

    
        
          The Nick Spinelli Romance Mystery Series Boxed Set Books 1-3

        

        
        
          The Nick Spinelli Romance Mystery Series

        

        
        
          Valerie J. Clarizio

        

        
          Published by VJC Books, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE NICK SPINELLI ROMANCE MYSTERY SERIES BOXED SET BOOKS 1-3

    

    
      First edition. November 3, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Valerie J. Clarizio.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215378182

    

    
    
      Written by Valerie J. Clarizio.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

The Nick Spinelli Romance Mystery Boxed Set Books 1-3

Covert Exposure, a Nick Spinelli Mystery | Book 1 | Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Craving Vengeance, a Nick Spinelli Mystery | Book 2 | Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Crazed Reckoning, a Nick Spinelli Mystery | Book 3 | Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Note to Readers

Connect with Valerie

Bonus Excerpt | Enjoy this excerpt from TALIA & RYAN’S STORY, Beach Chaos and Romance. | Chapter One

Sign up for Valerie J. Clarizio's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my readers. You are the reason I write and I truly appreciate you!

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Nick Spinelli Romance Mystery Boxed Set Books 1-3



[image: ]


Join Detective Nick Spinelli and Caseworker Shannon O’Hara as they embark on chaotic holiday, crime-solving, adventures including blackmail, kidnapping, and murder. You’ll never view Santa or Cupid the same, once Spinelli goes undercover as them. Never.

Covert Exposure, a Nick Spinelli Mystery: Detective Spinelli's life is tossed sideways when he is reassigned from the Homicide Division to assist in the Child Services Division of the Social Services Department for the holiday season. Caseworker Shannon O’Hara moonlights as Santa Claus' little helper at the mall, and when Santa and an elf turn up dead, she appears to be next on the killer's list. Spinelli is forced to go undercover as Santa to catch the killer while protecting his new love interest.

Craving Vengeance, a Nick Spinelli Mystery: Nick Spinelli's normal life as a homicide detective has been catapulted into a whirlwind of chaotic holiday adventures since he met the exquisite Shannon O'Hara. Nick had hoped to spend his first Valentine's Day with Shannon in a traditional manner, starting with a nice dinner out and then ending with a long warm adventurous night in her arms. His plans quickly change when not one, but four cupids turn up dead. The real problem arises when it turns out that Shannon is linked to all the dead cupids. Spinelli is forced to go undercover as a singing cupid to catch the killer and protect his lover.

Crazed Reckoning, a Nick Spinelli Mystery: After experiencing a murderous Christmas and Valentine's Day with his love, Shannon O'Hara, Detective Nick Spinelli assumed Saint Patrick's Day couldn't be any worse. He should have known better. As the result of a decades-old Irish family feud, Shannon is kidnapped and Spinelli is sent racing to find her amidst a chaotic St. Patrick’s Day celebration.
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Want to stay connected? 

If you'd like to be the first to find out about my new releases or book deals, please sign up for my newsletter.

SIGN UP for Valerie J. Clarizio's Newsletter!
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Chapter One

Spinelli held his coffee mug high. “Congratulations, partner, you made it through. Enjoy your retirement. Here’s to Mad Dog Maxwell.”

Shouts of “Congratulations” rippled through the downtown Milwaukee precinct as the detectives toasted Maxwell with their coffee and doughnuts in hand.

Spinelli watched Mad Dog smile and nod at everyone as he carried a cardboard box stuffed with a career’s worth of personal belongings out the door for the last time. Everything he knew about being a great homicide detective, he’d learned from that man. He missed him already.

Mad Dog was the only one who gave him the time of day when he started on the force as a snot-nosed hotshot kid some years ago.

“Spinelli,” Captain Jackson barked. 

His eyes came into focus. “Yeah.”

“I need to talk to you,” she yelled across the room as she waved him over.

Jackson took a seat behind her desk as he entered her office. 

“Shut the door, Spinelli.”

He did as she instructed, then fixed his gaze on her. He stepped back and rested his butt on the two-drawer file cabinet next to her desk.

“What’s up, Cap?” he asked as he raked his hand through his hair. 

“You’ve been temporarily assigned to Social Services and you will need to report to Ms. Fontaine on the fourth floor until further notice.”

