
	A private eye and his girlfriend get involved in a complex murder case with political overtones. Then the other woman shows up.

	 

	 

	Former cop Vic Fallon only wanted to get home to Sandusky, Ohio in time for Christmas after completing his latest private eye assignment. A chance meeting in the Atlanta airport with a U.S. Senator from his hometown thrusts Vic into a murder investigation when the man turns up dead shortly after they speak. The unwanted case produces more questions than answers. Why did the Senator ask Vic to deliver a Christmas card for him rather than mailing it himself, and why does the recipient react with hostility when she finds out who it’s from? Why is the FBI looking at Vic up close and personal when he wasn’t involved in the killing? And why does a police detective from Atlanta show up in Sandusky, asking questions that have little to do with the murder investigation? Vic’s life becomes more complicated when the woman he delivered the card to is arrested after an accidental shooting, and he feels a responsibility to prove her innocence. Add the strain that the case places on Vic’s current romantic relationship, and it results in the holiday from Hell. Can Vic solve the multi-pronged mystery he’s found himself in the middle of and repair the damage to his love life? Or will the other woman cause a permanent rift?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Vic Fallon sat slumped in an uncomfortable seat in the Atlanta airport, feeling dazed and at his wits’ end. Three connecting flights when he was supposed to have just one to take him from San Francisco to Cleveland, endless delays thanks to a winter wallop that had blanketed the Midwest with snow, and a herd of rude passengers all trying to get somewhere for Christmas had left him feeling like the personification of the Grinch.

	He lowered his head, closed his eyes and took a deep calming breath. Should’ve been home hours ago. Why did I agree to take an out-of-town job the week before Christmas? I know the insurance agency wanted to close the case of the hot loot before year’s end, and I understand the importance of tracking down bogus claims. And yeah, I get that I’m in for a fat piece of the finder’s fee beyond my retainer. What I don’t understand is when I decided to stop saying no.

	Vic stood, stretched, then plodded across the concourse, nearly getting knocked over by a family hustling to catch their flight. He jumped out of the way to avoid a crash with an oversized carry-on bag on wheels being pulled by a woman with the look of someone hell-bent on getting the last gadget that was on sale at the department store. He looked at the man who was probably her husband, dragging an uncooperative kid behind him in an effort to keep up. Poor bastard. Now I know why I don’t like to travel over the holidays.

	Vic stood in line at a coffee bar, his patience getting tested the longer he had to wait. In the half-dozen years since he’d been wounded in the line of duty and taken a disability-induced early retirement from the Sandusky, Ohio Police Department, he’d accepted these occasional investigating jobs when he was bored, intrigued or needed the money. Ten years working as a detective actually came in handy, and it’s given me the chance to travel and meet some interesting people. He grinned. Take this trip. Getting to spend a few days in a warmer climate than I left in northeast Ohio was nice, but meeting that attractive woman who was in town on business was even nicer. What was her name again?

	He got his coffee, then kept walking, his carry-on slung over his shoulder. He stopped to look at the window displays featuring last minute gifts for those who’d forgotten to grab something for Aunt Marge in Biloxi or Cousin Harry in Houston. He glanced at the screen mounted overhead, checking the status of his flight home. He stifled a yawn. This time change is murder. Hope I can catch a little sleep on this flight.

	He found his mind drifting to thoughts of home. Be it ever so humble. I never miss Sandusky until I have to leave for a few days. He took out his cell phone and checked his messages. He smiled when he saw a text from Michelle Banks, the woman who had been occupying his leisure time for the past few months. He opened the text and silently read When are you getting in? I’ve missed you!

	He typed a quick reply. Back at you. Should be there in a few hours unless there’s another delay. Will call when I’m home.

	He sent the message, then pocketed the phone. A smile overtook his face as he thought of Michelle. Cute, blondish thirty-something, with a killer figure courtesy of regular aerobics classes and a wit that usually managed to catch Vic completely off guard. Throw in that she was an up-and-comer in the county Prosecutor’s Office and you had the complete package. Never dated a lawyer before, much less kissed one. At least not on the lips. Doesn’t hurt to have one on speed dial in case I need some free legal advice. Plus, she’s a fun date. Kind of makes me wish I’d stayed home.

	He continued his walk, but at this point it was more for the purpose of staying awake than anything else. I’ve seen newsreel footage of old-time dance marathons, where people had to stay on their feet and keep moving in order to collect the prize. Now I know how they felt.

