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About the Book


Detective Paul Monroe has little room in his life for anything but work. Maintaining order and solving cases in the town of Thornwood Park keeps him busy. When Jerry Gregoria, a popular bartender and personal trainer is found murdered, there’s no shortage of suspects. It seems Jerry was busy shaking more than cocktails all over town, leaving Paul and his partner with an ever-growing list of men and women who have reasons to want Jerry dead. The deeper Paul delves into the case, the more he finds himself drawn to hotel manager Cliff Baxter, whom he hasn’t seen in years.

Cliff Baxter’s childhood crush on Paul Monroe hasn’t waned since high school. In fact, with the sexy detective conducting the investigation at the hotel, Cliff is more than happy to help. Ever since his last relationship went up in flames, Cliff has made it a rule to never get involved with a closeted man. But after Paul is threatened and things between the two heat up, Cliff decides to make an exception.

With new twists in the case popping up every day and the mayor breathing down the police department’s neck, Paul needs to solve the case yesterday. It takes a crisis for Paul and Cliff to realize what started out as something casual could be everything they’ve both been looking for but never thought to find. But if the killer strikes again, they might never get that chance.


Dedication


To my father. Thanks, Daddy for giving me the love of a good mystery.
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COULDN’T CHEAT DEATH


By
A.P. EISEN


CHAPTER ONE


Death was never pleasant, but even less so on an empty stomach.

Detective Paul Monroe of the Thornwood Park Police Department tipped the paper cup to his lips, swallowed the last, now-lukewarm dregs of his black coffee, and grunted in disgust. He must be a coldhearted bastard to be worrying about his stomach rather than the dead man sprawled less than one hundred feet from him with an extremely ugly looking knife sticking out of his neck. He set the cup in the holder, exited his car, and walked over to where the victim lay facedown on the ground. A crowd had formed outside the taped-off area, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the gruesome scene.

The Starrywood Hotel was the town’s largest, and while the ground-floor parking was accessible directly from the street, there were two additional parking levels that required use of the elevators. Spring had come to Thornwood Park, but a chilly breeze blew inside through the open cement walls overlooking downtown, and Paul could see puffs of white clouds in the blue skies.

He flipped open his memo pad as the pale, sweaty responding officer approached him. His badge read Portman, and from his nervous demeanor, Paul guessed he was one of the new recruits. Portman’s partner finished taping the perimeter of the scene and began speaking with a young, dark-haired woman who couldn’t stop sobbing.

Welcome to the real world.

“What do we have so far?” Paul asked Portman.

“Well, we got a call from that woman giving her statement to my partner. Said she came out this evening at five forty-five, went to her car, and found the guy. She didn’t touch nothing.”

Rob Gormley, Paul’s partner for the past five years, drove up and joined the cop questioning the witness who seemed distraught but capable of answering the questions put to her. Paul knew that between Brightman, the other cop who was a veteran with ten years on the force, and Rob, they’d get all the information needed. Rob, who was keeping an eye on their surroundings, acknowledged Paul with a tip of his head and a quick rise and fall of his brows.

With Portman on his heels, Paul walked over to where the deceased lay, a creeping dark stain of blood underneath him. His body had fallen onto the empty parking space next to his car. “The coroner on her way?”

“Yeah,” Portman replied. “She’ll be here any minute. When I touched his neck, it was still warm, so I’m guessing the kill was pretty fresh.”

“Good observation.”

Portman flushed at the praise and got chattier. “Nice set of wheels, right? From what I heard the witness saying, the guy was a bartender in the hotel, so he must’ve been making some good money in tips to afford a ride like this one.”

Never one to pay too much attention to sports cars, Paul took a closer look. It was a sporty red model with a sunroof. A pair of sunglasses rested on the console, and an empty Starbucks cup sat in the cup holder. Other than that, it was clean.

“I’m going to talk to Rob and Brightman. Make sure no one comes near.”

Portman nodded. “Will do.” Given his orders, Portman bustled over to the gathering crowd. “Keep back, please. Stay back.”

