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  For Dash—



My partner in crime through every twist and turn, reminding me that loyalty is the greatest virtue.










  
  What we bury isn’t always dead.

—Unknown
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  Chapter one

The soft glow of candlelight flickered across the table, casting a warm ambiance over the small table in the Italian restaurant. Marti Wells sat across from her date, trying to muster some enthusiasm for the evening. 
“So, Marti, tell me more about yourself. Emily didn’t mention much,” James said. He was a blandly handsome man with a square jaw and age-appropriate salt-and-pepper hair.
Emily wouldn’t, Marti thought, and took a sip of her wine to buy herself a moment to collect her thoughts. The wine was a Barolo that James had ordered. Marti was not familiar with it, but based on the taste, it was likely at the cheaper end of the spectrum. “Well, I’m a private investigator in Jersey City,” she said, trying to keep the tone light. “I was a cop for a short time but then went out on my own. I’ve been doing that for a couple of decades now.”
“Oh? That’s … interesting,” James replied. She watched his eyes glaze over with disinterest. Which was a little unusual. She’d found, in her twenty-plus years of first dates and small talk, that people were typically curious about her job, at least until they learned it didn’t match up with what they knew about PIs from television. In the thirty minutes, and two glasses of red, since they met, she’d quickly learned that the only reliable subject that held James’s interest was James, but he wasn’t completely oblivious to social norms. He kept trying. Sort of. It was like watching a flickering light bulb in need of a replacement. “And what types of cases do you work on?”
Marti hesitated, not sure if diving into the gritty details of her profession was the best way to keep the conversation afloat. She wasn’t sure she even wanted it to continue. The wine wasn’t nearly that good. Her clawfoot tub and favorite bath salts would be better company. “Oh, you know, the usual stuff—process serving, missing persons, insurance fraud, corporate work,” she said.
“That sounds … exciting,” James said and reached for the wine. Marti had to bite the inside of her cheek to stop herself from laughing. He was a terrible liar. “I’m not sure our firm has ever had a reason to call a private investigator.”
“You might be surprised. If the job is done right, you might never know they were there.”
“Touche.”
They kept at it for another 15 minutes, tried different angles, but it became painfully clear, even to the self-centered James, that they had little in common. Marti’s adventurous spirit clashed with his cautious, corporate demeanor. He met her passion for solving mysteries with polite indifference. The more they spoke, the more Marti felt like she was at a business networking event rather than a date. She started looking for a polite way to escape before he ordered another bottle of wine.
She blamed Emily, her sister, for her predicament. Plus the unusual combination of a warm tub, a third glass of Barolo, and a long day in the field looking for a deadbeat spouse. Emily had called Marti, who, in a weak moment, had agreed to this blind date. Okay, if Marti was honest, three of the four weren’t that unusual. As she sipped her wine and looked at James across the table, she briefly wondered if her sister’s setup was perhaps a passive-aggressive attempt at punishing Marti for all the faults she saw in Marti’s life. Marti didn’t have a problem with her life, far from it, but Emily always seemed to be harping on her for something, seeing Marti’s choices somehow as an indictment of her own, quite different, suburban life.
“I’m sorry?” she said. She realized she’d missed whatever James had said.
“Have you ever considered investing in real estate?”
Marti arched an eyebrow. And there it was. Real estate. Emily’s fingerprints on this setup now made more sense. Emily, now that her three kids were getting older, and no longer needed constant attention, was trying to get back into the workforce as a real estate agent. Tonight wasn’t a passive-aggressive punishment for Marti, but more of a pimping out.
“I’ve dabbled in it,” Marti replied. “I write a rent check every month for my apartment. But it’s not my passion. I prefer the thrill of chasing down a skip or nailing someone committing fraud.”
James nodded politely as her sarcasm sailed past his head and then continued on with his pitch on commercial real estate investment trusts. Marti let him prattle on and telepathically urged the cook in the kitchen to hurry the hell up. She was sure the waitress could also sense the sinking ship as she kept giving Marti sympathetic looks when she came to check on them. There really should be a universal safe word on blind dates that either party could invoke and both people could walk away. She glanced at her watch as she reached for her water glass. It was still early. They’d agreed to meet approximately halfway in Wood Ridge off the parkway. If she left now, she could be home in her bed reading a Laura Lippman paperback before 10:00 p.m.
Just then, she felt her phone buzz in her purse, hanging off the back of her chair, with an incoming call. She ignored it. She wanted this awkward social experiment with James to end, but she didn’t want to be rude. The phone immediately buzzed again. She unzipped the clutch and glanced at the display. It was her father. Marti frowned. He rarely called her and never this late on a Friday evening. She felt a flutter of worry in her stomach. “Sorry,” she said to James as she stood up, “need to take this.” She stepped away from the table and back to the more private vestibule of the restaurant before tapping to answer.
“Dad? Are you okay?”
“Hey, Marti,” her father’s voice sounded weary but otherwise like himself, “Yes, I’m okay. I hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”
Marti glanced at James, who was now studying the label of the wine bottle. She smiled. “No, not at all. Just out for dinner.”
There was a brief pause on the line before her father spoke again. “I’m sorry to call at this hour, but I have some news. One of my old partners, Detective Bill Thompson, passed away a few months back.”
Her father had been a cop and a detective for the Paterson police department for 30 years. Toward the end, he’d become a detective emeritus of sorts and had mentored many younger officers. Marti vaguely remembered Detective Thompson but couldn’t remember many specifics. She kept it safe and bland as she tried to figure out why her father was calling about this. “I’m sorry to hear that, Dad,” she replied. “He was a good cop.”
“Yes, he was,” her father agreed. “His widow, Sandy, reached out to me. I’m sure it’s nothing, just part of the grieving process, and maybe she just needs a sounding board or someone to vent to, but she thinks he was acting strangely in the last few months, but he never told her anything specific. Now, she wants to know what it was.”
“Anything suspicious about his death? What does the department say?” Her dad, though retired for over 10 years, still had many contacts and friends in the department.
“I know nothing official. He was no longer with Paterson PD. About 15 years ago, he took a job in a small town called Cedarwood in the northwest part of the state.”
Marti had been born and bred in New Jersey, and she’d never heard of Cedarwood. “Never heard of it.”
“No reason to. It’s a speck on the map. Tiny town.”
“Why’d he go there? Was he chief?”
“No, but he got to run the investigations. He also had family out there. Tired of the crime in Paterson. Wanted to slow things down.”
“How did he die?”
“Heart attack. Died in his car on the side of the road. Nothing suspicious, as far as Sandy told me. Do you think you can help?”
“I don’t know, Dad. What does this woman expect?”
“I think she just wants someone to listen.”
None of this sounded good to Marti. It sounded messy and emotional, and she would likely end up being the target of this woman’s frustration, but her father rarely asked for favors. “I guess it can’t hurt to hear her out.”
“Thanks, Marti. I’ll send you her contact information and let her know you’ll be in touch.”
She disconnected the call and returned to the table.
“Everything all right?” James asked.
“Oh, just a family thing,” she replied, shaking her head. “You know how it is.”
James nodded, though it was clear he didn’t understand. He’d told her earlier that he was twice divorced, though she didn’t hold that against him, two marriages were still two less than her own tally, and that his kids were currently at boarding schools in New Hampshire. They fell into another awkward silence. The wine was gone, and the breadbasket was empty. Marti realized she needed an escape plan, and fast, before he started talking about investment trusts and expense ratios again.
She went with the ripping-the-band-aid-off approach. “You know what, James? I appreciate the effort, but I don’t think we’re a good match. Let’s split the check and call it a night. What do you say?”
After initially looking taken aback, Marti wondered how many times he’d been rejected in life. He nodded and smiled, finally looking more at ease. “That sounds great. I’d like that.”
It was the first time she’d felt even a tenuous connection to the man.






