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			Chapter 1

			Coffin duty is a nightmare. I’m not claustrophobic, but standing for eight hours in an unventilated wooden box makes me feel like a vampire in training. This evening’s anniversary date with Emily can’t come fast enough. Ten minutes before my shift ends, the two-way glass allows a perfect view of a woman in her fifties concealing a half-ounce bottle of Chanel No. 5 perfume in her Birken handbag. I whisper into my walkie-talkie, “Code two, section five,” and then inch open the door, creeping up behind her, handcuffs out.

			“Ma’am, store security. I’d like a word.”

			She responds swinging her fist. It glances off my jaw, igniting painful shockwaves down my spine. I drop to one knee and sputter, “Shit,” as she bolts out the exit.

			As I push myself to my feet, humiliated and face throbbing, Senior Loss Prevention Manager Mark Mazansky says, “For Chrissake Feldman, why didn’t you wait for backup?”

			Massaging my neck, I say, “When will The Old Man mothball these antiquated two-way mirrors and install more video cameras? This is ridiculous.”

			Maz bristles. “For a lawyer, you’re not too smart. I already explained. Real-time surveillance is proactive. We catch them in the act. Covert security cameras are reactive. They’re out the door before we have a chance to do anything. The coffin ain’t going nowhere.”

			As I turn and head for the exit, he says, “Keep it up, and you’ll be back on the unemployment line.”

			The warning, while pure Maz bluster, conjures a past I’d prefer not to relive. Falsely accused of a three-decade-old murder. Indicted and jailed. The indignity of skipping bail to prove my innocence. A fugitive.

			The back of my skull might as well have an ice pick embedded in it as I walk to my car, past the downtown courthouse where I tried auto accidents, slip-and-falls, dog bites, and whatever else walked through the door of my strip-mall office. The Pennsylvania Board of Disciplinary Procedure revoked that privilege for two years via suspension of my law license.

			After a hearing, they decided my making false statements to the FBI merited punishment. I can’t disagree, but waking up the day after with no family, clients, or purpose triggered a cocaine and Jack Daniels binge that would make Scarface’s Tony Montana proud. A new rock bottom. Then came detox, a month of rehab, and a reset of the sobriety clock. If there’s any upside, it led to meeting Emily. We attended the same Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. However, we didn’t get to know each other beyond the usual story sharing until a crew from the group, the two of us included, enjoyed a night out at the Dry Hump Mocktail Lounge in Lawrenceville.

			Six months after that first night, we’ve progressed to talk of cohabitation and the L-word. Emily restored a long-dormant butterfly nest in my stomach. Excitement for each day reignited by anticipation of holding hands, Schenley Park picnics, and the bedroom.

			As I drive to her place, thoughts of a quiet dinner celebrating our half-year anniversary, then late-night karaoke, soften the right-hook headache. I pull to the curb behind the chair Emily placed on the street to reserve me a parking spot. When she doesn’t answer her doorbell, I text: Out front, need aspirin.

			Continued silence after I knock on the locked door draws worry into the equation.

			I sprint to the living room window and look through the curtain slit. Emily is on her back, motionless.

			I bang on the front window, but she doesn’t move.

			“Emily!”

			Her index finger twitches. I rush to my car and grab the tire jack. Then I smash the window glass.

			“Emily!” Her right hand contracts into a claw, then goes limp.

			The jagged opening is wide enough to maneuver my way inside. I kneel and run my hand along every inch of her scalp. I then press two fingers on her carotid artery, which offers no pulse. The room spins as I straddle her and perform CPR. Milky liquid seeps from the corner of her mouth, forming a half-dollar-sized puddle on the hardwood floor. I fumble with my phone, dialing 911.

			“What is your emergency?”

			My breaths are short and shallow. “I found my girlfriend unconscious.”

			“Try to stay calm, sir. What is your name and address? Help is on the way.” What’s the address? I rush to a stack of mail on the breakfast bar and snatch the top envelope. “Jason Feldman. I’m at 2020 Carson Street on the Southside.”

			“Has she ingested any drugs?”

			“No. She’s in recovery and wouldn’t use an illegal substance.”

			“What’s her name?”

			“Emily Wilson.”

			“If she’s not already, please turn Emily on her back.”

			“She is. Please help her.”

			“Try to calm down. The ambulance should be there any minute. Have you checked her vitals?”

			“Yes, and I performed CPR. It didn’t work.”

			Time seems to stand still as I wait for help. I’m about to try CPR again when sirens screech into earshot, then snap off in front of Emily’s condo. An EMT enters, kneels beside her and says, “Possible overdose.” He reaches into his bag and takes out a device resembling an oxygen mask. Emily had shown me one and said it was for clearing the airway to resuscitate an overdose victim. He sets it on her face and blows into an air valve. Emily’s chest expands and contracts. Maybe she’s going to be okay?

			“Is she breathing?”

			He ignores me and continues forcing air into her lungs. Then he inserts the plastic tip of Narcan nasal spray up her left nostril, then her right. After shining a flashlight pen into each eye, he takes her pulse for endless seconds. He repeats the procedure with a new spray container. After checking her vitals again, he says, “She’s gone.”

			“She’s not!” My voice cracks as I scream, churning my head from side to side in denial.

			He takes a white sheet out of his backpack and covers Emily with it. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

			His condolence pounds my chest like a sledgehammer. Last month was Emily’s one-year sobriety anniversary. She had struggled with heroin addiction, then fentanyl. Binge drinking was also a problem. But with the help of Suboxone and our AA group, she eventually got clean.