Paul hurried over to where Rob and Brightman were finishing up with the witness, who was dabbing at her eyes continuously with a crumpled tissue.

“I’m Detective Monroe.”

She slanted a look up at him and sniffled. “H-hello.”

Rob continued to scribble in his notepad. “Ms. Arminster, we’re just about finished.” Then to Paul, “She said she didn’t see anyone but the victim.”

Often in the initial questioning, facts that didn’t seem important would be left out, only to reappear later, when more subtle questions were asked, so Paul queried, “Did you notice anything strange—any sounds or smells, perhaps?” Paul once tracked down a killer by the unusual and incredibly expensive aftershave he wore. The scent had remained in the air, and particles were found in the skin samples collected from the victim’s fingernails.

“No, nothing.” Her glossy black hair swished over her shoulders. “I left my shift at the front desk a little late because Mr. Baxter was talking to me. Maybe if I were on time, I would’ve scared off the person who did this, and Jerry would be okay.” A fresh torrent of tears threatened.

“Jerry’s the victim, I presume?” Paul addressed Brightman while jotting down what the witness stated. “What else do we have on him?”

“Yeah. Jerry Gregoria. A bartender in the hotel.” Brightman flipped back a few pages in his memo book. “Thirty-two years old. He was also a personal trainer at one of the new gyms in town—Flex. You heard of it?”

Paul shrugged. “No, but I don’t get out much.”

Rob chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth.”

Paul allowed himself a thin smile. His tenacity and dedication to the force were well-known. They called him Bulldog because he never gave up without a fight, refusing to let a case go unsolved. The result was an incredibly high success rate for solving crimes, but not much else in his life.

“So Jerry must have left work at around five thirty? Seems kind of early.”

Ms. Arminster said, “No, he was coming in, not leaving. Jerry always worked the late shift. The crowd loved him, and he made awesome tips. He used to bartend in Vegas, and would put on a show with the cocktail shakers.”

“Gotcha. Can you tell me, Ms. Arminster, did he work the same hours every day, and was the schedule set weekly or monthly? If you know, of course.”

She blinked. “Hmm, I’m not sure. You’d have to ask the restaurant manager. She sets the schedule.” Her hand went to her mouth. “Jade will be devastated. She loved Jerry.”

“Were they close friends? And do you know her last name?”

“I told the officer, her last name is Kennedy.” She checked her watch, and her eyes widened in dismay. “Is there much more? I have a babysitter and need to get home.”

He and Rob exchanged weary glances. Witnesses were happy to help as long as it didn’t interfere with their plans. Murder didn’t follow a schedule, unfortunately. But Paul understood.

“Of course. But we will most likely need to speak with you again.”

“Okay.” She hurried over to her car, a dark sedan parked two spaces away from the victim. The coroner, Lanie Howard, had arrived while they were questioning Ms. Arminster, and Paul waited until she finished giving instructions to her assistant before approaching her.

“What do you think?”

Lanie had been with the coroner’s office for over twenty years and had seen it all. She pulled off her nitrile gloves. “Well, it was a pretty vicious stabbing. Went right through the carotid artery, and he bled out in minutes. Whoever did it stabbed him again through the back of the neck.”

“Oh, so two wounds? Interesting…”

“Yeah.” She pursed her lips in thought. “Like they wanted to make sure he was dead. We’ll get the exact cause once the autopsy is done.”

The stretcher wheels screeched, and Paul could see them loading the body into the van.

“Of course. I’ll talk to you later. Gonna nose around a little.”

“It’s what you guys do.”

He smiled and slipped his notepad back into his jacket pocket. The knife would already be safely ensconced in an evidence bag with the forensics team. He and Rob walked over to the scene, and Paul noticed with a wry smile that once the body had been removed, and with it the gruesomeness of the situation, the crowd dispersed. Paul preferred it that way so he could do his job unencumbered. The forensics team was combing the area, and from their mutterings, coming up with as little as he had. They were a good bunch, thorough and focused, and Paul knew if there was something to be found, they would not disappoint.