  
  Chapter two

Driving her old Subaru along Route 17, headed back to her apartment in Jersey City, Marti couldn’t help but smile and feel a renewed sense of purpose. She turned up the radio and sang along to a Belinda Carlise song she’d hated since high school. Her sister had reminded her that life was too short to waste on trying to fit into someone else’s mold. She was happy with who she was. Mostly happy, at least. 
Marti knew she wasn’t good at relationships. She had four ex-husbands to prove it, although the third one had only lasted a few months and she didn’t really count it. She was in her 50s and she didn’t plan on cultivating any new personality traits. She didn’t mind people. She wasn’t a complete introvert. She had friends, neighbors, and business associates whose company she enjoyed. On a limited basis. Get too close to someone, however, and suddenly they have a hold on you, a certain power to hurt, wound, betray, and irritate. That’s where Marti’s ship floundered. Her general philosophy was to keep everyone at a gentle distance and to avoid most of the more messy emotions. There were certainly names for people like her, but screw it, sticks and stones and all that.
She parked the Subaru in her spot behind the building and it sputtered to a stop with a slight shudder. She unlocked the building’s back door, climbed the stairs to her third-floor apartment, and took the burning in her legs when she reached her door as penance for the extra glass of wine at dinner. When she entered her apartment, Rita Mae greeted her with a meow and wound around her ankles. This was not a typical greeting. Rita was independent, like most cats, but, perhaps sensing how the date had gone, made an exception tonight. Marti scooped up the tabby and felt a surge of gratitude for the feline companion that had unexpectedly come to share her living space.
“Looks like it’s just you and me, Rita,” Marti said, scratching the cat behind her ears. “And you know what? That’s more than enough for me.”
She’d found the skin-and-bones stray out back by the building’s dumpster two years ago. She’d left out a bowl of milk and then returned to her apartment. Thirty minutes later, Marti was back outside. She’d borrowed an old carrier from Mrs. Jenkins, coaxed the skittish cat inside with a can of salmon, and taken it to the vet. After the indignity of an examination and quite a few shots, the vet pronounced her healthy. Marti christened her Rita Mae and brought her home. She used to say she was a dog person, but her irregular hours and frequent time on the road wouldn’t be fair to a dog. A cat worked better for her lifestyle, and she loved the furball. Maybe she was a cat person now.
They never got their meals, so after Marti checked Rita’s water bowl, she pulled out a leftover container of white rice from her Chinese takeout order on Wednesday. Takeout or DoorDash was more her style than cooking for herself, but the disaster with James had sapped even her energy to dial a phone, let alone go back out and pick anything up. So, she pulled out a pan, added some oil, cracked two eggs, and found some frozen peas hibernating in the freezer.
She left the food to heat and walked to her windows. Her apartment was compact but thoughtfully designed, making the most of every inch. It was a one-bedroom but with a very generous bathroom that boasted a charming clawfoot tub, a nostalgic relic from a bygone era that Marti cherished and frequently indulged in with wine-aided, soothing soaks.
The heart of her apartment was the main living room. Along one wall ran a functional galley kitchen, its narrow layout carefully arranged to maximize efficiency. Despite its cramped size and the age of some appliances, it had everything she needed within easy reach, from the coffeemaker to the stove, to an array of knives neatly organized, but mostly gathering dust, on a magnetic strip above the cutting board.
Towering windows adorned with old-fashioned wavy glass amplified the apartment’s character. They allowed natural light to flood the space and provided ever-changing views of the surrounding neighborhood. Underneath the vintage windows, dated radiators stood like sentinels, serving as both a source of warmth during chilly winters and an intriguing architectural element.
If she stood at just the right angle and turned her neck like the girl in The Exorcist, she had a water view. The Hudson River glistened in the distance, its waters flowing toward the enchanting silhouette of the New York City skyline.
She turned away from the now mostly opaque view and returned to the stove. The fried rice and peas sizzled, and she scooped it all into a bowl and called it dinner. She thought about more wine but opted for a glass of water instead. Thanks to her dad, she was working tomorrow.