			A rap on the wood door spins our heads to Emily’s housemate, Delaney, standing in the foyer. Her gaze shifts from the EMT to me. “Jason, what’s…? What’s going on here? Where’s Emmi?”

			I move to block her view as if to forestall the inevitable.

			“My god, what happened?”

			Before the response makes it past my lips, the paramedic blurts in a monotone of someone who routinely delivers bad news, “She’s deceased. An overdose.”

			Delaney pushes past me and kneels next to Emily. Like the paramedic, she checks her vitals. She then glances at the empty Narcan containers and says, “It didn’t work?”

			“I’m sorry, no. I tried twice.”

			Delaney’s chin drops, and her eyes close. She runs her hand across Emily’s forehead and stands. After two steps toward me, her legs buckle.

			I guide her to the couch, supporting her body weight as she crumples onto the cushion and draws her knees to her chest. Her sobs echo through the room.

			“When was the last time you saw her?” the paramedic asks.

			Delaney struggles to compose herself between breathy gasps. “When she left for work yesterday morning.”

			The EMT’s eyes narrow. “We’ve met before. Where do you work?”

			“I’m a physician on the ER staff at University Medical Center.”

			A Pittsburgh police officer enters and surveys the scene. He then stands over the body and rubs his unshaven face. “This is the third one tonight. I’m Officer Sunseri. Who lives here?”

			I point to Delaney. She’s motionless, with her head down, eyes closed, and hands folded, as if in deep meditation.

			Sunseri taps onto a black iPad, and then jabs his stylus at me. “Who are you?”

			“Jason Feldman.”

			“Do you live here?”

			“No, I’m a friend of Emily’s. Well, we were dating.”

			“Is she the deceased?”

			The articulated word is surreal, like it’s happening on a Netflix crime show, and I’m an actor. “Yes, I found her this way.”

			Sunseri bends over Emily’s body and taps his tablet again. “When did you last see her alive?”

			I fight through brain fog for a memory that is less than twelve hours old. “She stayed at my place last night and left early this morning. This doesn’t make sense. Emily was zealous about her sobriety.”

			Sunseri kneels on the floor and examines Emily’s fingers. “Fentanyl is in everything now, even cocaine.”

			I flash to my last relapse, and a shiver runs down my spine. It’s a whole new ball game from my struggle with addiction when the biggest worry was a cut of speed or baby laxative contaminating my blow.

			Sunseri swings the sheet off Emily’s pale corpse like a bullfighter waving his cape. I was too caught up in trying to save her to notice, but she’s wearing the same outfit as on our first date: a white button-down blouse and jeans. Her brown hair is cut to just above the shoulders. This morning it was longer. She told me she was having it done today. I swallow back tears and fight the urge to shake her by the shoulders as if she’s napping.

			Sunseri motions to the paramedic. “Any thoughts on the time of death?”

			The EMT clears his throat and says, “Her body is still warm, and there’s no sign of rigor or blood pooling. The medical examiner will make the official determination, but we could be talking less than thirty minutes.”

			I think back to the twitch. “I saw her right index finger move before I smashed the window glass.”

			As if he feels my guilt, The paramedic nods and says, “It doesn’t mean she was alive. The post-mortem chemical release from the body can cause that.”

			But what if she was? I could have driven faster or called during the day. Emily was her usual cheery self when she left my house this morning. What could have happened in the interim that would have taken her down this dark road? No one knows better than me how fast life can turn on a dime from sobriety to relapse, but there are often signs. Did I miss them? Emily’s right eye, half shut, stares back at me, passing judgment.

			Sunseri presses on a bulge in Emily’s front right pocket, then turns to the EMT. “Do you have any extra nitriles? Mine are in the car.”

			The paramedic tosses him the gloves. After putting them on, Sunseri reaches inside. When his hand withdraws, his fingers are pinching a Ziploc baggie filled with a white substance, along with round, blue pills stamped with the letter “M” on one side and the number “30” on the other. I close my eyes and process the sickening visual. I’ve transported enough cocaine in baggies to know that the white powder isn’t Sweet’N Low.

			He breaks the seal with his pen and inserts a thin black tube resembling a straw with an angled, shovel-like tip on one end. He maneuvers it until a raisin-sized mound of white powder collects in the scoop. Delaney raises her head and watches intently.

			“What are you doing?” I ask.

			“A presumptive field test.” Sunseri inches the instrument out. He then upends the substance into a transparent plastic pouch the size of a credit card. “The reagent will change color if this is fentanyl.”

			He runs his thumb and forefinger across the top, sealing the bag. He jiggles it, and the liquid inside changes color from clear to orange.

			“This is fenty—” The test kit falls to the floor as Sunseri clutches his chest, wheezing. “I can’t feel my arms. My heart is racing. It’s fentanyl, airborne. Evacuate the premises.”

			Sunseri’s eyes roll to the back of his sockets. He drops to his knees and flops forward. His forehead smacks the floor with a dull thud. I backtrack three hurried steps toward the front door.

			Delaney rises from the couch and crouches alongside him as the paramedic checks his vitals; then, as he did with Emily, administers Narcan.

			“Shouldn’t we leave?” I say, terrified by the specter of suffering the same fate.

			Delaney is impassive to the detective’s predicament. “No need to panic. He fainted.”

			The EMT shines his flashlight pen into Sunseri’s right eye, then the left. “Pupils are normal and reactive.”