The blood had soaked into the cement, leaving a dark, damp splotch as the only indication Jerry Gregoria had lain there. Paul walked around, eyes on the ground, seeing nothing but the smooth surface of cement. Gregoria hadn’t been a huge guy, maybe five foot eleven and a hundred and eighty pounds. From the way his body was angled, it seemed the killer had come up from behind, stuck the knife into the side of his neck, slicing through the artery, and then, probably after Gregoria had fallen forward, shoved it into his nape. Blood droplets had sprayed outward and hit the windows of the red car as well as the side door and mirror, and Paul guessed the killer would’ve gotten some blood on themself as well.

He crouched to his knees to look under the car, but it was as empty as the rest of the ground. He stood.

“Wallet and valuables still on him?” he asked Brightman, who was waiting by his side.

“Yep. With all his cash, and he had close to a hundred bucks on him. Plus, his Apple watch was still there. This wasn’t a robbery, Paul. Someone came here intent on killing Gregoria.”

“Yeah. Looks like it. Guess we’d better go inside and start talking to his coworkers.” He clapped Brightman on the back.

Walking away, he heard their names being called. “Paul, Rob.”

He turned to see Manny Rodriguez, the chief of the forensics team, waving him over to where the group stood. Adrenaline kicked in as he strode to the car, Rob on his heels. “You got something?”

“Not sure, but something weird, though.”

“Yeah? What?”

Manny held up a small evidence bag. “There were some faint, sandy footprints. We swept up some of the sand.”

“Good. I’m sure the footprints were measured and photographed?”

“Paul, you wound me. How many years have we worked together? At least ten? Have you ever known any member of my team to forget a detail like that?” Manny’s dark eyes flashed with pretend annoyance.

“No, of course not,” Paul said soothingly. “Just checking off all my boxes. We’re pretty close to the shore, less than two miles. I wonder if it will prove relevant.” Could Jerry have gone to the beach with his killer and brought the person back to the hotel? Another possibility to consider.

“No idea, but we’ve got it in case it does.”

The rest of the team joined them.

“Nothing else, Manny,” Silvia said. Manny’s second in command was a big, broad-shouldered woman. She was an ex-military MP, her husband a retired Army pilot. Paul knew Silvia to be a perfectionist. “It’s pretty clean for a garage floor.”

“Maybe they wash it down nightly—who knows?” Paul said. “I’ll ask the hotel manager when I talk to him. He’s first on my list.”

“Sounds good. Talk to you later.” Manny, Silvia, and the other members of their team climbed into their city-owned van. They drove by Paul and Rob, who were on their way back to the garage entrance. Gregoria had parked in the employees’ section on the ground floor, which had direct access to the lobby.

The Starrywood was the main convention hotel in town. On any given day, it was filled to capacity with salespeople and companies providing team-building exercises for their employees or holding events. It consisted of eight stories and two hundred and fifty rooms. Walking through the lobby, Paul could only hope he wouldn’t have to interview every damn person. If the killer was a guest, the logistics could be a nightmare, especially if they’d already checked out.

“Don’t be so negative,” Paul muttered to himself as he and Rob approached the front desk.

“There are tons of people here. Jesus. We’re gonna need to split up, otherwise we’ll never get this done.”

“Yeah. Why don’t you wander around to the bar, see what you can pick up while I question the hotel manager? What do you think?”

“Sounds good. Check back with you in a few.”

Rob strolled away, not surprisingly capturing the attention of a few female guests. Paul grinned. Rob knew how to turn on the charm when interviewing, and witnesses often gave him much more information than they gave Paul, who was all business and no-nonsense.

At the front desk, a flustered young man in his midtwenties watched him approach with wide, frightened eyes. “Is there a problem? We’ve seen all these police cars.”

Ignoring his question, Paul flashed his badge discreetly and watched the young man’s Adam’s apple bob. “I’m Detective Paul Monroe. May I speak with the hotel manager?”

“Um, sure, yes. One moment.” The smile faded, replaced by disbelief. He grabbed the phone. “Cliff?” His voice cracked. “There’s a policeman here to see you.”

