken place over the last several weeks of her life. It had been almost a month since she’d moved back to the seaside town of Cambria, California. After spending the last six years in a verbally abusive relationship, she’d packed some bags, waiting for the night she’d find the courage to leave Dean for good.

      Courage came at long last when Dean accused Penelope of smiling at another man while they were out for dinner. After they returned home, he’d hit her for the first time, striking her so hard across the face it sent her hurtling onto the wall. She’d slumped to the ground, curling into a ball as she waited for subsequent blows to come, even though they didn’t.

      He spent the next hour apologizing, but it was too late. In that moment, she’d realized it was time for the hell she’d been living through to be over.

      She waited for Dean to fall asleep and then tiptoed her way to her five-year-old daughter’s room to play a secret game they’d been practicing. The game was simple. All Sadie had to do was follow Mommy out of the house without making a peep. If she made it inside Mommy’s car without waking Daddy, Sadie would be rewarded with two scoops of ice cream the next day.

      That night, mother and daughter fled toward a fresh start in a familiar town, the same town where Penelope had been raised. Family and friends welcomed them with open arms, ready and willing to offer their help and support.

      Life was full of new beginnings in the tight-knit community, a town brimming with old memories.

      Some memories were good, like the first kiss she’d had in the ninth grade.

      Some were bad, like the argument she’d had with her mother after high school graduation.

      There were other memories still, some she didn’t like to think about.

      As her thoughts returned to the present, Penelope peered into the rearview mirror and smiled. Sadie was fast asleep in her car seat, her head tipped to the side. Her arms were wrapped around a stuffed pink koala, a gift from her grandmother. Staring at her daughter now, Penelope noticed how peaceful and content she seemed, a lot more content than the child had been in a long time.

      Turning down the street toward home, Penelope rolled to a stop in front of one of the smaller homes on the street. It was the first place she’d ever lived on her own. At twenty-seven-years old, it felt good to stand on her own two feet, providing a life for her and her daughter.

      Penelope opened the driver’s-side door, and Sadie’s eyes popped open.

      She yawned, rubbed her eyes, and said, “Mommy, I’m tired.”

      “I know, honey. Let’s get you into your pajamas, and then you can go to bed.”

      Sadie shook her head. “I don’t wanna go to bed yet.”

      Penelope laughed, unbuckled Sadie’s car seat, and scooped her into her arms. “I’m sure you don’t, but it’s after your bedtime. Mommy’s going to bed soon too.”

      “Can you read me a story first? Pleeeease?”

      Penelope considered the request. “All right. A quick one.”

      “Oh…kay.”

      Half a story later, Sadie was fast asleep in her mother’s arms. Penelope tucked her daughter into bed, gave her a kiss on the forehead, and went outside to get the groceries she’d left in the trunk of the car. She took the first load into the house and went back for the second. In the distance, a neighbor’s dog began to bark. Soon after, the dog was joined by a second and then a third, until all the dogs in the neighborhood seemed to be barking in unison.

      Penelope took one last look around and grabbed the two remaining bags and brought them in. After the groceries were put away and a quick check on Sadie, Penelope crossed the hall into her bedroom. If there was one thing she needed right now, it was a shower. But when she stepped into the bathroom and flicked the light switch, the light didn’t come on. It seemed odd—there were five bulbs in the light panel, and all of them had been working this morning.

      How could all of them burn out on the same day?

      Maybe they had, or maybe it was an electrical problem.

      She checked her bedside lamps, the light in the closet, and the one on the balcony just off to the side of her room.

      All those lights turned on, which made the situation even odder.

      Penelope made a mental note to speak to her mother about it in the morning, and then she stripped off her dress and grabbed a large, three-wick candle out of the hall closet. She set the candle on the bathroom counter and turned, watching the soft glow of the candle’s flames cast flickers of shadows along the bathroom wall.

      Pulling back the shower curtain, she froze.

      Someone was behind the curtain, someone who grabbed her by the hair, jerking her forward as they uttered the last words Penelope would ever hear: “You didn’t really think I wouldn’t find out. Did you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          THE NEXT MORNING

        

      

    

    
      I was thirty minutes into my morning walk when I noticed my shoelace had come undone. As I bent down to rectify the problem, I was reminded of the day my father taught me how to tie my shoes for the first time. I was five years old, and we’d been out buying Christmas presents. On the way out of the shopping mall, I’d tripped over my undone lace and faceplanted onto the cement, skinning both knees in the process. My father was quick to rush to my side, wrapping his arms around me as he asked if I was all right.