	He stopped as he passed one of the departure gates and peered at a middle-aged man sitting in one of the seats, doing something with his cell phone. He was thin, with closely trimmed brown hair, wearing casual clothes and a blue parka. What do you know—Charlie Hendricks, the former County Prosecutor-turned-United States Senator. I testified in a lot of cases he tried when I was still on the job. Damn good prosecutor. He got a lot of bad guys off the streets.

	Vic casually approached Hendricks as he sealed an envelope that looked to be the size of a greeting card. Hendricks looked up and his face took on an instant automatic smile of recognition. He stood and offered his hand.

	“I know you,” he said in his best politico manner. “You’re from my home district. You used to be a cop. Right?”

	“That’s right. Vic Fallon. Surprised to see you so far from home, Mr. Hendricks.”

	“Call me Charlie. I was visiting my daughter in Birmingham. Just heading home.”

	Vic looked at the departure gate destination. “But you’re at the boarding gate for Washington. The one for Cleveland is on down the row.”

	Hendricks smiled slightly. “I should have said my second home. I have a committee meeting tomorrow. I’ll be staying at my condo in Georgetown over the holidays.”

	“A meeting during the holiday recess? Must be important.”

	“A legislator’s work is never done.” He paused to glance around the immediate area then moved a step closer. “Are you going to Sandusky?”

	“I hope so. I’ve been trying to get there all day. Why?”

	Hendricks lowered his voice a notch. “Would you do me a small favor?”

	“If I can.”

	Hendricks handed him the envelope he had just sealed. “When you get to the Cleveland airport, would you mind dropping this in a mailbox?”

	“Sure, but you could do that here or when you get to D.C.”

	“It would take too long to arrive because of the holiday and it’s important.”

	Vic hesitated for a moment. “No, I wouldn’t mind.”

	Hendricks smiled. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

	Vic slipped the card into the breast pocket of his black leather jacket without looking at it, then checked his watch. “It was nice seeing you again, but I have a flight to catch.”

	Hendricks extended his hand. “Call my office the next time I’m in town. We’ll have lunch.”

	“You’re on. Merry Christmas.”

	Hendricks paused. “Yeah, thanks. Same to you.”

	Vic continued on his way. He seemed a little distracted.

	He took his place in line and waited for his turn to board the plane. Vic weaved his way through the crowded aisle until he found his newly-assigned seat and groaned softly when he spied the three-hundred-pound man in the seat next to his. Vic squeezed in, stuffed his carry-on under the seat in front of him, then buckled his seatbelt. He settled back and was instantly overcome by the unmistakable aroma of a heavy person whose deodorant had worn off.

	Vic sighed. Note to self—the next time you get an offer for an out of town gig over the holidays, just say no!

	 

	Vic approached his third-floor condo on the Lake Erie shore and dropped his bag on the floor. He fumbled for the keys, unlocked the door, then went in. The condo was dark, with only a faint light from a nearby lamppost by the docks visible through the balcony curtains. He fumbled for the light switch. Could’ve sworn I left the lights on. After disarming the security system, he picked up his bag and was about to enter the living room, but stopped dead in his tracks.

	The room looked like a tornado had gone through, the contents of his desk strewn about the floor. All of the books, CDs and DVDs from his bookshelf were in a pile. What the hell happened in here?

	He did a quick survey of the mess, remembering to use a pen when he looked through the papers so he wouldn’t disturb any evidence. Nothing appears to be missing, but why would someone break in here in the first place? He used his cell phone to call 9-1-1, then did a further check of the condo. The sliding glass door at the balcony was locked and the security bar was in place. He checked the small safe in his bedroom closet, but nothing was missing. His cell phone rang and he answered it.

	“Merry Christmas, stranger,” Michelle teased. “Are you home yet?”

	“Yeah. I was about to call you, but something distracted me.”

	“What?”

	“Someone paid me a visit while I was gone.”

	“Oh, my God, Vic. Is anything missing?”

	“Not that I can tell. The police are on their way over.”

	“I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

	Before Vic could protest, she hung up. She’s quick on the trigger. I always liked that about her.

	The police arrived, accompanied by Detective Dave Becker, Vic’s friend and former partner. Becker was short and squat, with a military haircut and the demeanor of a pitbull who had missed his afternoon nap.

	“Why are you working the night shift?” Vic asked. “I thought your in-laws were staying at your house over the holidays.”