			“Fentanyl is not airborne,” Delaney says. “In all likelihood, the officer experienced a panic attack and passed out. Give him a minute, and he’ll be fine, besides a possible concussion. He should be evaluated for that.”

			My back is against the front door in case I have to escape before breathing the dust of death. “Are you sure? I’ve read stories about a granule of this stuff having the ability to kill tens of thousands.”

			“Yes, I’m sure. None of us are in any danger.”

			“My head.” The exclamation coupled with a groan signals Sunseri’s return to consciousness. He pushes himself into a sitting position and rubs his forehead, squinting around the room.

			“Did I overdose?”

			The EMT checks his pulse and says, “Take it slow.” He then presses the bulge on Sunseri’s forehead. “Your head bounced off the floor like a tennis ball. We’ll run you to the hospital for a once-over.”

			“I’m okay.” Sunseri leans backward, his palms on the carpet, supporting his weight. “Help me to my feet.” The EMT bends over and hoists him upright.

			Sunseri presses on the growing bluish bruise and winces. “You saved my life. Thank you.”

			Delaney expels a snort as if she told herself a joke.

			Sunseri stands and executes an unsteady pivot in her direction and then bends forward, both hands flat on the dining room table. “Do you find this funny? We all could have died.”

			“This is tragic for me and all who knew and loved Emmi, but you passed out. It’s a scientific impossibility to overdose from passive fentanyl exposure.”

			Please let it go, I beg silently. Emily told me Delaney is a doctor, but I’m skeptical of her opinion on this. It seems like every other day, I read a story about a cop going to the hospital because of fentanyl exposure. I want to run out the door, but my feet are anchored to the floor. If Delaney is right, I don’t want her to think I believe Sunseri over her.

			“Missy, I’ve been on the force since you were an itch in your daddy’s pants. Leave these things to experienced professionals. The baggie contains enough fentanyl to wipe out the entire city.” His tone is sarcastically smug, as if no one could possibly know more than he does.

			“Please address me as Dr. Martin,” Delaney says. “I’m an emergency room physician. I also teach toxicology at Pitt Medical School. You were hyperventilating. Opioids suppress breathing.”

			She now sounds more credible than Sunseri. I allow myself normal breaths, less concerned about breathing in the powder.

			Sunseri eyes her up and down. “You’re a doctor?”

			“I understand the skepticism. You’re more likely to believe that a Black person around drugs deals them or robs to get them.”

			His pale cheeks morph to blood red. “I didn’t mean—”

			Delaney’s arm pistons forward like a crossing guard. “Please, don’t. Of course, you did.”

			Sunseri gestures to the paramedic. “Tell these two how dangerous fentanyl is. If not for the Narcan, I’d be a corpse.”

			The EMT picks at a piece of lint on his uniform and readjusts Emily’s limp arms across her chest in a mummy position. “It’s standard procedure to administer Narcan. I’m not a doctor, but you might have experienced a panic attack.”

			Sunseri, his face flushed, belches an annoyed grunt and swats at the air as if dispatching a fly. “I know what happened.” He then shuffles to a chair and slowly lowers himself.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask. “You slammed the floor hard.”

			“Never mind. Plant yourself on the couch.”

			Grateful to be off my feet, I comply, doing my best to suppress tears as Delaney’s muted sobs float through the room, interspersed with the low hum of the air conditioner. This isn’t a movie. I’m not dreaming. Emily is dead.

			Sunseri points at Delaney. “What was your relationship with the deceased? Were you aware she was a junkie?”

			What is this guy’s problem? I get that he’s embarrassed over his face-plant, but a little empathy and professionalism would be nice. He wouldn’t speak that way if it were his girlfriend, wife, or child.

			Delaney goes rigid and scowls. “Please don’t dehumanize her. Emmi was a person like you.”

			“Not me, honey.”

			Delaney flashes Sunseri a death stare while I wonder if he was born a misogynist prick or had to work at it.

			A knock on the half-open door interrupts the caustic interrogation. I double take, and my heart dances an arrhythmic rumba. It’s a person I hoped to never see again—Detective Jeanette Keane. Her once shoulder-length blond hair is now a pixie cut, but the brown plaid blazer is the same one she wore when arresting me two years ago. She walks toward Emily’s body and bends over it. Maybe she doesn’t recognize me? I’m sure as hell not saying a word to jog her memory. Then she looks back over her shoulder, and I know she does.

			“Jason Feldman, what a surprise.”

			Sunseri jerks his thumb at me. “Is this guy a friend of yours?”

			“We have history. What happened to you? Your forehead is black and blue with a bump the size of a golf ball.”

			He points at Emily and says, “She had a fentanyl baggie. I may have inhaled a whiff.”

			Keane picks up an empty Narcan spray bottle off the floor. She squeezes the plastic, and the nozzle hisses air. “This city goes through a truckload of these a week.”

			I back away from Keane as she snaps on a pair of nitriles and picks up the baggie. Unlike Sunseri, she doesn’t appear concerned about our proximity to the fentanyl powder. Delaney must be right. He fainted.

			She extracts a pill and rolls it between her fingers. “These are almost certainly counterfeit.” She then drops the baggie in an evidence bag and seals it. “If these had made it to the street, a lot of people might have died.”

			Is Keane insinuating that Emily was dealing? Impossible. I rise from the couch, shaking my head so hard that the room spins. “Emily was not a drug dealer.”