      I wasn’t all right.

      My scraped-up knees stung like I’d stumbled into a bee’s nest.

      But even back then, I remained unflappable.

      I didn’t like anyone seeing me cry—not even my parents.

      As onlookers glanced in my direction, their expressions full of pity, I bit down on my lip and put on a brave face. My father helped me to a sitting position and sat beside me. He said he was going to teach me something fun—how to make bunny ears with whiskers with my shoelaces. He proceeded to go through each step, finishing off with a double knot to ensure my laces stayed nice and tight.

      Thinking back on the memory now, it was hard to believe it had been forty-one years since my shoelace lesson. Glancing down at the sneaker I’d just tied, I smiled, realizing my father was the reason I double knotted to this day, a day which just so happened to be my birthday.

      I stood up and closed my eyes, breathing in a lungful of crisp coastal air. On mornings like this, I felt grateful to be alive, listening to the waves shatter against the rocky shoreline below as the birds above began their morning chatter.

      My peace of mind was soon interrupted when a jogger whizzed by me, sprinting with gusto like he was heading toward a finish line. Jogging had never appealed to me. With a life as busy as mine, I preferred walking and the meditative connection I felt when I surrounded myself with nature and all its beguiling beauty.

      As the breakfast cravings set in, I exited the seaside hiking trail and headed for home, thinking about the egg dish I’d make when I got there. Quiche sounded appealing. Or maybe a French omelet. I was hungry enough for both, and given it was my birthday, it was easy to tell myself I deserved both.

      I rounded the corner at the bottom of my street and glanced at the uphill climb toward home. Some days I wished my house wasn’t nestled at the top of such a steep street, but finishing my walk always gave me a satisfying sense of achievement.

      I made my way up the sleepy suburb, passing familiar homes along the way. Many of my neighbors started each day with a similar routine. The retired couple living in the white two-story contemporary-style villa with a bright blue front door was sitting outside in their usual spot, enjoying their morning coffee. They always gave me a slight nod as I walked by, then he resumed reading his morning paper, and she continued reading her book. No words had ever passed between us.

      A few houses up from theirs was a residence I’d labeled Party House. At times when I passed by in the past, I’d spy a woman exiting the lavish home in a typical walk-of-shame manner. Never the same woman. Always a different one. Always with disheveled hair and a face smeared with the remnants of yesterday’s makeup. Most of these women never made eye contact with me. Those who did often offered a sheepish grin as they scurried to their car.

      Today, Party House was quiet.

      Then again, it was a Monday.

      Then again, I didn’t recall seeing a woman enter or exit the home for the last few weeks.

      Across the street was another house I’d labeled Tiny Home. Compared to some of the other grandiose residences on the street, it looked more like a vintage shack than a house. Maybe that’s why it was my favorite. With its seafoam green exterior and matching scalloped café-style awnings, it was the most charming home on the street. About a month earlier I’d spotted a few cardboard boxes in the driveway, but I had yet to set eyes on the home’s new occupants.

      Thinking they weren’t early risers, I almost didn’t give Tiny Home a second thought as I passed, until something caught my eye. Sitting on the porch was a little girl. Her knees were bent, her head buried over them, blond hair cascading over her legs. In one hand, she had a tight grip on a stuffed pink koala.

      I looked at the time: 6:35 am.

      It seemed a little early for a child so young to be out and about without parental supervision.

      The child was dressed in a nightgown, and I ballparked her age at around five years old. I wondered what she was doing, sitting outside at this hour. Perhaps her parents were still asleep, and she’d managed to walk outside without stirring them.

      I glanced through the kitchen window. No lights appeared to be on, and I saw no movement inside the house. As I stood there contemplating the situation, I took a few steps toward the child and noticed she was crying. She tried wiping her tears away, but they kept on coming.

      My curiosity was piqued, questions flooding my mind.

      Where are the child’s parents?

      Why did she wander outside?

      And why is she crying?

      Perhaps it was something as simple as being locked out of the house on accident.

      And perhaps it was none of my business.

      Whether it was or wasn’t, I was about to make it my business.

      Not wanting to startle her, my approach was slow and steady.