    
  A soft pink dawn painted the horizon as Marti laced up her running shoes and jogged down the stairs to the lobby. Stepping outside, the brisk morning air greeted her, invigorating her senses. She began her familiar route, the rhythmic sound of her footsteps echoing along the quiet streets.
The first mile kept her on city streets while she warmed up. She dead ended at the water and turned left. She ran along the Hudson, where the river shimmered under the rising sun. Marti loved this part of her morning run; the tranquil beauty of the dark water always provided a moment of peace no matter what chaos was going on in her life. She never ran with headphones. She preferred to listen to the sounds of the city waking up around her. She took a deep breath, the crisp air filling her lungs, and relished the sweat and solitude.
Forty-five minutes later, she had completed her five-mile circuit and jogged down her block, feeling the satisfying fatigue in her muscles. She slowed to a walk, allowing her body to cool down, and her lungs to catch up, before making her way to the local coffee shop, Cafe Grand. The warm aroma of freshly brewed coffee welcomed her as she stepped inside.
Sophie, the friendly barista, greeted her with a smile. “Morning, Marti! The usual Americano?”
Marti nodded, returning the smile. “You got it, Sophie. Thanks.”
As Sophie prepared her drink, they chatted about the weather and their upcoming weekend plans, the kind of banal small talk that eased Marti into the day and the inevitable times she’d have to interact with other people. Finally, with the Americano in hand, and a wistful glance at the fresh pastries, she headed back to her apartment.

    
  Back at home, she set the cup on the table and, after giving Rita Mae a pat on the head, she topped off the cat’s food bowl. While Marti was a habitual early riser, Rita Mae was not. Their current schedule worked for both of them. After nibbling at her kibble, Rita Mae nimbly climbed to the top of the couch for a post-breakfast nap. Marti, at least today, did not have that luxury.
Sipping the Americano, she put two pieces of bread in the toaster, close to the pinnacle of her culinary skills, and, when they popped up, added a few swipes of peanut butter. Her stomach gurgled, probably in protest, knowing they were a poor substitute for the indulgent croissant she’d skipped at the cafe.
As she nibbled on her meager breakfast, she pulled her laptop closer and typed “Bill Thompson detective Cedarwood” into the search bar. A flurry of results appeared, a mix of older articles detailing local investigations Bill had been involved in and stories praising his charitable work for the Police League.
The fourth story in the results was a news story about his death. She clicked on it and read the details of his passing. The more she read, the more she thought she remembered her father’s old partner, but she couldn’t be sure. Her father had collected a lot of partners over the years. She could be projecting or combining different fragments. They found this Bill Thompson in his personal truck on the side of Sawmill Road on the outskirts of Cedarwood. He lived on the opposite side of town. It was after midnight and the car was on the shoulder, engine running, lights on. It was called in by a passing motorist and a Cedarwood police officer responded. The story quoted the Cedarwood police chief saying there was no sign of foul play and it was a tragic, but natural accident. Marti translated that to a heart attack, but she’d be able to confirm that later.
She scrolled back to the top and studied the department headshot accompanying the story. Bill Thompson appeared to be in his early sixties. The portrait hinted at a solid build, leaning toward heavy. He had a round face with full cheeks and a soft jawline, a slight double chin. His eyes were his best feature—large, sympathetic, and expressive. His remaining hair was thinning and combed over to the side in a haphazard part.
She scrolled back through the results and found his obituary, a poignant tribute to a man who had served his community with honor and integrity. The obituary mentioned his years of service on the force, his accomplishments, his charity work, and his devotion to his family. He was survived by his wife and three stepchildren.
After a moment of reflection, Marti closed the laptop. It was still early, not even eight yet, but after she showered and drove out to Cedarwood, it would be late morning. She wasn’t exactly sure what she could do to help Bill’s widow find closure, but she knew it would mean a lot to her father, and a part of her she didn’t like to listen to knew she didn’t do enough for the old man. Stupid messy emotions. She stood up from the table, washed her plate, and tossed her paper coffee cup in the trash.
Twenty minutes later, she locked the apartment, headed down the back staircase, and out to the Subaru. After a quick spiritual, but not religious, blessing and two ignition attempts, followed by a less spiritual outburst, the Subaru turned over and she was on her way.