			“Calm down. I didn’t say she was.” Keane motions to the couch. I draw a deep breath, release it, and then retake my seat.

			“This is a waste of our time,” Sunseri says. “Just another OD.”

			“How dare you?” Delaney jumps to her feet. “She was my best friend.”

			Emily said they were close but rarely talked about Delaney. Until today, I didn’t know she taught at Pitt. Emily and I were doing great in our little world. She didn’t seem eager to tell me more. Why rock the boat?

			Keane raises her hand. “Let’s backtrack. What’s your name?”

			“Delaney Martin. Emmi and I are roommates.” She tears up again. “Were.”

			Keane jots in her spiral notebook. “Did you see or talk to her today?”

			“No. The last time was when she went to work yesterday morning. I left not long after her for a double shift at the hospital.”

			That confirms that Emily went home after she woke up yesterday, but I can barely remember the evening before. Has the trauma impacted my short-term memory? Even if I could recall everything we did, why would I check her pockets? I had no reason to suspect she was using again.

			“Ms. Martin, where do you work?” Keane asks.

			“As I told the other officer, I’m an ER doctor and toxicology professor at Pitt Medical School.”

			Keane’s brows arch, but there’s no hint of the supercilious disbelief Sunseri exhibited. I can tell she’s impressed.

			“That would make you well-versed on fentanyl, wouldn’t it?”

			“Yes. I treat overdoses every day in the ER. Emmi also knew the risks. I can’t fathom…” Delaney’s voice trails off, replaced by more quiet sobs.

			Keane turns to me. “Did Emily appear out of sorts? Were you aware of problems at work, family, or a relationship?”

			How do I answer that? Emily and I had disagreements and a few heated arguments, but all couples do. Things were the tensest when I questioned her reluctance to open up about her past. She only said that her parents died young. I didn’t press because I understood not wanting to talk about painful events. I also didn’t want to push her away.

			“Emily and I were dating and doing fine. What’s the relevance to what happened here?”

			“Besides an accidental overdose, the possibility of suicide is something we must consider,” Keane says.

			I shoot Keane a What the hell are you talking about glare. “Emily was not suicidal.”

			“You might be right, but it’s easy to miss the signs,” Keane says. “Was she facing any unusual struggles?”

			“Nothing I’m aware of. We had dinner plans. I was here to pick her up.”

			Keane continues taking notes. “What about you, Dr. Martin?”

			Delaney ponders the question. Then she says, “Emmi didn’t tell me anything, but my schedule has been hectic. There wasn’t much time for chitchat.”

			“Where did she work?”

			“Sunny Awakenings Addiction Treatment Center,” I tell Keane. “She is—was—a marketing representative.

			Keane nods. “The King of Clean, King Fox. He runs morning and late-night-television rehab commercials. I’ll pay them a visit.”

			Good idea, I think. Someone at Sunny Awakenings had to have noticed something different in Emily’s behavior. That’s what they do. Help addicts who want to get sober.

			Keane turns to Sunseri. “Did you find identification? I don’t see a purse, backpack, or wallet lying around.”

			Sunseri rubs his forehead and says, “Only the baggie with pills and powder.”

			Keane walks toward the kitchen. “If you don’t have any objection, I’ll look around for anything that might hint at what happened.”

			Past dealings with her trigger my legal reflexes. “Don’t you need a warrant unless Delaney consents?”

			Before Keane can respond, the paramedic says, “I’ve got to get back on the street. It’s a busy night.” We all glance toward him. He’s standing with his arms crossed, tapping his foot.

			Sunseri stumbles toward the door as if he’s about to hit the deck again. “I’m woozy. Drop me at the hospital.”

			“Take care of yourself,” Keane tells him.

			Sunseri grunts and leaves the condo with the paramedic as two individuals enter with a gurney. Both are wearing dark blue windbreaker jackets with “Medical Examiner” imprinted in yellow on the backs.

			Delaney and I watch in silence as one unfolds a silver body bag. Her chest heaves while I bite my lower lip to keep from losing it in front of everyone. They roll Emily’s body onto her side and slide it halfway under her. After repeating the process on her other side, they each take hold of the black grip straps and lift her onto the gurney.

			“We’d like her mobile phone and laptop,” Keane says. “The data may tell us who supplied the narcotics.”

			My mouth goes dry as images of intimate photos we shared run through my head.

			“I’m uncomfortable with you traipsing through my private communications with Emily.” I walk to the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water. “If the cell turns up, we’ll reach out, but you’ll need a warrant to go through it.”

			When I’m back on the couch, Keane drags a chair from the dining room table, the legs screeching against the floor like nails on a chalkboard. She turns it around, and then straddles the seat with her arms crossed over the backrest. “It’s not your phone, counselor. You don’t have standing to contest a search. Regardless, this is about more than one dead girl. If a batch of counterfeit opioids are in circulation, we could end up with a mass fatality situation.”

			She’s spot-on about my lack of legal standing. A first-year law student would know how stupid I sounded with that half-ass legal opinion. I also don’t want to look like an idiot in front of Delaney. Who knows what she’s thinking about me.

			“I have no idea where her devices are,” Delaney says. “I’m traumatized, exhausted, and have difficult phone calls to make.”

			Keane frowns. “I’d like to search the condo and understand it’s a brutal night for both of you. Crime Scene should be here soon. They will wrap this up as fast as possible.”

			I’d prefer that Delaney and I look around first, but like with Emily’s phone, I’m unable to do anything but sit here with my mouth shut. Also, if I make a fuss again, they might think I’m hiding something.