	“You just answered your own question. Bring me up to speed.”

	“I was in San Francisco for the last five days on a job. I got here a few minutes ago, walked in, and saw this.”

	Becker scanned the area while the technicians gathered evidence. “Anything appear to be missing?”

	“Not that I can tell. I have a safe in the bedroom closet, but it wasn’t touched.”

	“I don’t see your laptop computer.”

	“I had it with me.”

	“What about your security system?”

	“Still armed.”

	“Who knows your password?”

	“Just me and ADT.”

	“Does anyone else have a key to your place?”

	“No.”

	“So they only went through your desk and obvious hiding places,” Becker mused. “They were looking for something specific.”

	“Gee, Dave, that’s an original theory. Keep thinking that way and maybe you’ll make Chief some day.”

	Becker scowled. “Shut up.”

	They were distracted by the sound of a woman’s voice at the door, arguing with the officer on duty that she had a perfect right to be there.

	“It’s all right, Carl,” Becker called out. “Let her in.” He mumbled at Vic, “Much as it pains me.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Of all the women in town you could date, you had to pick Mee-chelle Banks?”

	“Geez, man, what is your problem with her?”

	“Other than the fact that she drags me over a bed of hot coals every time I’m in court, nothing. I think she’s a very competent lawyer. I’ve just never known you to go for the Type A personality.”

	“She stimulates and challenges me, Dave. It’s a Zen thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

	Becker rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”

	Michelle approached, dressed in snug Levi’s, leather boots and a pink cashmere sweater under a tan ski jacket. Her blondish hair was pulled into a ponytail that swayed when she strode across the room. She took Vic by his shoulders, pulled him close, and planted a kiss on his lips. He returned her embrace.

	“You didn’t need to come over,” he said.

	“Thought I might help.” She looked at Becker and offered a polite smile. “Good evening, Detective Becker.”

	Vic caught Dave’s forced politeness and tightened jaw. “Good evening, Miss Banks. Happy holidays.”

	“The same to you. I trust you’re using your spare time to bone up on the proper procedures regarding search warrants. The last time you appeared in court, that lack of knowledge didn’t really help our case.”

	Becker’s eyes narrowed and his jaw tensed a little more. “I remember.”

	“How soon can I put my place back together?” Vic asked.

	“Give us a half-hour and we should be done.”

	Michelle pulled Vic off to the side. “Anything missing?”

	“Not that I can tell.”

	She looked around. “You’d probably know, since you’re the only man I know who doesn’t have much to begin with.”

	“Are you bitchin’ on me about my Spartan lifestyle again? You know I’m not into material possessions.”

	She flashed a teasing smile. “I know. I’m just having fun with you.” Her look turned somber. “Seriously, though, nothing gone?”

	“Nothing obvious. They didn’t touch the safe in the bedroom closet.”

	“What do you keep in there?”

	“My gun, important papers, some rare coins I got from my dad, and my grandmother’s wedding ring. They were going after something they thought I had in my desk or tucked away in one of the books on the shelf.”

	“Gee, that really makes it worth breaking and entering, huh?”

	“Go figure.”

	She took Vic’s hand, then led him to the balcony overlooking the lake. They stood outside, bracing against the cold evening temps. She wrapped her arm around Vic’s waist and he pulled her in close, inhaling her sweet scent.

	“How was San Francisco?” she asked.

	“Warm and sunny, with just the right amount of ocean chill blowing in.”

	“At least you got to experience some sunshine instead of what we had here.” She rested her head against his chest. “I missed you.”

	“I missed you, too.”

	She laughed. “Sure you did.”

	“Meaning what?”

	“I have this mental eight-by-ten glossy of you sharing a drink at the Top of the Mark with some cute blonde who happened to be alone for the evening.” She sighed. “I can just see it now. Candlelight, soft music, martinis, and a killer view of San Francisco bay. How am I doing?”

	“Not bad, except you know I don’t care for martinis.”

	She lightly swatted his arm. “You’re impossible.”

	“Sure I am. That’s why you broke a record getting over here tonight, because you’re intent on housebreaking me.”

	“Haven’t heard you complaining about it.” She paused. “Are you up for having company tonight?”

	Vic caressed her cheek with his palm and stared into her soft blue eyes. “What about your son?”

	“He’s off with his dad for the holidays. It’s just me, home alone.”

	“I thought he didn’t like his father’s new trophy wife. What bribe did he use this time?”