  
  Chapter three

Cedarwood Township was a 50-mile straight shot west on 78 before bending north on the local roads until it emptied into a picturesque town center complete with a town green and gazebo. It took just over an hour but was a pleasant enough drive once she cleared the congestion of Jersey City and Newark. 
Mature trees with a high, leafy canopy lined the road into Cedarwood and created a tunnel of red and gold in the autumn light. A weathered blue and gold sign by the roadside welcomed her to town and told her the population was 5967. She cracked the windows, letting in crisp air that carried a faint scent of nature that was almost foreign in Jersey City.
A mix of quaint businesses and charming residences lined the main street. The architecture of the buildings was traditional Colonial charm. It was not a recent faux, retro remodel, either. She was sure some, if not all, of the structures dated back to the 19th century or earlier. She had a brief sense of timelessness that was quickly dispelled by the sight of an auto repair shop on the left and the glowing blue of a Chase bank sign on the right as she entered Cedarwood center.
The next building was Harmony’s Brew, a cozy little cafe, its exterior adorned with flower boxes overflowing with colorful fall blooms. It looked like it was doing a brisk business, and Marti was tempted to stop for a second breakfast, hobbits had the right idea, or early lunch. Why label such things? But she’d always been a business-first type of woman, so she drove on.
The four blocks surrounding the town green carried a mix of chain franchises, boutique shops, and necessary small businesses like dry cleaners, liquor stores, and take-out pizza joints. She steered around the square, bustling with a weekend farmers’ market. A redbrick town hall and a community center flanked the square to the right. To the left, she spotted a historic inn that was likely standing when George Washington still had real teeth. If the shops weren’t supporting the residents’ needs, the primary industry appeared to be tourism or the outdoors. She’d seen two prominent signs directing people to rail trails and nature preserves.
As she finished circumnavigating the square and approached a forking intersection, the landscape opened up to reveal a stunning view of the surrounding countryside. She was sure there was a scenic overlook begging for Instagram influencers lurking nearby. Everything was pleasant, cozy, and nostalgic. It made her a little queasy and homesick for the smog and grit of Jersey City. She was a natural city girl and felt her shoulders relax a fraction after she made the turn and put the village at her back. Her father had texted her Sandy Thompson’s address and she followed her phone’s GPS directions to the east onto Old Turnpike Road. Marti thought the road was likely just one of many things preceded by the word old in Cedarwood. Many probably even spelled it olde, but the Turnpike wasn’t one of them.
She found the Thompson residence five minutes later, after one more right on Hollow Road. She pulled into the driveway behind a burgundy Honda Accord and a silver Ford F-150 pickup. The house was a mid-Atlantic Colonial with a symmetrical design and a central entryway surrounded by evenly spaced windows on either side. It was a mix of brick and shingle siding with black shutters. The large wraparound front porch was the exterior’s defining feature, spanning the width of the front facade and adorned with decorative spindle railings and hanging planters.
Marti got out of her Subaru, stretched out the kinks in her back, and looked around. The house itself sat on a generous plot of land, maybe two acres or more. Through the natural border of leafy trees, Marti could barely make out the neighboring houses on either side. As she walked up the crushed stone path, she noted the well-maintained lawn and beautiful landscaping. Bill Thompson had died over three months ago, but someone was still taking care of the yard work.
She rang the bell and stepped back. But no one answered. Marti frowned. Her father said he had called ahead and told Sandy Thompson she would stop by this morning. She rang the bell a second time. After a pause, she heard footsteps approaching.
Sandy Thompson opened the door and Marti saw a woman older than her, but not by much, maybe in her late-50s, with wavy, shoulder-length hair, streaked with gray, pulled back in a simple ponytail. She wore comfortable yet tasteful attire—a simple blouse and dark-colored slacks. A gold locket hung at her throat. The weight of grief was visible in her hazel eyes and the dark pouches underneath. Her complexion was pale, and it was clear she was trying to rally for her visitor.
“Ms. Wells?”
“That’s right.”
She held out a slim hand. “Sandy Thompson. Thank you for coming.” Marti took it. It was ice cold and delicate and Marti thought of brittle bird bones and let go quickly before something snapped.
“I had dinner with your father a few times over the years, but I don’t believe we ever met.”
“No, I don’t think so either. I would not have still been living there by that time. This morning, I was trying to remember any stories or details about your late husband, but I’m not sure I managed. I’m sure Dad told me some, but he had a long career and a lot of partners.”
“Not to worry, I appreciate you coming out and humoring me.” She said it with an attempted smile, but Marti saw a shadow cross her face at the same time. “Please come in,” she said and held the door open.
Inside, the foyer had gleaming hardwood floors that almost made Marti squint. Maybe doing yard and housework was Sandy’s way of dealing with Bill’s death. She followed Sandy down a short hallway. To the left was a living room with large west-facing windows that would grab the afternoon light. To the right was a formal dining room with white wainscoting panels and a stylish chandelier centered over a large oak table.
Marti slowed as they passed through a short hallway that served as a portrait gallery. There were three rows of neat eight-by-ten frames forming a large square. She watched three children, a girl and two boys, grow and transform from elementary school through high school graduation. She was sure she and her sister had similar photos taken at one point, but they were likely stuffed in a drawer or a box somewhere. Maybe not forgotten, but not on display. Many of those years were best left forgotten. Marti continued on behind Sandy.
Sandy led her into a spacious and open-concept family room and kitchen. The family room featured a brick fireplace, a large screen television mounted above, and matching sofa and loveseats. A sliding glass door led to a deck in the backyard.
“Coffee?” Sandy asked.
“That would be great,” Marti said.
The kitchen was white and soft grays with stainless steel appliances, granite countertops, and refreshed cabinets with ample storage.
“Please, have a seat,” Sandy said and indicated a nook with a small table and built-in benches.