      If she heard me coming, she showed no indication of it, her head remaining buried as her whimpers grew louder. I got within a foot of her and froze. On the side of her pale-yellow nightgown was a red stain—a stain that looked a lot like blood.
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      I bent down, meeting the child at eye level, and placed a hand on her shoulder. She was shocked to see me squatting in front of her, and she gasped, jolting back.

      So much for my subtle approach.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. My name is Georgiana. My friends call me Gigi. What’s your name?”

      She blinked at me but said nothing.

      “I live up there.” I pointed at the house I shared with my boyfriend, Giovanni. “See that big white one, the one with the gate around it?”

      She looked in the direction of where I was pointing, then back at the ground again. She seemed disinterested in making conversation, which meant I needed to find a better way to connect.

      I thought about the best way to get her talking. I lifted my cell phone out of my pocket and scrolled through a few photos, stopping on one I’d taken the day before.

      “I have a dog named Luka,” I said. “He’s a fluffy, white Samoyed. Do you want to see what he looks like?”

      She blinked at me for a moment and then nodded.

      It was a start.

      “Sometimes he walks with me in the morning,” I said.

      Her focus shifted from Luka’s photo to the street, her eyes darting left and right like she hoped he would spring out from behind one of the bushes.

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. Luka was too tired to go walking this morning. If you’d like to meet him, I could stop by tomorrow. What do you think?”

      She offered a slight shrug.

      “Do you have any pets?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Is your mommy or daddy home?” I asked.

      I was starting to think I wasn’t going to get any answers out of her and that the best course of action might be for me to knock on the front door to make sure an adult was present. If they were, I’d let them know the child had wandered outside.

      I approached the door, and she whispered, “Daddy's not here.”

      At last, she was talking.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      “He’s at his house.”

      “Where does your daddy live?”

      “Far away. I don’t see him anymore.”

      She didn’t see him anymore.

      I wondered why.

      “Is your mommy home?” I asked.

      “She is, but …” She squinted up at me like she was trying to think about what to say. “I like to lay with Mommy in the morning when I get up. She wasn’t in her bed today.”

      “What’s your mommy’s name?”

      “Grandma calls her Poppy, but that’s not her real name.”

      “What is her real name?”

      “Penelope.”

      “What a beautiful name. Where does your grandma live?”

      “By my new school.”

      “What grade are you in?” I asked.

      “I’ll be in first grade when school starts again.”

      “Can you tell me what your grandma’s house looks like?”

      “It’s a brown house with a big fountain in the front yard. It has dolphins in it, but they’re not real. Water squirts out of their mouths.”

      “Your grandma lives here, in Cambria?”

      “I think so.”

      “When your mommy wasn’t in bed this morning, did you look for her?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you find her?”

      She nodded. “Mommy is in the bathroom.”

      I turned my attention back to the stain on the girl’s nightgown, a lump in my throat forming as I considered the possibilities of what I might discover inside the house. I didn’t like going to such a dark place in my mind, but the more she talked, the more I worried something troublesome may have occurred.

      “What happened to your nightgown?” I asked.

      She glanced at the stain and tried to flatten a hand over it. “I don’t know.”

      Well, that wasn’t the truth.

      Had her mother decided to take an early morning shower, slipped in the bathtub, and injured herself in some way?

      Had she fallen asleep in the tub, and her daughter was unable to rouse her?

      Was she in the shower now and didn’t know her daughter had wandered outside?

      Or was something far more sinister at play?

      “What’s your mommy doing in the bathroom?” I asked.

      Another shrug. “I don’t know.”

      My anxiety was beginning to take the reins.

      If something had happened to her mother, I needed to know.

      “Honey, will you take me inside so I can talk to your mommy?” I asked.

      “I ... I don't know. Mommy says never to let anyone in the house if I don't know them, and I don't know you.”

      “I understand, and your mommy is right. You should never let strangers into the house. But if she’s hurt, maybe I can help. Is she hurt or is she okay?”

      She thought about it a moment and then said, “Do you know the secret word?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “It’s five letters.”

      Her mother must have given her a safe word, something to let her know she could trust anyone who knew it. Smart woman.

      “I don’t know the secret word because I’ve never met your mommy,” I said. “But if she’s hurt, I’d like to try and help her.”

      She began shaking her head, wailing, “I want my mommy! I want my mommy! I want my mommy!”