	“Skiing in Aspen, with his own room at the lodge.”

	“I guess that would tempt me, too. Are you sure you want to stay?”

	“Only if you want me to. I don’t want to be pushy or needy.”

	“Of course I want you to. It’s always nice to have guests during the holidays.”

	Dave Becker joined them. “We’re all through for now. We’ll run the prints we took and I’ll call you when we know something. I’m still bugged about your security system, though. What PIN do you use?”

	“The number on the house where I grew up. Nobody would know that.”

	“Someone bypassed your system?” Michelle asked.

	“Uh-huh.”

	“If you think of anything else, let me know,” Becker said. “See ya later.”

	Vic and Michelle went into the living room. Vic surveyed the mess. What the hell were they looking for? And how did they get the code to silence the alarm?

	“Let’s tackle this in the morning,” he said. “I’m wiped out from the trip home.”

	“Sit down and I’ll get you a drink.”

	“I could use one.”

	Vic settled onto the couch, stretched his legs in front of him, then kicked off his shoes. He massaged his left thigh, the one where he still carried a bullet fragment in his femur from the hold-up gone bad; the one where he took a bullet meant for his partner.

	Michelle handed him a scotch on the rocks then curled up next to him, cradling her glass. “Your leg bothering you?”

	He continued kneading his muscle. “Always does when the weather gets cold.” He paused. “Or when it rains, or the humidity spikes in July. Sitting in cramped airplane seats all day didn’t help.”

	“Maybe you should move to a different climate.”

	Vic spread his hands before him. “And give up all this?”

	Michelle giggled. “Rough trip home?”

	“Unbelievable. I was supposed to catch my connection in St. Louis but it got re-routed to Dallas. That flight was supposed to take me to Atlanta but it got moved to Charlotte, then we went to Atlanta. Then that flight was delayed forty-five minutes because they had to restock the beverage cart.” He sipped his drink then looked at her. “Tell me again why I do what it is I do.”

	“Because you’re good at it.”

	He took another sip then set his glass on the coffee table. “I almost forgot. I ran into a friend of yours in the Atlanta airport.”

	“Who?”

	“Your old boss, Charlie Hendricks.”

	Michelle scowled. “Friend is a generous reading.”

	Vic gave her a curious look. “I thought you and Hendricks got along.”

	She took a long sip of her drink. “Only after I threatened to file a complaint against him.”

	“For what?”

	“Being a human octopus. The man couldn’t keep his hands off me.”

	“You never told me that.”

	“It was a long time ago.”

	Vic suddenly recalled something. “Damn! I forgot to mail the card.”

	“What card?”

	“Hendricks gave me a card and asked me to drop it into a mailbox when I hit Cleveland. I was so tired I forgot all about it.”

	“Why didn’t he mail it himself?”

	“He said he was heading to Washington and he didn’t want it delayed by the holiday.”

	“That doesn’t make sense.”

	“Anything mailed locally goes through the processing center in Cleveland. If his card was to someone around here, they’d get it faster. If he mailed it in Atlanta or D.C., it wouldn’t arrive until next week.”

	“Where is it?”

	“In my coat pocket. I’ll drop it off tomorrow.”

	She snuggled closer to him and rested her hand on his thigh. “Did you get your work done in San Francisco?”

	“Yeah. I found the guy I was looking for, along with the diamonds he claimed had been stolen, and I turned him over to the police.” He put his hand in the air then pulled it downward. “Cha-ching! Another fee!”

	“So what did you bring me?”

	Vic chuckled. “You’re worse than a kid. Why do you think I brought you anything?”

	“Because if I went out of town on business and left you home, I’d bring you something.”

	Vic kissed her, letting his lips linger against hers. They were soft and tasty and knew how to embrace another pair of lips. “You’ll have to wait until Christmas, little girl.”

	She curled up closer and gestured at the partially decorated tree in the corner. “You didn’t finish decorating your tree.”

	“Because I had to go out of town. What’s your problem?”

	“That tree is like you—incomplete. You never finish anything you start.”

	“If you keep insulting me, I’ll ban you from the premises.”

	She pulled him in for a deep kiss. “If you do that, you won’t get to see me in the elf costume.”

	“What elf costume?”

	“The one you picked out at the boutique. You said you liked the short skirt because it would show off my ass and legs. Coming back to you now?”

	“Yeah, it is. You’ll wear the boots?

	She flashed an impish grin. “Of course.”