Marti settled in while Sandy set up the coffeemaker. The counters were clean of clutter or dirty dishes and the room smelled vaguely of lemon and lilacs. A renovation had updated the kitchen in the last five years. It was nothing over the top, but it was modern and stylish like the other rooms Marti had seen. The house was not showy or ostentatious, but something well put together and definitely not cheap. As Sandy filled two mugs, Marti wondered if Bill’s widow came from money or had her own career. It was rare for cops to come from money, at least detectives and beat cops. She made a mental note to follow up. Maybe it was financial stress, mounting bills, or late payments that were bothering Bill in his last few months?
“Milk and sugar?”
“Black is fine.”
Sandy took a carton from the refrigerator and added a splash of creamer to her mug before carrying both cups over to the table and sliding into the seat across from Marti. Up close, or maybe under the harsher kitchen lights, the toll of the last few months was clear. The dark patches under Sandy’s eyes were more pronounced. The lines around her mouth carved deeper. Marti noticed the blouse was misbuttoned near the top. Perhaps feeling the scrutiny, Sandy raised a hand and patted at her hair. “I’m sorry. Today has been a hard day.”
It was an apology seeking a reason. Marti recognized it as more grief.
“I understand,” Marti said. “No need to apologize. I’ll try not to take up too much of your time.” Which Marti realized made no sense since Sandy was the one who asked for her time, but she wasn’t sure what else to say.
Sandy vaguely waved a hand. “Doesn’t matter. I’m glad you’re here. Have you ever lost anyone?”
Marti immediately thought of Joel, the partner she’d lost in the line of duty during her brief time as Jersey City police, and the fugue state she’d wandered around in for weeks, but she was not about to tell Sandy, a virtual stranger, those personal details, so she simply said, “Yes.”
“A silly question, I know. Who hasn’t after a certain age? But then you know, grief can be physical and mental. Some days I feel like I’ve been in a car accident or come down with COVID again. I’m achy and tired and my head feels like it’s full of cotton. I can’t think straight. Today isn’t the worst day, but it isn’t the best either and I’m happy for the distraction. More than happy. I’m grateful you took the time to come out. You can’t hide from the grief, but you can occasionally get a moment’s relief.”
Marti glanced around again at the sparkling kitchen and thought of the potted plants and weed-free beds outside. This woman was working hard to find that relief. “That makes sense,” she said.
“What did your father tell you about Bill?”
“Not much, really. I read some news stories on the internet this morning. You became a widow a few months ago. Bill died while he was in his car. Did not appear suspicious. That’s about it.”
“That’s right, but it’s not the entire story. He had a heart attack. There must have been some signs or symptoms because he pulled over to the side of the road. He was in his truck on the other side of town near the Fairmont line. It was a little after 11 o’clock at night. A passing motorist made a 911 call. The responding CPD officer recognized Bill’s truck. The door was locked, but they managed to get it open. Bill was slumped over. The officer tried CPR and called the ambulance. Paramedics also tried CPR on the way to the hospital, but the ER doctor declared him DOA. The chief’s knock woke me up at midnight. I always sort of worried that Bill would somehow die in the line of duty …” she trailed off.
Just not like that, Marti thought. Sandy told the story in a flat monotone. She’d either given up the pretense of being the chipper housewife who answered the door and offered coffee, or she was on some sort of medication and it was kicking in.
Again, Marti struggled to find the right words to say. She’d been in situations like this before, close to people or family who were profoundly hurting, but it never got easier. Nor should it. “That must have been hard,” she finally said.
“Impossible. I still can’t think about it. Makes me catatonic. I can’t understand it.”
“No symptoms or health issues?”
“No. None. Wait, no, that’s not quite right. None that he told me about. He’d had a physical six months ago. It’s an annual requirement for the department. He wasn’t the picture of health. The doctor put him on a beta-blocker and told him to exercise more. He took the pills, but not the exercise. Work always came first and that left little time for other things, including himself. He didn’t smoke, but he liked his junk food, drive-thru lunches, caffeine, and bourbon. He’d have a cocktail or two most nights.”
“How old was he?”
“Sixty-one. Four years older than me. Getting close to retirement. We’d talked about it but vaguely, more like hopes and dreams than actual plans.”
“My father mentioned you thought Bill had been acting strangely recently?”
Sandy nodded. “Strangely might have been a poor word choice. Perhaps stressed would have been better. He wasn’t sleeping well. I’d find him up in his office at two or three in the morning. Or he’d leave the house and go on these drives to God knows where. Just picked at his food. Always seemed to be somewhere else. I’d come into the room and a Giants game would be on TV and he’d just be staring out the window.”
“That certainly sounds like stress. He never said anything?”
“No, not to me, and it’s driving me crazy. I feel like I need to know. Or maybe I feel like I should know. In either case, now, I have to know. It’s become like a popcorn kernel stuck between my molars. I keep poking at it with my tongue and until I get it out, I won’t be satisfied. That’s why I called your father.”
Marti leaned back and nudged her coffee cup aside. It had gone cold. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but does it really matter? Knowing will not change anything.”
Sandy showed a little spark for the first time since she opened the door. “Of course, I know that and I’ve told myself that. I’ve tried to move past it. It’s why I waited all this time before reaching out, but it hasn’t gone away. I’m starting to wonder if I ever really knew the man. It was a second marriage for both of us. We both grew up here. Bill was a few years older than me in school. He eventually joined the Army and moved away. I stayed, other than four years of college at Penn State. We reconnected when he moved back, but he was always a man who kept his own counsel. Kept things close to the vest. He’d get annoyed if I pressed him on things that he felt didn’t concern me. I’m not a person who likes confrontation. I learned to steer around the subjects that prompted those mood swings. Now, I regret not pushing harder.”
“Can I ask you a personal question?”
“That’s why you’re here.”
“How long were you married?”
“Almost 13 years.”
“Were you happily married?”
“I used to think so. My first marriage … was not a good one. I can say that with confidence. I was much happier with Bill, but was he happy? For the first 10 years or so, I wouldn’t have hesitated to say we were happy. Or, at least, he never said he wasn’t. But these last six months? A year? I guess I just don’t know. Something was eating away at him. Some secret. That’s part of what’s bothering me.”
Marti thought there was a big difference between being happy and being merely satisfied or content, but she’d dig into that later. “Where was he going that night?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t want to wonder for the rest of my life.”