      As bad as I felt for her and as much as I didn’t want to break her trust—a trust I had yet to earn—if something was amiss, time may be of the utmost importance.

      No more talking.

      I needed to get inside the house—now.

      I twisted the knob on the front door, breathing a sigh of relief when I discovered it was unlocked.

      The child looked up at me but didn’t say anything.

      “I’m going to open the door and call out to your mother,” I said. “Okay?”

      She thought about it and then said, “Okay.”

      I cracked the door just enough to poke my head inside. “Hello, is anyone home? My name is Georgiana Germaine. I live on this street. I was out for a morning walk, and I saw your daughter sitting outside. I’m just checking to make sure an adult is home and everything is all right.”

      I was met with silence, and I started to wonder if the child’s mother was even here—or if any adult was here for that matter. There was a one-car garage attached to the house, but there were no windows or any way for me to see whether a vehicle was parked inside.

      And my patience was running out.

      “I’m going to take a quick peek inside the house and try to find your mother,” I said. “Would you like to come with me?”

      I held out my hand. She looked at it for a minute and then slipped hers inside mine. I helped her to a standing position, and as we entered the house, I thought about how quiet and still it was—eerily quiet. If something awful had happened to the child’s mother, and if the little girl had seen it, I didn’t want her to relive it for the second time.

      “Why don't you stay right here while I check on your mother?” I asked.

      She looked down the hallway. I followed her gaze, my eyes coming to rest on what appeared to be the master bedroom.

      She took a couple of steps in the opposite direction. “Can I watch TV with Kiki?”

      “Who’s Kiki?”

      She held up her koala.

      “You sure can,” I said.

      She reached for the television remote, set Kiki on the couch, and then climbed onto it, burying both beneath a fluffy black blanket.

      As she began sniffling again, I bent down, offering my reassurance. “I'll be right back, honey. I promise.”

      I walked toward the bedroom, the worry I felt increasing with each step. I had no idea what I would find on the opposite side of that door. I hoped it was nothing major. But I knew better. Something was wrong. I could always feel it, and I’d felt “off” since the moment I’d woken up this morning.

      As I prepared myself for whatever was in store, I stepped into the master bedroom and glanced around. Everything looked normal. The bed was made, which meant the girl’s mother had either already made it for the day or hadn’t slept in it the night before. On the bedside table, a grocery list had been penned in black ink with a few flower doodles drawn on the side. Just inside the closet, a floral dress was puddled on the floor. A pair of brown booties rested next to it.

      The door to the bathroom was ajar, not a lot, just a few inches. I approached and repeated the same greeting I’d given before, hoping the girl’s mother would answer me this time.

      When she did not, I entered, flipping the light switch on, except the lights didn’t come on. I tried the switch a few more times. Still nothing. There was a candle resting at the opposite end of the counter. I leaned down and took a whiff. Vanilla and something else … cedar, perhaps.

      A black shower curtain with large, white daisy patterns all over it was closed, offering no visibility into the shower itself. But the red smudge marks on the cabinet door and towel puddled on the floor told their own story.

      This was it, the moment of truth, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for it.

      I reached out a finger and slid the curtain to the side.

      There, lying face up, was a woman I assumed to be the girl’s mother.

      Her eyes were closed, and there was no need to check for a pulse. Her body was stiff, her skin pale, indicating she was in a state of rigor mortis. Bloodied tissues were wadded up around the woman’s neck.

      I grabbed a comb off the countertop and used the handled end to pull back some of the tissues. I was looking for any indication to explain what had happened here. Some of the wadded-up tissues were stuck to the woman’s neck, making it hard to remove them. After a few tries, I achieved success, the comb falling to the floor as I slapped my hand over my mouth. I may not have known why the woman died, but looking at her now, I had a good idea about how she died.

      Someone had slit her throat.
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      My main objective after alerting 911 and San Luis Obispo’s Chief of Police Rex Foley about the homicide was to find the girl’s grandmother or another relative who could take the child. I knew Foley would want to question her, but right now, I wanted her far away from the hellish nightmare she’d already endured.

      I fished around several cabinets and drawers until I found a pair of plastic gloves inside a bowl alongside a couple of boxes of hair dye. After slipping them on, I did a bit of snooping around in the master bedroom. Inside a handbag dangling from the knob on the door, I found a driver’s license and some credit cards in the name of Penelope Barlow. I had a name, which put me one step closer to locating her family members.