			“You have my permission,” Delaney says.

			“I appreciate the consent, but we still need a warrant for Emily’s room.”

			“Why do you need one if I said it’s okay? This is my home.”

			Keane nods in agreement. “That’s correct, but as a tenant, Emily has an expectation of privacy in her bedroom. We, therefore, need judicial authorization to search that area. Neither of you have an idea where her cell phone is? I’d expect it to be nearby.”

			“I’m not sure,” Delaney says. “She always carried it with her. I can go to her room and look.”

			“That won’t be necessary. When the warrant arrives, Crime Scene will take care of it.”

			“What about you, Jason?” Keane says. “Any idea where it might be?”

			“If it’s not on her person, I don’t have a clue. She texted me this afternoon, around two, so she had it then.”

			“What about?” Keane asks.

			I open my texts to our last communication. “She was handing out free Narcan in Homestead and then going home early to change for our date.”

			“Do you mind?” Keane extends her hand, the fingertips almost touching mine.

			The hell if she’s snooping through my phone. I step backward. “I’d rather not give you carte blanche into my private moments. I’ll mine the messages and screenshot anything relevant.”

			Keane shakes her head and scribbles. I have no doubt she’s memorializing my reluctance to cooperate. I hope she also writes down that we’ve done this dance before, and it didn’t go well for me.

			“Don’t you want to help?” Keane asks. “She was your girlfriend, after all.”

			“At the appropriate time, we can go through the texts together without breaching my right to privacy,” I tell her. “It’s not happening tonight.”

			“Have it your way.” Keane unleashes an exaggerated sigh. “Did Emily keep Narcan here?”

			Delaney points to the bedroom. “It’s in her closet. She volunteered with a local harm- reduction organization, handing out free sprays as well as fentanyl test strips.”

			Keane again picks up an empty container left by the paramedic. “Did you administer it, Jason?”

			“The EMT left those.”

			“You didn’t know it was in her closet?”

			I’m unsure how much time elapses before I manage, “I didn’t, but keep a box in my glove compartment.”

			“You were first on the scene and didn’t use it?”

			Keane’s statement bites like an accusation of wrongdoing. Why didn’t I take the Narcan inside with me? All I had to do was open the glove compartment and remove it. A maneuver that takes seconds. Instead, my thoughts were about my pounding head.

			“When I arrived, I had no idea she’d overdosed, so I didn’t bring it from my car.”

			Delaney’s glare bores a hole in the side of my head. I don’t have to be a mind reader to decipher what she’s thinking. I could have saved Emily.

			The front screen door opens, and another uniformed officer steps inside, waving a piece of paper.

			“I come bearing warrants,” he says and hands it to Keane. “Are you ready for us to tear this place up?”

			“What do you mean?” Delaney jumps to her feet. “This is antique furniture bequeathed by my grandma. You will treat me and my home with dignity and respect, or I’ll be at the Office of Municipal Investigations filing a complaint at 9 a.m. tomorrow.”

			I’d have ripped the cop a new one as well, and I can already tell Delaney Martin is not the type to back down.

			Keane glares at the blond-haired, blue-eyed crime scene officer who could have adorned a Hitler Youth propaganda photo in a past life. His shoulders slump, and he says, “Ma’am, I’m sorry. It was a joke in poor taste. If you take a seat, I’ll explain the process.”

			Delaney doesn’t budge, arms crossed. “I prefer to stand, thank you.”

			“As you wish. My name is Officer Franko with the Crime Scene Unit. We will search the premises and collect forensic evidence. Do you keep any weapons in the domicile?”

			“I don’t own one,” Delaney says, jaw quivering. “I’ve seen too many gunshot wounds in children of this community. Children of color.”

			I glimpse the holstered 9mm automatic inside Keane’s jacket. She once threatened to shoot me with it.

			“What about Emily?” Keane asks.

			“She hated guns,” Delaney responds.

			Keane nods and jots more notes. “Did she have friends besides you and Jason?”

			Her question drives home an unsettling epiphany. I don’t know who her friends were. There were the people in our AA group, but after we met that night out, we retreated to our dating bubble.

			“My work schedule doesn’t allow for much socializing,” Delaney tells her. “I got the impression if not with Jason, she spent most of her time working or volunteering. She also attended out-of-state conferences as a rep for her company.”

			“Delaney is correct,” I say. “I sometimes traveled with her. Emily handed out business cards, free pens, candy, and stuff.”

			“Excuse me. I’m using my restroom,” Delaney says. Her overemphasis on the possessive doesn’t escape my attention.

			Keane shrugs. “It’s your condo, but once the search begins, you both have to wait outside.”

			“I’m not leaving my home.” Delaney puffs her chest and anchors her legs to the floor in a “V” stance, as if she’s daring anyone to move her.

			Keane’s not budging either. “Dr. Martin, I empathize with the challenge of the situation, but you both must leave the condo until the search concludes. We now have a warrant and can remove or arrest you for obstruction of justice.”

			Keane’s aggressive turn only intensifies Delaney’s resolve. “I’m not going anywhere, and you’re treating me like a criminal.”

			I pat her arm, but she swings it wide, hurling my hand off like polarized magnets. “Don’t touch me. I want you all out of my home.”

			Keane must sense the confrontation spinning out of control. She backs away and says, “How about this? We’ll start with the couch. When the officers are done, you both can sit and wait for us to finish.”