  
  Chapter four

Sandy stood and refilled their coffees. Marti could feel her bladder assert itself, but she bore down. She wanted to keep Sandy talking. 
“Do you think it might have been about work?”
“Maybe. Bill was old-fashioned. Tight-lipped. Very stoic about everything. But he was almost a fanatic about his job. He might have brought it home with him, but he never shared. He never discussed work at home or at parties. With me or with anyone outside the department. If he had, I’m not sure he wouldn’t have bored everyone silly. Most of the crimes in Cedarwood are property crimes. Petty larceny, theft, vandalism. All of it usually teenagers acting out. There are very few violent crimes in Cedarwood.”
“Why did he come back?”
“He has family here. A younger brother and some cousins who might as well be brothers. Also, his father got sick. The man was mostly an asshole, and Bill would be the first to tell you that. The way his dad beat up his mom when he was a kid was a big reason Bill went into law enforcement, I think, but,” Sandy shrugged, “he was still family, and Bill had a strong sense of duty and loyalty.”
Marti put the familial stuff aside, something to think about though, and went back to the work question. If it wasn’t his health, the next most logical stressor would be a work issue.
“Did you ask anyone in the department?”
She smiled. “Cedarwood PD is a small outfit. Department makes it sound so much bigger than it is. Bill was the only full-time investigator. He had a sort-of partner, more of an apprentice over the last couple of years, a current officer, who they thought might take over when Bill retired. Her name is Jessica Lawson. Nice woman, seems smart and competent from what I could gather. I talked to her after the funeral. She picked up most of Bill’s current work. She said a lot without saying a lot. You know what I mean?”
“She gave you a gentle blow off.”
“Exactly. She was polite and sympathetic, but no one really knows anything.”
“There might be nothing to know, Sandy.”
“I know and I’ve considered that, but I think you’re wrong.”
“Do you think Bill’s death was suspicious?”
“No, no. That’s not it. I know I’m being vague. I can hear it too, I just think I deserve an answer of some sort. I don’t think I’ll be able to move on with my life without knowing. There might be nothing for Jessica Lawson, or the chief, or his friends, or the kids, but there is something for me. I know it.”
Marti found it hard to argue in the face of Sandy’s certainty, so she sidestepped it for now. “You mentioned kids. I saw the photos in the hallway.”
That brought a brief but bright smile to Sandy’s face. “Yes, Bill’s step-kids. Three from my first marriage. The only good things that came out of that train wreck. Ethan is the oldest, then Olivia. The youngest is Brian. Ethan is 26 and lives in Manhattan. He does something in marketing that I can never quite understand. Olivia is two years younger and lives here in Cedarwood. She’s getting her master’s degree and waitresses at the cafe in town. Brian is still in college. He’s studying business at Rutgers.”
Marti did the math. Tough ages to get a stepdad. “Did Bill adopt them?”
“Not formally, no, but in every other way. My ex, their biological father, has been completely absent since the divorce. Bill got them through their teenage years, so he earned it.”
Marti ran the conversation back in her mind but couldn’t think of any more questions. More importantly, she couldn’t think of any way she might help this woman. In her opinion, Sandy needed to talk to a therapist, not a PI.
Her hesitation must have been clear on her face because Sandy jumped in before Marti could speak again. “Just start with his office. I can’t even go in there. I’ve tried and I just … can’t. It’s too much. Take a look and then spend the day, talk to a few people. I’ll pay you for your time. If you still think there’s nothing, then I’ll drop it.”
Marti didn’t think that was true, but she didn’t want to just walk away. “I can try, but are you sure you can’t think of anything else? What you told me really isn’t much to go on.”
Tears suddenly dripped down Sandy’s cheeks. “It’s all I’ve been thinking about since he died, and I can’t think of anything. Not a single damn thing.”
Marti didn’t have any other pressing active cases, but she knew she really should just walk away. That sounded cold, even in her own head, but even if she found an answer for Sandy, it was likely to be painful or banal, not helpful. “Why don’t you show me Bill’s office?”