A chuckle escaped his lips. He turned his head to glance through Jackson’s office windows toward the detective desks located immediately outside her office doors. He looked for the mastermind behind the practical joke but he saw none. Not one detective in the office looked in his direction as he hoped they would as they waited for the joke to take hold. 

He cut his eyes back to the Captain. “This is a joke, right?”

She shook her head. “This is no joke, Detective. Until further notice, you’ve been assigned to Social Services. The holiday season is tough on that department and they need extra hands with child recovery and placement.”

Spinelli sprang to his feet and stepped toward her desk. “Captain, you’re shitting me, right? Child recovery and placement. What the hell is that crap?”

Spinelli reached toward his chest, lifted the gold colored badge hanging by a chain around his neck, and centered it directly in front of Jackson’s eyes. “In case you don’t remember, this is a detective badge. I’m a homicide detective, not a child recovery and placement detective.”

Jackson rose to her feet and pointed at the white lettering on the glass of her office door, which simply read Captain Jackson. “In case you don’t remember Detective, I’m Captain Jackson. You’ve been reassigned to Social Services until further notice. Ms. Fontaine is waiting for you upstairs.”

Spinelli stared at the Captain for a moment, his mind racing for a reasonable excuse as to why he shouldn’t be reassigned. “But my clearance record, it’s impeccable. Shouldn’t that mean something? And we’re short staffed down here as it is.”

Jackson shifted her eyes away from Spinelli, looking past him and through the glass windows of her office. She pointed toward his crime board. “That’s just it, Spinelli. Your board’s almost clean and the other teams are overloaded with open cases. As for staff shortages, with the Mayor’s budget cuts and directive to not replace retiring staff every department is short staffed. Additionally, you’re the only Detective right now without a partner. You’re the logical choice to be transferred.”

“But...”

Jackson raised her hand, cutting him off. “No buts, you’re it. And you can still help out down here when you’re not needed upstairs.”

Air hissed from his lungs, drowning out the words she spoke.

Spinelli lifted his gaze to meet hers; the look in her eyes told him the deal was done. He fought hard to find a voice, “How long? How long must I do this?”

“Again, it’s a temporary assignment just for the holidays. The holidays are tough on the Social Services department. Their clientele...well, it’s a tough time of year for everyone, those folks especially.”
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Chapter Two
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Spinelli willed his right foot to step forward, then his left foot. “Repeat motion,” he whispered to himself until he reached the stairwell. He chose not to take the elevator. That would be too quick. He needed time to let his new assignment sink in. His mind spun to find ways to get out of it. 

Within minutes, he found himself standing in front of a glass paneled door with the words “Department of Social Services” etched in the glass. His long legs carried him up the stairs faster than he desired.

He sucked in a deep breath, lifted his hand, and pushed the door open. He stepped through the doorway and into the reception area where he paused to take a look around. A cold chill ran up his spine as he studied the packed area. He noted that the clientele consisted of mostly women and children. He watched the children for a moment as they noisily played about the room. His ears registered a decibel level of at least two hundred plus, far louder than any dirt-track stockcar race he’d ever attended. He lifted his fingers to his temples and pressed slightly but the throbbing continued.

With his eyes still focused on the children, he took a step toward the reception desk and accidentally caught his foot inside a dollhouse. He tumbled forward, his heart racing, his breath quickening, and his hands uselessly flailing. He took a header right smack dab into the front of the receptionist’s desk and darkness fell upon him.

Spinelli opened his eyes to find several children gazing down at him. He bounced up as quickly as a weeble wobble and darted his gaze around the room, but the second he planted himself on his feet the room started to spin. He felt a small set of hands firmly gripping his left arm just above his elbow. A warm sensation flowed through his arm and into his core. He placed the palm of his right hand on the receptionist’s desk and leaned on it for support.

“Are you going to be okay?” a soft feminine voice sang throughout his head.

The sweet sound trailed off and silence filled the air.

The voice hummed pleasantly through his head again. “Are you okay? Do you need to sit down?”

Spinelli willed his eyes in the direction of the voice. He squeezed them shut, swallowed hard, and opened them again. Shades of emerald green danced before him. He blinked quickly several times, each blink bringing him closer to heaven. He thought for sure the eyes of an angel were on him and the pearly gates stood behind her.