“Detective, actually,” Paul said mildly.

“He’s a detective,” the young man hissed. He nodded so fast, it made Paul dizzy. “Okay, okay.” He hung up the receiver but missed and had to try again.

Paul wondered why he was so nervous, and gave him a penetrating stare. “Everything okay? You seem awfully jumpy. Anything you want to tell me?”

“N-no. I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong.” But he backed away and stood twisting his hands.

The door behind the front desk opened, and a good-looking man stepped out. He wore a gray suit, pale-blue shirt, and a purple-and-blue striped tie. A thick head of reddish-brown wavy hair brushed off his high forehead. Wide brown eyes surrounded by a thick fringe of dark lashes gazed steadily at Paul, and a faintly sardonic smile rested on his lips.

“Detective Paul Monroe.” Baxter said it more as a statement than a question.

A prickling sensation ran down Paul’s back, but he shook it off. “Yes. You’re Cliff Baxter?”

“I am. Come inside, please, so we can talk freely.” Without waiting, Baxter spun around and walked to his office.

Bemused, Paul trailed behind him, catching the scent of his aftershave. When they arrived at his office, Paul passed by Baxter and waited for him to close the door.

“Sit down, please.” Baxter took a seat behind his desk. “Well, Detective Monroe, what can I do for you?”

Rubbing the nape of his neck, Paul wondered why he felt off-center sitting before this man. He decided not to hold anything back and pulled out his pad while keeping his eyes on Baxter to gauge his reaction to the question.

“Do you know Jerry Gregoria?”

Baxter’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. Jerry is a bartender in our restaurant. Is everything okay with him? Did he get hurt?”

Studying Baxter’s face, Paul’s gut feeling was that Baxter didn’t know what happened to Jerry. “Jerry was found murdered in the parking garage about half an hour ago.”

The blandness of Baxter’s expression faded, and he turned white and began to tremble. Horror filled his wide eyes. “Murdered? Jerry? How? That can’t be. I just saw him yesterday.” He buried his head in his hands and dug his fingers into the thick swatches of his hair.

“I’m sorry. I know it’s a terrible shock.”

He didn’t answer for a moment, then in a dull voice said, “Yes. It is. H-how did it happen?”

“He was stabbed.”

Baxter winced. “That’s awful.” He touched his chest. “Do you know who did it? Has the person been caught?”

“Unfortunately not. But we’re following up on promising leads.”

“Is that bullshit talk, Detective, or do you have some idea?”

The words weren’t said with malice, and Paul found himself returning Baxter’s wry grin. He caught Baxter’s assessment of him, not as an officer of the law, but as a man, and awareness tingled through him.

“You might be right. But in our defense, the case is literally less than an hour old. I’m here to ask some questions, and I need your help with that.”

“You need my help,” Baxter repeated, shaking his head. “This is fascinating.” He gave Paul one of those long, assessing gazes again. “You have no idea who I am, do you? You don’t remember?”

Paul tilted his head. “Remember? Do we know each other?” For one brief, embarrassing moment, Paul wondered if they’d had sex. His hookups tended to be infrequent and casual, with him rarely seeing the same man more than once or twice.

“We went to school together. We weren’t friends or even in the same grade, but I was friends with your brother, Harley.”

As usual when his brother’s name came up, a knot of pain formed in Paul’s stomach. Deep in thought, he vaguely recalled one of Harley’s friends, a skinny kid with braces, always around the house. While Paul was usually in the backyard, playing football or baseball, Harley remained indoors, preferring video games. Harley was almost four years younger, and Paul hadn’t really known his brother, who’d up and joined the Marines after high school. He’d never get the chance either, as Harley died in a sniper attack in the hot desert sun of Afghanistan when he was only twenty-two.

Grief twisted in Paul’s chest. Grief for the loss of a little brother who would never get the chance to grow up, and grief for himself for losing the chance to ever get to know him.

“I’m sorry about Harley. He was my best friend, and I still miss him.” Cliff’s eyes glimmered with true sorrow.