    
  Sandy led Marti through the orderly first floor of the house. Marti was sure even the dust was in the proper place. Eventually, they reached a closed door at the end of the hall. Sandy pushed the door open but didn’t enter. She stood aside to reveal a cluttered and chaotic space, the complete opposite of the rooms they’d just passed through, filled with teetering boxes, assorted knickknacks, dirty mugs and glasses, and haphazard piles of paper almost obscuring a large desk.
“This was Bill’s home office,” Sandy explained, with a hint of sadness in her voice. “He didn’t like anyone in here. I learned early on to just shut the door and leave it be  I kept the rest of the house clean.”
Marti could only nod in understanding as she stepped into the room. Heavy curtains hung, closed, over two windows, creating a dark cave-like atmosphere. Marti didn’t doubt Sandy’s story. The room had a neglected feel to it, as if it had been untouched for a while. The musty smell of old paper and faded ink filled her nostrils.
The dimensions of the room were modest, a little deeper than it was wide, with shelves lining one wall, sagging under the weight of old files and yellowing documents. The desk, once grand, now looked worn and weathered. Random doodles and scribbled notes covered a blotter on the desk’s surface. In one corner, file and banker boxes leaned precariously, almost defying physics.
It was clear that Bill had spent a lot of time in this room, but it was equally clear that he hadn’t been too concerned with keeping it organized. It might have made sense to him. Her own basement office on any random day might look similar if she was in the middle of a case. Maybe not to this extreme, but Marti didn’t take the disorganization as a personal failure, more as ample evidence of a busy detective. But if Cedarwood was mostly petty property crimes, what was all this?
As she scanned the disarray, the paper appeared to multiply in front of her like bacteria colonizing in a petri dish. Marti noticed more stacks of paper piled up along the baseboards, others crammed into overflowing boxes. She walked carefully around and stood behind the desk, but didn’t immediately sit in the chair. She stared down at the desk from above. The papers and blotter were a maelstrom of scribbles, scrawls, half-scratched notes, and phone numbers. No pattern or meaning jumped out at her. She counted herself lucky that Bill’s penmanship was mostly legible.
She glanced back at the door, but Sandy was gone. She sat down in Bill’s old leather office chair and, after moving the furry coffee cup off the desk to the neighboring windowsill, spent the next 30 minutes in the office doing a cursory review of the papers and files in and around the desk. She figured their proximity might make them the most relevant. She began with the paper and sticky notes on the desktop and then went through the desk drawers, but she found no smoking gun that might shed some light on Bill’s behavior. She quickly realized that to make any sense of it all, she’d need to catalog and organize the chaos, a task that would take more time than she had available today.
Along with all the analog paper on the desk, there was an older laptop that was connected to a separate monitor and keyboard. She shook the mouse and the laptop’s screen blinked to life, asking for a password. This could be a potential treasure trove of information, but she needed to gain access.