      A year and a half earlier, after I’d stepped down as lead detective for the San Luis Obispo Police Department for the second time. I’d opened the Case Closed Detective Agency, bringing on former detectives Lilia Hunter and Simone Bonet. Simone also happened to be married to my brother. Lilia, who preferred to be called Hunter, was an introvert, preferring to work behind the scenes during our investigations, oversaw the research end of the agency. I gave her a call.

      After explaining what I’d encountered while out for my morning walk, she said, “Not the best way to start your birthday, eh?”

      “No, it isn’t,” I said. “I’m just glad I noticed the girl when I was passing by.”

      “You got the kid’s name yet?”

      “A pillow on the bed in the girl’s bedroom has the name Sadie embroidered on it.”

      “And the mother?”

      “Sadie said her mother’s name is Penelope. It matches the driver’s license I found inside a purse in the master bedroom closet.”

      “How’s the kiddo doing?”

      “She’s asleep on the couch, which is good,” I said. “I’m concerned about how she’ll react when she wakes to find a bunch of cops milling around the place.”

      “Geez. I can’t imagine what she’s going through right now.”

      “I’m guessing she’s scared and trying to make sense of what’s happened.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I called Giovanni a few minutes ago. He’s on his way to pick her up and take her to our house. I’m hoping Luka will be a good enough distraction while we try to locate any relatives in the area.”

      “Does Foley know you’re planning to remove Sadie from the house?”

      “What do you think?”

      She laughed. “I’m guessing he doesn’t.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I doubt he’d approve, but she doesn’t need any more trauma right now. I don’t want her here while they take photos and bag and tag her mother. If he chooses to be mad at me, that’s his choice. He’ll be here soon, but since he isn’t yet, I’m not keeping her here any longer.”

      “Hey, I agree. What can I do to help?”

      “I’d like you to try and locate her family members,” I said.

      “You bet. I’ll make a cup of coffee and get right on it.”

      I ended the call just as Giovanni pulled up outside. He came into the house, wrapped his arms around me, and asked how I was holding up. I said I was fine, even though I knew he wouldn’t believe me. My concern was for Sadie and what she was going through right now. I couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d seen and what she hadn’t, and whether she knew who had killed her mother.

      In the gentlest of ways, I peeled the blanket back and roused Sadie from sleep. She was disoriented at first, eyeing me like she was trying to remember who I was and what I was doing in her house. As recognition set in, she asked about her mother and if she’d stopped bleeding yet.

      Sadie must have found her mother in the bathtub at some point, which explained how the blood had ended up on her nightgown. I thought about the wadded-up tissues stuck to Penelope’s neck and what a child Sadie’s age might do under such a circumstance. It seemed logical that Sadie had applied the tissues to her mother’s neck, trying to stop the bleeding.

      Staring at Sadie now, my heart ached.

      Her first concern after waking was for her mother’s welfare—a mother who was lost to her forever.

      I scooped Sadie into my arms and walked to the child’s bedroom, shifting the topic of conversation to Luka. I suggested we go to my house for a little while, and then I sweetened the deal by asking what she thought about having chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast. She was uncertain at first, but with a little coaxing, she came around to the idea.

      Since her mother’s blood seemed to have gotten on the nightgown and had dried, I set out a sundress for Sadie on her bed, waiting outside her room while she got changed. Then I bagged the nightgown and left it on her bed so it could be entered into evidence when the police arrived.

      Hand in hand, we walked to the car, but no matter how gentle Giovanni was with her, she made it clear she wasn’t going anywhere unless I was there too. Even though I didn’t want to leave the crime scene, it was what I expected would happen. I got into the car, and the three of us took the short drive up the street to our home. I stayed for a time while Sadie got comfortable. Once she was relaxed and her attention shifted to Luka, I made my exit, telling Giovanni to give me a call the moment it seemed like she needed me.

      When I arrived back at the house, a swarm of cars was parked out front. Paramedics, police officers, the forensics team, and the chief of police had all descended on the house. I checked my cell phone and noticed I had a missed call from Foley. By now, he would have realized Sadie wasn’t around, and he would have realized where I’d taken her.

      A year and a half earlier, after I’d quit, Foley was given my old job. He worked as a detective for a short time and then was promoted to the county’s chief of police after the former chief of police was found guilty of murder. At the same time, he’d started dating my sister. Since then, he’d always made a concerted effort to keep things good between us, but I wasn’t naïve enough to believe he wouldn’t speak his mind about certain things. My approach to investigations being one of them.