He cleared his throat and found his voice. “I’m fine. I’m Detective Spinelli, I’m here to see Ms. Fontaine. She should be expecting me.”

The woman with the emerald green angel-eyes released her grip from his arm but the warmth of her touch remained. She motioned for him to follow her. Spinelli followed “Angel-Eyes” down a long narrow corridor. He studied the back of her starting with the shiny bright red hair-bun stationed high on the back of her head. Not one hair was out of place. He lowered his eyes to her inviting soft-looking milky white neck and continued to her petite shoulders. The navy blue blazer draped over them perfectly matched the navy blue skirt she wore. The length of her skirt fell just above her knees allowing him to take in the sight of her thin yet shapely legs. He shifted his eyes up and down several times, memorizing the backside of the woman whose soft feminine voice still sang in his head. He concluded that her conservative navy suit and “old lady” hair-bun did not match the intense sexiness of her bright green eyes.

His body swayed forward, then back, as he halted on a dime, nearly bumping into his green-eyed angel when she stopped in the doorway of Ms. Fontaine’s office.

“Ms. Fontaine, Detective Spinelli is here to see you,” the woman said as she stepped inside the office and gestured for him to follow.

Spinelli studied the large woman with graying hair who sat behind the desk. She removed her wire-rimmed reading glasses and let them fall onto her chest pulling the colorful beaded chain taut. She rose to her feet and extended her hand toward him. He shook her hand.

Ms. Fontaine pointed toward the chairs opposite her desk. “Please, Detective, take a seat.”

He sat. 

The older woman fixed her gaze on the woman he’d followed. “Shannon, you may as well take a seat and get acquainted with Detective Spinelli since he is who you will be working with.”

Fontaine returned her gaze to him. “Ms. O’Hara is the case worker you are assigned to.”

Spinelli watched as “Angel Eyes” took a seat in the chair next to him. She crossed her legs causing her skirt to rise up her thigh. His eyes fixed on her shapely thigh. She quickly reached over her leg and tugged her skirt toward her knee covering as much of her leg as the material would allow.

His heart picked up pace at the thought of working with this beautiful green-eyed creature for the next several weeks. He glanced at her and accepted his reward from God for being forced to leave the homicide division.

Spinelli listened as Ms. Fontaine explained his role for the next several weeks. Basically, he would aid Ms. O’Hara with child recovery and placement, and whatever else she needed assistance with. Ms. Fontaine told him how much their clientele struggle with the holiday season. She further stated that the holiday season proved to be a season high in domestic abuse, which resulted in large numbers of children having to be removed from their homes and placed in foster care.

Spinelli nodded at Ms. Fontaine, accepting his role, though still wondering how long this banishment would last.
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Spinelli followed Shannon to her office, unable to peel his eyes from her shapely legs. His nostrils narrowed, sucking in every ounce of the sweet scent that lingered in the air behind her. She gestured for him to take a seat in a chair opposite her desk. Her phone rang and she picked up the receiver as she sat down. As she spoke on the telephone, he scanned her small office memorizing every detail like detectives tend to do. He couldn’t help but notice how just a touch of feminine warmth accented the professional décor. His eyes shifted from the photo of an older couple, perhaps in their early seventies, to a photo of three little red-headed boys. He wondered if the boys belonged to her. He glanced at her left hand, no ring.

Shannon hung up the phone receiver. “I’m sorry about that, Detective Spinelli,” she said as she thumbed through the mounds of neatly organized stacks of case files on her desk, “here it is...the Washington file.”

Spinelli watched as she flipped the file open and lost herself in the information for a brief moment. She blew out a sigh and looked up at him. He could easily see the sadness flood her big green eyes. Shannon cleared her throat. “The authorities picked up Gilbert Washington early this morning as a result of a domestic abuse call.”

“What happened? What did he do?” he asked as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Apparently the neighbor placed the 911 call when he heard Gilbert and his wife, Charmane, arguing. A loud thud followed the arguing. The neighbor assumed the cause of the thud was Gilbert throwing Charmane against the wall. As it turned out the neighbor was right. Unfortunately, the kids witnessed the entire exchange.”

Shannon shook her head. “We’ve offered Charmane assistance for herself and her children but she refuses to leave Gilbert. As a result, today we will be removing the children from the home and placing them in foster care.”