    
  She gathered up the various coffee mugs/science experiments and left the office. She found Sandy in the kitchen, staring out the back window. She turned when she heard Marti enter the room, an expectant look on her face.
“It won’t be that easy, I’m afraid.” Marti placed the dirty dishes in the sink and then asked, “Do you know the password to Bill’s laptop?”
Sandy shook her head, her expression troubled. “I’m sorry, I don’t. Bill’s quiet nature extended to his password. I didn’t even know his ATM password either, despite having a joint account. It was just how he operated.”
Marti nodded. “No worries. It’s another piece of the puzzle we’ll have to figure out. It might be in a desk drawer, or I may need to call in some help to crack it.” She thought of her friend Neon, who could likely get past the password in less than two minutes with his eyes closed, but she wanted to explore other options before calling in her favorite hacker.
“I’ll do my best to help you,” Marti assured Sandy. “But that room will take some time to sort through properly. Plus, I think you were right, I should also talk to some of the other people in Bill’s life.”
“Yes. Great. Of course.”
“I’m thinking I’ll come back on Monday and start fresh.”
“Thank you, Marti. I’m grateful for your help. Truly.”
Marti watched the woman’s face cycle through relief, anxiety, and fear as she spoke. How would she feel when this was all over?
“I’ll bring a contract with me on Monday just to make the details of our arrangement official and to avoid questions later.”
“Okay.”
“Please let me know what you think, but here’s what I’m thinking. I’ll start on Monday and give it three days. After that, we regroup and see where we’re at and if you want to continue.”
“That sounds fine.”
“Okay, good. I’d like a three-day retainer to start to cover my time, expenses, and lodging.” 
“That won’t be a problem. Is a check okay?”
“Sure, that would be fine.”
Sandy nodded, stood, and moved to a kitchen drawer. She seemed steadier with a task to complete. She removed a checkbook and looked expectantly at Marti.
“One thousand should be fine to start. I’ll provide receipts and reimburse you the difference if it comes to that.”
Sandy nodded again, bent over to fill out the check, then held it out.
“Thank you,” Marti said, tucking the check into her pocket. “I’ll do my best to find some answers for you.”
Sandy gave her a fragile smile. Marti was getting whiplash trying to follow the woman’s moods. It must be exhausting.
“I appreciate it, Marti. It’s been a difficult time, not knowing. I just want some closure.”
“I’ll do everything I can to help.” She tried to keep her tone neutral. False hope could be as dangerous as no hope. “Do you have any recommendations for hotels out here?”
“You could stay at a chain out by the highway. There are a few of the larger ones two exits down off 78. Marriott. Holiday Inn. Probably a couple more, too. The other option would be to stay at The Cedarwood Inn here in town.”
“I think I saw that when I drove through,” Marti said, thinking of the old inn near the town square. “Being closer would be great, waste less time commuting, and I don’t mind supporting local businesses.”
“That’s a good choice. The inn has cozy rooms and the owner, Mrs. Harrison, is a lovely woman. She attends St. Mark’s, and we volunteer together at the food pantry. I’ll call her and see if she can offer you a special rate.”
“That would be great. Thank you.”

    
  They said their goodbyes and Marti got into her car and drove a short distance away, out of sight of the house, before pulling over. She took out a new pocket-sized notebook from the Subaru’s glove box. She always carried one with her to jot down field notes as soon as possible, capturing important details while they were fresh in her mind. She spent the next 15 minutes going over her conversation with Sandy in her mind and recording the salient details in the notebook. She took the folded check from her pocket and stuck it between the pages of the notebook before putting the whole thing in her purse.
Notes done, Marti made the 10-minute drive back to Cedarwood center and parked her car on Evergreen Street. Marti observed that most of the nearby streets had names of trees. Harmony’s Brew, the bustling cafe she’d noticed on her drive in, stood nestled on the corner with a black-and-white striped canopy and old-fashioned hand-lettered script on the wide, street-facing window. She entered and found the interior more modern and funky than she expected. The exposed brick walls were adorned with local artwork, and the tables and chairs appeared to be scavenged items. The Replacements played from a pair of box speakers behind the coffee bar. A mix of families, couples, and singles filled up half the tables. The overall ambiance was warm, bohemian, and inviting. The cafe would not be out of place in the East Village.
A friendly waitress breezed past Marti and invited her to choose a seat. Marti sat at a circular, wooden two-top with hot pink chairs. Moments later, the waitress was back with a glass of water, a neatly arranged silverware setup, and a small menu to peruse. Marti inquired about Olivia, Sandy’s daughter, and learned that Olivia was not working that day. Marti decided to linger anyway and adhere to one of her cardinal private eye rules—eat while you can. The other was pee while you can. With a touch of nostalgia, she ordered a classic BLT with a side of fries and a Diet Coke.
As she ate, she watched the other patrons in the cafe, come and go, noting the friendly chatter and the sense of community that permeated the air. Most people were greeted with a smile and by name. Cedarwood Township was a small town, and Marti’s PI brain couldn’t help but wonder what secrets it held beneath its charming exterior.
After finishing her meal, she paid the bill and left. With her belly full and her spirits lifted, Marti returned to her car and coaxed the Subaru to life. Seventy-five minutes later, she was back in her apartment listening to a litany of complaints from a chatty Rita Mae.






  
  Chapter five

Sunday morning arrived, and Marti woke up early. She hadn’t always been a morning person but, through age or maturity, now accepted it. She yawned, stretched, and dug out some relatively respectable running gear from the closet, then laced up her worn-out sneakers and headed out for her five-mile run. The sun was just beginning to rise, casting a warm golden glow over the city. She tilted her face up, trying to catch the warmth. Marti loved running now, when the streets were quiet, and she had the Hudson River path mostly to herself. She stared across the water toward Lower Manhattan and the steel and glass needle of One World Trade. It still looked wrong to her. She wasn’t sure if she would ever get used to it. 
After her run, she felt she deserved a treat, so she made her way to Cafe Grand. Sophie, as always, even on a Sunday, was working the counter and greeted her with a smile.
“Good morning, Marti! How was the run?”
Some runs felt great. Some felt like a slog. This one fell somewhere in the middle. “It’s done.”
“The usual?”
Marti nodded. “Yes, please. With a splash of cream. And a pastry, please.”
“Chocolate croissant or cinnamon roll?”
“That’s like asking me to choose between my children.”
“I would never make you do that,” Sophie said with a laugh. “I will make the choice then.”
As Marti waited for her order, she exchanged pleasantries with Tiago

    
  
    
  




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
L LK —
« &R - -
sz Al

WVIIRE BURE ==