      As I made my way to the front door, I saw a man I didn’t recognize.

      He was dressed in all black.

      Black turtleneck, even though it was the middle of summer.

      Black trousers.

      Black shoes.

      The shoes had been buffed to such a polished shine I could see the sky reflected in them.

      The man was an older gentleman, in his early seventies, I guessed. He was tall and had a strong physique, though slender. Every strand of his thick, gray hair was in place. He looked in my direction, pushed his square, black-rimmed glasses over the ridge of his nose, crossed his arms, and spread his legs. I took it as an attempt to block me from entering the house. If it was one, it was a lapse in judgment on his part.

      I knew everyone at the department, so who was this guy?

      I approached, and he smiled. “Amos Whitlock, and you are …”

      “Georgiana Germaine. I need to speak to Chief Foley.”

      “Concerning?”

      What it was concerning was none of his business.

      “Excuse me, please,” I said.

      He wagged a finger. “Et-et-eh … one moment.”

      I waited one moment, then two, thinking he’d say something more.

      He didn’t.

      “You said one moment,” I said.

      “You’re right. I did.”

      “One moment for what?”

      “I just thought we needed a moment.”

      “Why do we need a moment?”

      “To get to know each another. I like to get to know the people working alongside me.”

      Working alongside him?

      The guy had a few screws loose.

      “I don’t know who you are, but you shouldn’t be here,” I said. “I know Chief Foley well. Stand aside. Or don’t. Either way, I’m going in.”

      He shook his head, laughed, and moved his hands to his hips. “You know something? You remind me a lot of him—your look, the expression on your face right now, this whole puffed-up ‘in your face’ attitude you have going, kind of like a rufous hummingbird.”

      I’d been compared to a few things in my life, but a hummingbird? It was a first. Rufous hummingbirds were known to be among the most aggressive of birds—more aggressive than crows, which said a lot about the comparison he’d made.

      “I remind you a lot of whom?” I asked.

      “Your father.”

      For a moment, it felt like all the breath inside me emptied out, and I found myself grappling for air.

      “My father is dead, and he has been for a long time,” I said. “You must be thinking of someone else.”

      “No, I’m thinking of him, all right. Abe Germaine. One of the best men I’ve ever known.”

      He was toying with me.

      Why?

      “If you knew my father, why did you ask me for my name?” I asked. “I’m guessing you already knew it.”

      “Maybe I wanted to see if you’d give it to me, Gigi.”

      “It’s Georgiana.”

      “I was just speaking with the coroner, Silas. He mentioned you, called you Gigi, not Georgiana. I figured that’s what you’re going by nowadays.”

      “The nickname is reserved for close friends, people I know well, and I don’t know you.”

      My palms had started perspiring, which never happened.

      I was nervous, and I didn’t understand why.

      “Where’s Foley?” I asked.

      “Inside. You’ll see him soon enough.”

      I’d see him now.

      I pushed my way past Whitlock and was stopped a moment later by Foley, who gave me a less-than-enthusiastic look as he escorted me back to the front door.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” Foley said. “You weren’t here when I arrived, you haven’t been answering my calls, and the child … Care to tell me where she is right now because she sure as hell isn’t here.”

      I thumbed toward Whitlock. “Care to tell me who he is right now?”

      Foley swished a hand through the air. “We’ll discuss Whitlock later.”

      “I’d like to discuss him now.”

      “I don’t have the patience for you today, Georgiana.”

      “Good, I don’t have the patience for me either. I’ve been standing at the door for five minutes trying to get inside so I could talk to you. He stopped me.”

      “Oh, I doubt it’s true,” Foley said.

      “It is true.”

      Foley looked at Whitlock. “Did you prevent her from entering the house?”

      “I was just introducing myself,” Whitlock said with a grin.

      “He implied we’d be working together,” I said. “Why would he say such a thing? Who is he?”

      Foley exhaled a long sigh. “Come on, let’s talk outside. Oh, and happy birthday, by the way. I could say I’m surprised something like this happened on your big day, but the truth is, I’m not surprised at all. It’s almost fitting, come to think of it.”

      I followed Foley out the door.

      Whitlock patted me on the shoulder as I passed and said, “Nice to see you again, Georgiana.”