“Why does she refuse to leave him?”

“Scared perhaps.” Shannon sighed and shook her head. “And he’s probably her crack supplier.”

“Is Gilbert still in lockup?”

“Yes, so it would probably be a good idea to head over there and remove the children before he’s released.”

“I’ll get my unmarked and meet you up front,” Spinelli replied as he sprang to his feet and headed for the door. Before his third step hit the floor he heard Shannon call his name. He turned to find her standing behind her desk holding up a set of keys.

He cocked his head to the side. “What?”

“We’ll take one of the vehicles assigned to Social Services. They’re fully equipped with car seats for matters such as these,” Shannon said as she handed the keys to him. “You can drive so I can review the file some more.”

“Car seats? How many children are we talking about here?”

“Three. The oldest, Lesha is seven, Darius is three and Christina is nine months old.”

Spinelli followed Shannon to the parking lot. 

She pointed at a dark green Dodge minivan. “That’s the one.”

He shifted his eyes from the minivan to Shannon and then back to the van. “That, we’re taking that?” No red lights, no sirens, no excitement. Life as he knew it was slipping away from him.

“Perhaps you could just get in and drive, and forget the comments,” Shannon said as she climbed in through the passenger door.

Spinelli got in on the driver’s side and started the engine. He adjusted the seat to accommodate his long legs, then the mirrors. Once he finished altering everything, he glanced over at Shannon.

“What?” she asked. 

He shook his head. “I’m just wondering how I got here. Yesterday I was a homicide detective and today I’m driving a minivan that smells like sweaty socks.”

“I’m sorry you’re not pleased with your assignment but we need to get going if we are going to remove the children before Gilbert makes bail.”

Spinelli put the minivan in drive and headed toward the Washington home located just north of downtown, on Cherry Street. He knew that area could mean trouble. His senses moved into “full alert” mode.

As he drove, Shannon explained the procedure for removing the children. She would do all the talking and he would stand in the background as an authority figure to help keep the peace during the process.

Spinelli parked in front of the Washington’s apartment building. Shannon reached for the door handle but immediately halted when Spinelli wrapped his hand around the upper part of her left arm. “Wait a second,” he said as he scanned the area.

The neighborhood left a lot to be desired. The old multi-story apartment buildings screamed for repair. The most up-to-date gang signs cluttered the apartment’s exterior and clusters of homeless people paraded about the sidewalk picking through the litter sprawled about the area as they pushed their belongings in wheeled carts. At least on this particular day, the sunlight lit up the street making it easy for Spinelli to see and assess his surroundings. Just the opposite of the last time he visited this neighborhood when darkness filled the street making it difficult to find his enemies. If it weren’t for the stench of death penetrating the night air he may never have located and apprehended Magoo and Slapshot, two hoods responsible for the deaths of four members of their rival gang.

When Spinelli deemed the area secure, he gave Shannon the okay to exit the minivan. He caught a glimpse of her eye roll. “Hey, I’m just making sure it’s secure for your own good,” he growled.

Spinelli followed Shannon into the apartment building and up three flights of rickety stairs, gripping the handrail more firmly with each passing step. Stale dry air swept through the narrow corridor, stinging his lungs with each breath he took. The floor felt spongy under his feet and the hallway lights cut in and out, as they pleased. The intense aroma of decaying mice made his eyes water. He absently patted them with the sleeve of his jacket.

Shannon knocked on the Washington’s apartment door. A young girl answered. Spinelli studied her. He figured she must be Lesha, the oldest of the children.

“Mama, Ms. O’Hara’s here,” Lesha yelled over her shoulder.

“No school today?” Shannon asked as she stepped through the doorway.

“Daddy told Mama that we couldn’t go anywhere until he gets back,” Lesha innocently replied.

Charmane rounded the corner from the hallway and stepped into the living room. When she glanced toward Shannon, she started to smile until she noticed Spinelli standing in the doorway. The woman threw her hand over her heart and the black and blue eyes she sported immediately swelled with tears.

Well, I guess she knows why we’re here...Christ, Spinelli thought.