			“Okay.” Delaney’s body posture relaxes. “That is acceptable.”

			I breathe a sigh of relief. Keene was right, but if I took her side, Delaney might hate me. My gut tells me that earning her trust won’t be easy.

			Keane motions to the CSI officer. “Begin with the sofa.”

			Delaney and I are motionless and tight-lipped as they squeeze cushions and delve fingers into every crevice. After a hushed dialogue with the Hitler Youth cop, Keane announces, “You can both sit.”

			Another hour passes as we listen to Emily’s drawers open and slam shut. An officer exits the room carrying her backpack. He whispers to Keane, and they move to the kitchen, out of earshot, continuing the discussion.

			They finish their conversation, and Keane enters the living room. “We’re finished. Her backpack contains keys, makeup, and two Narcan nasal sprays, but no cell phone or wallet.”

			Before Keane can get another word out, Delaney says. “Emily wasn’t using. That Narcan wasn’t for her.”

			Keane sets the backpack down. “It’s not my intention to upset you, but how can you be sure?” She glances at her notebook. “You said, and I quote, my schedule has been hectic. We had little time for chitchat.”

			I interject to diffuse the escalating tension. “Dr. Martin is correct. Emily always carried it with her in case she had to reverse an overdose. What about her phone? It has to be here.”

			“Have either of you tried calling her cell?” Keane asks. “If it’s in this condo, we may hear the ringtone.”

			Delaney and I give each other a Why didn’t we think of that? look. She takes her phone out of her handbag.

			“Be sure to put it on speaker,” Keane says.

			We edge close to Delaney as she makes the call. It goes straight to voicemail.

			“This is Emily Wilson with Sunny Awakenings Treatment Center. Please leave a message or call our toll-free number for assistance. If this is a medical emergency, call 911.”

			Emily never turned her phone off or forwarded calls straight to voicemail. Even in the bedroom, she left it on, worried that an addict in crisis would not be able to get a hold of her.

			“Her phone was never out of her sight,” I say. “It has to be here.”

			“She might have met her dealer here,” Keane says. “Tried the product, overdosed. Her dealer then took the items to scrub the scene. It’s happened before.”

			That’s an insane theory. Emily used while I was on my way here? I can’t fathom that possibility. But then again, I did cocaine in the courthouse bathroom stall with cops and judges walking in and out. It’s how addiction works. Consequences become secondary to the dopamine fix.

			“No,” Delaney spits out. “I don’t believe a word.”

			“I understand, but it’s my job to consider all possibilities,” Keane says with sympathetic softness. “Does Emily have family we can contact?”

			“Her parents are deceased, and she has no siblings or children,” Delaney says. “I’m her family.” The weariness in her voice is palpable. “Can we pick this up tomorrow? My next shift begins in less than six hours.”

			I’m right there with her. My eyelids are heavy, and my ability to focus diminishes with each passing moment.

			“We’ll get out of your hair so you can sleep,” Keane says.

			“What happens next?” Delaney asks.

			“The medical examiner will conduct an autopsy, and assuming toxicology confirms an overdose, we’ll continue our investigation to figure out how she came into possession of the drugs. Hopefully, we’ll then arrest her dealer.”

			I lean forward and rest both hands on the couch backrest. The déjà vu tugs so hard it resembles vertigo. The only woman in my life is dead, partly of my doing. Moments mattered, and I failed.

			When Keane leaves, Delaney says, “Sunseri is a major asshole. The detective, not so much. How do you know her?”

			I contemplate a range of responses amid a modicum of surprise at Delaney’s ignorance of my backstory, given that Emily knew most of it.

			“It’s a long monologue for another time. Let’s call a glass installer to fix the window.”

			As I’m giving a twenty-four-hour emergency service the address, Delaney’s phone goes off.

			“It’s my father.” She disappears into her bedroom and shuts the door. Snippets of dialogue over sobs penetrate the thin wood. “Daddy, it’s awful, and I’m devastated. No, you don’t need to come over. I’ll be okay. Yes, I will. I love you too.”

			She exits the room and slumps onto the couch, head buried in her hands.

			I sit beside her. “As much as it pains me, we should acknowledge the possibility that Emily relapsed.”

			Why did I say that? Of course she understands addiction.

			“I’m not an idiot, and I don’t deny that potential scenario,” she tells me. “You know as well as I do Emmi was fanatical about harm-reduction safety. It’s inconceivable that she would use alone or not utilize a test strip.”

			How can I be sure Emily practiced what she preached? There were times when she cried about someone in the recovery community dying from an overdose. They were advocating for the same drug safety principles she was. Why was Emily any more immune to relapse than they were?

			“This makes no sense,” I tell her. “Where could her phone be?”

			Delaney stretches out and drapes her arm over her eyes. “I wish I knew. I’m exhausted and can’t think.”

			She needs sleep. We both do. Most of all, we need answers.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Delaney sleeps through the glass replacement. Once the two workers leave, I jiggle her shoulder. She rolls onto her back and opens her eyes.

			“How long have I been asleep?”

			“Over two hours.” I draw back the window curtain, exposing clear, smudge-free glass. “You were lights out, and I didn’t want to wake you.”

			“You should have.” She jumps to her feet. “How much was the bill?”

			I flick my hand in a dismissive wave. “Don’t sweat it. We’ll settle up later. I’m headed home to close my own eyes.”

			“I’m not staying here tonight,” she says. “I’ll book a hotel or stay with my dad.”