“Thanks,” Paul said gruffly, pinching the corners of his eyes. “And I’m sorry I didn’t remember you. I didn’t pay much attention to Harley’s friends.” He gave an embarrassed shrug.

“And I was nothing to look at then.” Cliff let out a hearty laugh. “I hadn’t hit my growth spurt, I had those big metal braces, and I was gay. Three strikes and I was out. Especially for you and your jock friends.” The phone on Cliff’s desk rang, and he held up a finger. “One sec. Cliff Baxter.” He paced around the office as he spoke.

Paul’s gaze traveled up and down Cliff with appreciation. He filled out his sleek, expensive suit well, and when he turned his back, Paul admired his round ass. Two strikes, maybe, but as for number three, Cliff Baxter was definitely in.


CHAPTER TWO


Thankful for the distraction, Cliff listened to Mildred from bookkeeping nattering on about supplies, but his thoughts remained on the broody detective sitting in front of his desk. Over the years, he’d caught glimpses of his high-school crush in town but never approached him to say hello. He’d gone to Harley’s funeral and offered condolences to the family, but they hadn’t spoken since. A dick move on his part perhaps, but he didn’t see the point. High school was long gone, as was Harley. He and Paul Monroe had little in common.

“Okay, Mildred. I’ll call you tomorrow, and we can discuss it further. Sound good?”

“Thanks, Cliff. Have a good night.”

“You too.” He hung up and gave a slight smile and a shrug of his shoulders. “Sorry ’bout that. Mildred likes to talk as much as a bird likes to fly.”

Paul’s dark-blue eyes gleamed as he chuckled, and Cliff had to rein in the surge of attraction. Damn. Seemed the years hadn’t dulled his desire. Then again, Paul Monroe wasn’t a man one easily forgot. But Cliff remembered Jerry was dead, and his good humor fled.

“I’ll need to ask you a few questions. What time did you come to work today?”

“About eight thirty in the morning,” he answered automatically, then realized what Paul was doing. “Are you interrogating me? Do you think I had something to do with Jerry’s death?”

“I need to make a thorough record of everyone’s whereabouts.”

That didn’t answer his question. “I’ve been in the office all day. I had lunch sent to my desk and took calls all afternoon. At three I had a staff meeting, as I do every Wednesday, to discuss how the week was progressing and talk about how we can improve. Before you came, I was on the phone with our corporate headquarters in New York. It was our monthly status meeting, held the first week of every month. I can give you the name of the person I was talking to, if you need to verify what I’m saying.”

“Yes, please. Thanks.” Paul wrote his notes in a quick, precise hand.

So much for old times’ sake.

“His name is James Sullivan, and he’s one of the executive vice presidents of the corporation.”

“Contact number, please?”

In a tight voice, Cliff recited it, and Paul shot him a glance.

“This is standard procedure.”

“Sure.” That might be the case, but Cliff didn’t have to like it.

Paul shot him another thoughtful look and tapped his pen on the open memo pad resting on his knee. “I need to know Jerry’s shift schedule, the names of the other employees on with him, and if you could make the list of registered guests available for me, as well as the guests who checked out today, I’d appreciate it.”

Cliff cocked his head. “But there’s no guarantee it’s a guest or someone at the hotel. Anyone could walk into the parking garage. It’s open to the public.”

“There are cameras, I presume?” Paul wrote as he spoke. “I’ll need access to those.”

“We do have cameras at all entrances. I have no idea how they work, but I’ll have our head of security make it his priority.”

A tired sigh escaped Paul. “Thanks. Who’s your head of security?”

“Brian Duffy.”

Paul’s brows rose. “The former baseball player? I wondered what happened to him after he got injured.”

“Duffy’s worked here for about two years. He should be coming off his break soon, so if you plan on hanging around, you can talk to him right away.”

“Sounds good. In the meantime, who can I talk to about Gregoria and his work schedule?”

“Jade Kennedy. I can take you to her. She’s in the restaurant now.”

“Thanks.”