As Shannon explained the process to Charmane, Spinelli scanned the small filthy apartment. Mildew lined the tan colored fabric on the couch where Lesha sat and watched television. Dirty dishes and soda cans covered the end tables, and dirt-smudged toys littered the floor. The bubbling wallpaper reeked of dampness, a piece of plywood covered one of the two windows in the living room, and the entryway closet door hung crooked by only one hinge. The apartment wasn’t fit for a litter of feral cats.

Charmane began to sob hysterically and begged Shannon not to take her children. Spinelli shifted his eyes to Lesha and watched her as she continued to stare at the television, not once looking in her hysterical mother’s direction. He noted how Darius, on the other hand, clung to his mother’s leg and sobbed along with her. He wondered if three-year-old Darius even understood why his mother cried. And if that wasn’t enough, the screams of baby Christina began to bellow from down the hall. Charmane shook Darius from her leg and headed down the hall. She returned moments later with Christina in her arms and Darius resumed his leg-clinging position. She continued to beg Shannon not to take the children.

Spinelli watched as Shannon turned her attention from Charmane to Lesha and held her hand out toward her. “Lesha, honey, it’s time for us to go.”

Lesha simply rose from the couch and took Shannon’s hand. Shannon held her other hand out to Darius but he refused to let go of his mother’s leg.

“Come on, Sweetie, we need to go now,” Shannon said softly. Darius still refused.

This production went on for what seemed like an eternity to Spinelli, and he knew for sure that the noise level produced by Charmane, Darius, and the baby would permanently deafen him if he didn’t remedy the situation immediately. He walked over to the woman and simply plucked the screaming baby out of her arms and plunked her into Shannon’s free arm, then he reached down and broke Darius’ grip on his mother’s leg, lifted him and perched him on his hip, and then motioned for Shannon to follow him. Charmane dropped to her knees threw her hands over her face and wept into them.

Spinelli turned on his heel and refused to look back. On his way out of the apartment, he stopped by the hall closet and retrieved three small jackets looking close to the sizes needed and he exited the apartment.

Spinelli followed Shannon out of the building. When they reached the minivan, she loaded the kids in and took her place in the passenger seat. She spoke not a word.

Darius and Christina continued their wailing as Spinelli drove to the address of the foster home. He watched and listened to Shannon as she interacted with the children. He couldn’t help but notice how her soft soothing voice and warm eyes calmed them.

Spinelli helped carry the kids into the foster home and then went back to the minivan and waited for Shannon to complete her business. He leaned his head back against the headrest. He found himself daydreaming about his good old life as a homicide detective. Only hours passed since he last worked on a homicide case but at this very moment, it felt like decades to him.

Spinelli snapped out of his daydream when Shannon opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.

“Where to now? What’s next on our agenda?” he asked as he signaled and pulled away from the curb.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shannon suck her plump ruby red bottom lip into her mouth and chew on it for a moment. She released her lip and sucked in a deep breath. “Back to the office. Just take me back to the office.”

The coolness in her voice sent a shiver throughout Spinelli’s body. Half an hour ago, this woman’s voice seemed so soft and soothing but now it seemed cold and hard as ice.

Spinelli stopped at a red light and turned his head in her direction. “Well, how does this work? We do this type of thing all day or what?”

Spinelli observed her face. Sometime in the last hour or so, it transitioned from its soft smooth-looking milky white color to the reddest of all reds. The heat escaping her pores warmed the entire vehicle without the help of the van’s heater. Spinelli unzipped his jacket. Shannon sat silent, staring forward. “What, what the hell’s the matter?” he asked.

She slowly turned in his direction and when her eyes met his he felt as though they grabbed a hold of his and clamped on like a vice grip. He fought to break free from her stare but she wouldn’t release him. He admired her strength yet it scared the hell out of him. A car horn sounded behind them and he tore his gaze from her and focused it on the green traffic light. He pressed the accelerator toward the floor.

Spinelli parked the minivan in the parking lot. Shannon sprang out of the van like a jack-in-the-box on speed. In two long quick steps, he caught up to her. He reached forward, wrapped his hand around her wrist, and tugged slightly to slow her down. She stopped and spun on her heel to face him. She looked up at him and just stared for a moment, then shook her wrist loose from his grip, spun around, and headed into the building.

He stayed on her heels as she nearly sprinted up four flights of stairs.