      Again?

      Had we met before today?

      When we got to the street, my questions were queued up and ready to go.

      “Who is that guy, and why is he saying he knows my father?” I asked.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about him. I just haven’t had the time.”

      “How about now?”

      “Oh, all right. Amos Whitlock used to work with your father.”

      “I don’t remember him.”

      “From what he told me, you were young when he moved away and took a job as a detective for the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department. He said he … ahh, had a hard time of it when he learned your father died a few years after he switched jobs. Had a lot of guilt over his death. Even went so far as to say your father might still be alive if he hadn’t decided to transfer.”

      No one could have changed my father’s fate.

      When I was a child, my father had been murdered after he’d almost discovered the identity of the murderer in a homicide case he was working on at the time. His murder went unsolved for decades. A couple of years earlier, a cold case I was investigating had a connection to my father’s death. Justice was served at last, and a small part of me healed that day.

      “Why is Whitlock here?” I asked.

      Foley tipped his head to the side and shoved his hands in his pockets, something I’d started to notice he’d do when he didn’t want to answer my questions.

      “Oh, no,” I said. “You didn’t hire the guy, did you? Tell me he isn’t working for the department.”

      “What was I supposed to do? No one else wanted the job. No one we could afford, anyway. I offered you the chance to come back, and you refused.”

      “I can’t come back. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, I have my own detective agency now.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. You think having your own agency means the rules don’t apply to you.”

      “Oh, they apply. Everything just isn’t as black-and-white or ‘by the book’ as it would be if I were still working for the department. As a private investigator, there are shades of gray, and yeah, I’m aware I take advantage from time to time.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed.”

      I turned toward Whitlock, who seemed to be trying to read our lips and decipher what we were saying.

      “Are you telling me that out of everyone you interviewed to take the detective position, he was your best choice?” I asked. “I mean look at him … he’s what, in his seventies?”

      “He just turned seventy last year, matter-of-fact.”

      “He was retired,” I said. “Why does he want to be a detective again?”

      “Why should he retire if he wants to work?”

      It was a fair point.

      I wouldn’t want someone telling me I was too old to do something. At forty-six, I still felt young, a lot younger than I had in years.

      “I feel like you sprung this information on me,” I said.

      “I know you do. I figured as much. I thought I’d be able to talk to you first. I planned on doing it this week, and then this homicide came out of nowhere.”

      “How long has Whitlock been here?”

      “Ten days or so.”

      “Does anyone in my family know he’s taken the detective position? Does Harvey? If he used to work with my father, he worked with Harvey too, right?”

      Harvey was a retired chief of police for San Luis Obispo County. He was also my stepdad and a man who had also worked alongside my father back in the day. After my father’s death, Harvey stepped in, raising my siblings and me like we were his own.

      “Harvey may have spoken to him, but if he knows Whitlock accepted the detective position, he didn’t hear it from me,” Foley said.

      “Why haven’t you told him?”

      “I wanted to speak to you first.”

      Given Foley had just admitted to putting me first, I felt bad for snapping at him. Here he was considering my feelings, and I hadn’t considered his.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “When I arrived at the house, I felt like Whitlock was riling me up, and part of me thought he was doing it on purpose.”

      Foley shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe he was. I don’t know. Truth is, I’m just getting to know the guy. From what I’ve heard, he’s a fine detective, Georgiana. He wouldn’t have been hired if he wasn’t.”

      “Why do I get the feeling it’s not the only reason you hired him?”

      He tugged at his chin, then said, “I’ll admit I wanted to find someone willing to work with you, not against you, on the homicide cases you take. Your cases are our cases, and since you’re hellbent on running a private investigator business in my county, you have to work with us whether you like it or not.”

      “I have been working with you.”

      “With me, yes, but I’m the chief of police now. I have other obligations. Whitlock knows you take on homicide cases, and he’s hoping, as am I, that you’ll share intel with us whenever possible. All I ask is that you keep an open mind and give him a chance.”

      I crossed my arms, thinking. To say I resisted change, any kind of change, was an understatement. It had taken awhile for me to warm up to Foley. And now, it felt like I was starting all over again, except with someone else.

      Foley had a good point, though.

      A team player was better than no player at all.

      “I’ll, ahh … I promise I’ll try to get along with him,” I said.

      “Good. Now … let’s get back to what happened here. Where’s the girl?”
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