			“My house in Squirrel Hill has three bedrooms,” I tell her. “The place is a bit untidy, but you’re welcome to spend the night.”

			Part of me wishes I could yank the words back. Will she decide I’m a pervert, hitting on her amid unimaginable tragedy?

			“I don’t want to put you out. A hotel is fine.”

			The tensive undertone of her response carries vibes of me politely declining a party invitation from someone I secretly don’t like. She’d rather not come to my place.

			“You’re not putting me out. I wouldn’t want to stay here either. It’s late, and I live ten minutes away.”

			She mutters something to herself and offers a feeble smile. “Thank you. I’d rather not go through the hotel hassle, and don’t want to burden my father.”

			Delaney packs an overnight bag, and as we leave, I can’t help but glance at the spot where Emily’s life slipped through my fingers.

			The moment Delaney is in the car, she edges herself toward the passenger door and clutches the handle as if she’s getting ready to jump from an airplane. I’m not sure if it’s the stress of tonight’s tragedy or she’s afraid of me for some reason, but it’s best left alone for now.

			We enter my home, and I flick on the lights. The thick plastic couch covering squeals and crinkles as Delaney sits.

			“I’ve been meaning to remove the Jewish furniture covers.”

			“My dad has the same.” She manages a weak giggle. “I nag him to let the furniture breathe. When I complain, he’ll say, ‘This is how your grandparents kept the furniture spic-and-span. If it was good enough for them, it’s acceptable for us.’”

			“I’ll tell my pops you approve,” I say, grateful for a moment of tension-relieving humor, however brief. “Follow me to your bedroom.”

			Delaney stands and looks around the living room as if she’s reassuring herself that I’m not a mass murderer. She then glances at the front door. Nothing I say will convince her that this is a safe space. If she wants to go to a hotel, I’m happy to drive her.

			“I don’t think I’ll fall back to sleep.” She checks her watch. “On the bright side, I’m accustomed to running on fumes and caffeine in the hospital.”

			I point to the guest bedroom door. “This is yours. The bathroom is down the hall. Fresh towels are in the cabinet above the toilet.”

			“After a few hours’ rest, I’ll be out of your hair,” she says.

			I step across the bedroom threshold but catch myself and reverse, staying in the hallway. “Have I done something wrong? I can’t shake the feeling that you’re afraid of me. I’m not going to try anything, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

			Delaney sits on the bed. “That’s not it.”

			Then what is it? Does she believe I gave Emily the drugs? As crazy as it sounds to me, I might wonder the same in her place.

			“Is it something you want to talk about?”

			“I’m tired and need a quiet space to process, that’s all.”

			If she believes I’m involved, nothing said a few hours after Emily’s death is going to change her mind. Sparring over it tonight is pointless.

			“Try to sleep,” I say. “We have a long and emotional day ahead.”

			I go to my room and sit on the edge of the bed. Who can I share my grief with? There’s no one. I’ve never felt so alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Alexa, what time is it?”

			“The current time is 4:30 a.m.”

			There’s no point in trying to sleep with the nonstop parade of thoughts in my head. Multiple cups of coffee will help sustain me through the morning, but I haven’t eaten since breakfast yesterday, having skipped lunch. The closest place is open all night and only a ten-minute walk. However, it’s also a mirror of my past. The Squirrel, a onetime hangout.

			I throw on my coffee-stained Pitt Law sweatpants and a frayed Billy Joel concert T-shirt and then head out into the humid, dark morning. Each step through streetlight-illuminated haze feels like pushing against gravity. The mechanical squeak and hum of a sanitation truck raising a steel dumpster bin reminds me it’s trash day. I wrinkle my nose at the pungent odor of rotting fruit and french-fry grease.

			Emily. What happened? You could have come to me if the compulsion to use was overpowering.

			As I step off the curb, the blast of a car horn shatters the early-morning quiet and staggers me back to the sidewalk. A cab blows by within inches of kneecapping me. The driver pops his head out the window and shouts, “Do your sleeping at home.”

			Sleepwalking is more like it, unable to make sense of what’s happened.

			I’m a few feet from The Squirrel’s entrance when a black Lexus rolls up to the curb. The window lowers, revealing a guy with what appears to be a crew cut, though the morning darkness makes it difficult to be sure.

			“How’s the chow there?” he asks.

			“It’s been a neighborhood fixture for decades,” I tell him.

			“I didn’t ask how long. What do they serve?”

			The abruptness of his retort is off-putting, and I’m in no mood for it. I shoot back,

			“Food.”

			Cindy, who has waitressed here since my law school days, circles from behind the counter in her white T-shirt emblazoned with a rodent eating a french fry above the tagline “Go Nuts at The Squirrel.”

			She bear-hugs me and says, “Look what the cat dragged in. I thought you might have died or something.”

			“I thought it best to stay away with everything that happened.”

			She puts her lips to my ear and whispers, “Communities heal, and forgiveness is a blessing. Come sit at the counter.”

			The knowing glares from the few customers unsettle me. Each set of eyes is an accusation and reminder that the past is immutable.

			Cindy hands me a menu and says, “Can I start you with coffee? The circles around your eyes would make a two-hundred-year-old redwood blush.”

			“Sure. I’ll also have a lox and bagel for me and some scrambled eggs to go.” I tap the rigid plastic and do my best to ignore the stares. “Your customers are eyeball-gutting me. I’ll take my food to go as well.”