	Vic yawned and rested his head on the back of the couch, closing his eyes. He felt Michelle’s fingers massaging his temples, causing him to relax.

	“That feels good.”

	“You’re really tense.”

	“Only because I’ve been on the run since six o’clock this morning, California time.”

	“Are you sure you don’t mind if I stay over?”

	He opened his eyes. “As long as you don’t mind if we just sleep.”

	She gave a sly grin. “Only because you’re tired.”

	“Why are you so good to me?”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Vic stumbled out of the bedroom the following morning to answer the relentless knocking on his door. He glanced at the clock through sleepy eyes. Seven-thirty in the blessed a.m.? This had better be important.

	He opened the door and was greeted by two unsmiling men in suits and overcoats. One of them was tall, Caucasian, with close-cropped hair. The other was black and bald, with a shorter solid build, and a manner that communicated a no-nonsense attitude.

	“Mr. Fallon?” he asked.

	“Yeah. Who are you?”

	The man took a wallet from his breast pocket and opened it, revealing a gold badge and an identification card. “Special agent Jamal Adkins, FBI. This is my partner, Special agent Holmes. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

	“About what?”

	“Would you mind getting dressed and coming with us, please?”

	Vic’s pulse pounded. “Yeah, I would. We can talk here.”

	“That’s not how it works, sir.”

	Vic eyed him narrowly. “Got a warrant?”

	“Do we need one?”

	“If you want me to go with you, the answer is yes.”

	Michelle emerged from the bedroom wearing an oversized t-shirt and rubbing sleep from her eyes. “What’s going on?”

	“These two FBI gentlemen want to ask me some questions and feel that I’ll be more forthcoming if I accompany them to their office in Cleveland.” He looked at Adkins. “That about cover it?”

	“That about covers it,” Adkins confirmed.

	Michelle went to her purse then returned with her wallet. She took out her identification from the Prosecutor’s office and her honorary Sandusky Police Department badge. She handed them to Adkins.

	“Gentlemen, my name is Michelle Banks and I’m an assistant prosecutor for Erie County. Unless you have an arrest warrant, Mr. Fallon isn’t obliged to go anywhere with you. However, you may talk to him here in my presence, if you like.”

	Adkins handed her the items, then gave Vic a skeptical look. “Do you always have an attorney present, Mr. Fallon?”

	“They come in handy,” Vic answered. “Want to start over?”

	Adkins exhaled a controlled breath. “May we come in?”

	Vic allowed them in then closed the door. He and Michelle sat on the couch while the agents stood.

	Adkins looked around the disheveled room but didn’t make any comment. “Are you acquainted with Senator Charles Hendricks?”

	“Yeah. Before he went to Washington he was the county prosecutor. We worked on a few cases together when I was still a cop.”

	“When was the last time you had any contact with him?”

	“Yesterday afternoon, in Atlanta.”

	“Mind telling us about that?”

	“There isn’t much to tell. I was catching a plane home, saw him at another departure gate and we talked for a few minutes. What’s this all about?”

	“I’ll get to that. What did you talk about?”

	“Nothing important.”

	“Let us be the judge of that.”

	“We exchanged pleasantries, he said he was headed to D.C., he was staying there over the holidays, and he invited me to lunch the next time he’s in town. Why are you asking me about Hendricks?”

	Adkins hesitated for a moment. “Senator Hendricks was found dead in a men’s restroom in that airport shortly after you talked with him.”

	Vic’s brow furrowed. “How did he die?”

	“Stabbed. His body was found in one of the stalls.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that, but what led you to me?”

	“We reviewed the security footage and identified you when you spoke with him. We also noticed that he gave you something. What was it?”

	“It appeared to be a Christmas card. Hendricks asked me to mail it for him when I got to Cleveland.”

	“And did you?”

	Vic looked at him for a moment. “The minute I hit the terminal.”

	He heard Michelle take in a quick breath and glanced sideways at her, seeing her trying to hide her surprise.

	“Did you notice who it was addressed to?” Holmes asked.

	Vic shook his head. “None of my business.”

	“Why would Hendricks ask you to mail a Christmas card for him?” Holmes asked.

	“I wouldn’t know. I was just doing a favor for a friend.”

	“Come on, Mr. Fallon,” Holmes persisted. “He must’ve given you a reason.”

	“He said he was on his way to D.C. and he didn’t want it delayed by the holiday. Do you have any suspects?”

	“Still working on it. What was Hendricks doing
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