Cliff always appreciated a man in a well-cut suit, and Paul Monroe didn’t fail him in that respect. He’d grown into his muscles from his high-school football days, and Cliff glimpsed the flat stomach and strength in his heavy thighs. After the stress of the day and seeing Paul again, he might need to let off some steam later at the Light Bulb, the only gay bar in the vicinity, about thirty miles outside of town. One thing was for certain—he knew he’d have to button up his libido around Paul. It was okay to have a high-school crush on your best friend’s brother from afar, but if Paul Monroe planned to be around, investigating Jerry’s murder, Cliff would have to keep his cool. It shouldn’t be too hard, seeing as Paul was all business, even now waiting with impatience in his dark-blue eyes.

“Just need to lock up.” Cliff pressed the automatic lock for his door and shut it. “Follow me.”

They walked in silence past the front desk, where the young male clerk stared at them with blatant curiosity.

“Preston, I’ll be back in a little while. If anyone needs me, take a message.”

“Y-yes, Cliff.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.

“Kid’s nervous. What’s his story?” Paul asked.

“This is his first job. We took him in as part of a training program for recently released convicts.”

“What was he in for?”

“Drugs. Part of his release program is that he gets random drug testing every month. He’s been clean for the six months since he got out of prison. He’s going to make it. He just needs to have faith in himself.”

They crossed the lobby and walked past a lounge area with a fireplace, various chairs, and a small love seat set about to create the atmosphere of a living room. Cliff’s gaze swept over the groups sitting together chatting and drinking, assessing how the staff was handling the crowd. The medical supply sales group had left yesterday, and the romance book convention people had been trickling in over the weekend. The official start to the events had occurred Monday evening. At his side, Paul remained silent but watchful. He didn’t say anything, but his body language was that of a man ready to spring into action at any moment.

The bar was full of loud, boisterous people, and Cliff noted the bartender worked at a controlled yet slightly frantic pace. A busboy from the restaurant had been pressed into service to help, but he was obviously too inexperienced to provide much assistance.

“The restaurant is behind the bar.” Cliff touched Paul’s elbow. “This way.”

Cliff spotted his restaurant manager, Jade Kennedy, at the hostess station, giving two of the servers instructions. When she noticed him, her eyes brightened, and she said a few words, then hurried over to them.

“Cliff, hi.” She glanced at Paul, but he remained distant, despite the fact that Jade was a beautiful woman, with sparkling eyes and rich chestnut hair that tumbled in waves past her shoulders.

“Jade, this is Paul Monroe, Detective Paul Monroe. Can we sit down for a moment and talk?”

Her brows drew together. “Oh, sure. Let’s go over to the table by the window. That section is closed right now.” She walked ahead of them, slim hips swinging in narrow black pants and a matching blazer. They both sat across from her, and she laced her fingers on top of the table.

“What’s going on? Is something wrong?”

“What time do you begin your shift, Ms. Kennedy?”

“I start at noon and work until the restaurant closes, around ten thirty or so.”

“You know the bartender, Jerry Gregoria? What is his usual shift?”

“Is Jerry okay?” She fingered her necklace, and Cliff didn’t miss Paul’s intent scrutiny.

“Could you answer my question, please?” Paul said, not unkindly.

“Normally, Wednesday through Sunday, from six p.m. until one a.m., although now, with the convention and the need for all hands on deck, he’s working every day. The bar closes at twelve thirty, but the bartenders need to stay to clean up.” She choked back a sob and gnawed on a bright-red lower lip. “Please, can you tell me what’s going on?” Her eyes widened. “Does this have something to do with what happened before in the parking lot? Did something happen to Jerry? Is this why he didn’t show up for his shift?” Her eyes grew frantic, darting between Cliff and Paul, who remained quiet and intense.

“How long did he work here?”

“About two years.”

Paul fixed his gaze on Jade. “I’m sorry, Ms. Kennedy, to tell you this way, but Jerry is dead. He was killed in the parking lot next to his car this afternoon before coming to work.”

Wide-eyed and stunned, she began to shake. “Oh, no.” Great sobs tore from her, and Cliff stood and put his arm
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