			She squints over my shoulder. “Hon, it’s your imagination. Herb is at table three. He’s the salt of the earth and a foreman at the Edgar Thomson Works. The bald gentleman reading the newspaper by the window is Phil. He’s been a regular for decades. I’m surprised you don’t recognize him. His wife is battling breast cancer. We took up a collection. The jar is at the end of the bar if you want to contribute.”

			“That’s tragic,” I walk to the jar and drop in ten dollars.

			I’m almost finished eating when a sharp bang vibrates the window, reverberating through the diner.

			Cindy rushes from behind the counter and shouts, “What in the world happened?”

			We hurry outside, where a massive blue garbage dumpster is on its side, blocking the sidewalk. A city employee is screaming at his driver about not securing his load, allowing it to come loose and plummet to the street.

			As I watch the argument, a vehicle maneuvers around the trash receptacle and rolls to the curb about fifteen yards from me. It might be the dickhead driving the Lexus, but with only a hint of the rising sun, I’m not positive.

			I rush back inside to get Delaney’s order and pay.

			Outside, a digital bank clock across the street reads 6 a.m. and eighty degrees. A reminder that I haven’t slept in almost twenty-four hours, and it’s going to be a sweltering, dog-ass day. A few more degrees of daylight illumination confirm that the car is a black Lexus, but the driver is gone. The sidewalks on both sides of the street are also deserted. I’ve had more than enough experience with being followed to trust my gut, which is screaming that until today, the number of times a random person in a car asked me for a restaurant recommendation is zero. The axiom that there’s a first time for everything is also overrated. I use my phone to snap the license plate.

			Back in the house, I put Delaney’s eggs in the fridge. There’s no point in waking her. She’s earned as much sleep as possible. After changing, I power up the big screen. The first commercial tears at my heart as if the television gods are looking down.

			A teenage girl in ragged jeans and a gray sweatshirt is navigating a dark hallway, her hands outstretched. She reaches a door and pushes it open to a blast of sunlight over a plush green field, where an adult woman, young boy, and golden retriever await. The dog barks, raising a paw. A calming female narration follows. Her voice reminds me of my mother telling me everything would be okay when I woke up screaming after a nightmare.

			“Are you or a loved one struggling with opioid addiction? Do you feel lost in the dark, struggling to find your way? We offer a new beginning, as we have for thousands of people, with a 90 percent success rate. Call now at 1-800-4ASUNNY to schedule a free, no-obligation assessment. Phones answered twenty-four hours a day. It’s time for your Sunny Awakening.”

			“Have you slept at all?” Delaney stands in the hallway, the overnight bag slung over her shoulder.

			“You startled me. Are you leaving?”

			“I didn’t mean to. The television is on, so I figured you were up and about. My shift starts in a few hours.”

			Should I tell her about the Lexus? If she believes I played a role in Emily’s overdose, she may see it as me creating more drama to deflect blame.

			“Sleep was a hopeless endeavor. I went out for food and brought back eggs for you.”

			“That’s kind, but I’m not hungry. I need to go home and change for work.”

			It’s more like you want out of here as fast as possible. She’s more standoffish than last night, and I need to thaw some of the ice. I want her to believe me.

			“Please stay a few minutes. I’ll make coffee. If I were in your place, I’d be thinking what you are.”

			“And what is that, Jason?”

			“You’re not positive but still considering the possibility that I provided the fentanyl. For the record, I’d never even seen that particular drug prior to yesterday.”

			She opens the front door, then turns to face me. “We’re strangers. I shouldn’t have come here.”

			“Why did you?”

			“I was confused and traumatized. Also, Emily had only said positive things about you.”

			That means Emily never told her about my legal problems. Regardless, we’ll never develop any level of trust without discussing my past.

			“Please stay for one cup of coffee so we can have an actual conversation.”

			She sighs and drops her overnight bag on the floor. “I guess that’s not a terrible idea.”

			I head to the kitchen and slap a dark roast K-Cup into the machine. “Can’t you call in for a day off?”

			“We’re short-staffed in the ER. I’ve been working a lot of double shifts. To top it off, I teach my toxicology course this evening.”

			“A busy schedule,” I say, and set the coffee mug in front of her.

			“The life of an ER doctor.” She stares into the caffeinated darkness while tracing her finger along the ceramic edge.

			What is going through her head? That she’s across the table from the man who killed her best friend? The longer the elephant stays in this room, the worse things will get.

			“Would you like me to take you home and walk the condo before you go in?” I ask.

			“That’s unnecessary,” she says, and seems to relax a little. “Please check when we can claim Emmi and arrange for her service and burial. We can use the preacher at my father’s church.”

			While she knew I was Jewish, Emily and I never discussed her religious affiliation or theological beliefs, though I suspected she leaned toward humanistic. She often repeated, “Help others, and whatever happens in the end should be a positive.”

			“Where does he attend?”

			Delaney places her cup in the sink. “The AME Zion in the Hill District. I need to go home.”

			“I’m happy to drive you.”

			“That’s unnecessary. I’ll order a rideshare.”

			Her response is quick and pointed as if she had it keyed up. She fumbles inside her overnight and removes her phone. Her lips part, and I think she’s about to speak, but nothing comes out.

			“Is there something you want to say?” I ask.

			“I googled you a bit.”

			There’s nothing accusatory or judgmental in her tone, not that it matters. The onslaught of hatred has hardened me over the last two years.

			“Emily never gave you the Reader’s Digest version on my past? I assumed, being housemates, you knew everything.”
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