“Ms. O’Hara,” Spinelli called, his voice so high-pitched his own ears hardly recognized it.

Shannon stopped dead in her tracks and turned to face him. She pulled her eyebrows together and fixed her green eyes on him. He struggled for a voice. Moments passed before he finally asked, “What’s wrong? What did I do to piss you off so much?”

Shannon took a step toward him, raised her hand, and pointed her petite pale finger in his face. She clenched her teeth and then spoke through them. “You, I have never encountered such coldness from another human being in my entire life. Do you have any idea what you put that family through, ripping the children from their mother’s arms like that?”

Spinelli watched as her body shuddered. He cocked his head to the side and pulled a frown. “Let me get this right, you’re pissed at me because I yanked a couple of screaming kids out the arms of a crack whore. Aren’t you the reason we showed up on her doorstep in the first place? Wasn’t it your call to remove the kids from the home? The way I see it you should be thanking me for getting your job done for you.”

“Thanking you, I should be thanking you? Are you nuts? Those kids were devastated. There is a protocol to handling this type of situation, which you totally shot out the window. I can’t believe they sent someone like you to work in our department,” Shannon bit back.

His blood boiled. “What do you mean someone like me? You mean someone who’ll tell these crack whores and child abusers that we’re not going to put up with their crap? It’s because of people like you, and your touchy-feely bullshit, that these pieces of shit keep living the way they do and treating their kids the way they do.”

Spinelli watched as Shannon closed her eyes and drew in a couple of deep breaths. He reached toward her. She raised her hand and held it inches from his chest. She shook her head. “I can’t talk to you right now or I’ll just say things, things that aren’t nice.”

Shannon turned, pushed her way through the stairwell doorway, and walked down the hall toward her office. Spinelli stared after her.

Spinelli took two steps back and leaned against the wall of the stairwell. He crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at his feet. Sweat began to bead on his brow and his vision blurred as horrible memories of his past surfaced. To make matters worse the harsh words Shannon spoke seconds earlier rotated through his mind over and over with the unpleasant memories. I can’t believe they sent someone like you to work in our department. I can’t believe they sent someone like you to work in our department. I can’t believe they sent someone like you to work in our department. He wondered what exactly she meant. She knew nothing about him or his life. He squeezed his eyes shut hoping to extinguish the awful childhood memories. It didn’t work. Cherry Street, of all places why did the Washington home have to be on Cherry Street? The very same street where he grew up.

Spinelli opened his eyes and absently glanced around the stairwell. He wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself now. Should he go back downstairs to his precinct or should he go back up to Social Services? He chose to head downstairs to his precinct, to his comfortable life.
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Spinelli stepped through the doorway of his precinct to find Walker and Marsh gathered around their open-case board. He stood behind them taking in their conversation and he watched as Walker hung photos of a dead body on the board.

Spinelli leaned forward and studied the photos. “You gotta be kidding me. Is that Santa Claus?”

Walker turned to face Spinelli. “Sure is. He took a 22 round to the back of his head. The medical examiner put the time of death at about 11:00 last night, about two hours after the mall closed.”

Spinelli crossed his arms over his chest as he continued to study the photos. “What do we know?”

“Motive looks like robbery. His wallet’s missing. Mall security identified him as Roland Hudson, age sixty-eight. They said he’s been playing Santa at the mall for years,” Marsh added.

Spinelli was about to ask more questions when he heard the shrill voice of Captain Jackson yelling his name. He squeezed his eyes shut and wished himself anywhere but in the office at that very moment.

“Yeah Cap. What’s up?” he asked in his smooth self-assured voice. 

“In my office now!” she demanded.

Spinelli exchanged glances with Walker and Marsh and headed toward his death sentence. The second he entered the Captain’s office she met his gaze. She hadn’t said a word but he felt like he’d been scolded and beat to a pulp. He took a seat in the chair opposite her desk and watched her large nostrils flare in and out. Jackson ran her hand through her thick short black hair and cleared her throat. “What did you do to Ms. O’Hara? You’ve been upstairs less than half a day and her boss is already calling down here looking for a replacement for you. Fontaine said she’s never seen O’Hara so upset.”

Jackson leaned forward and placed her elbows on her desk, resting her chin on her fingers as she stared down her nose at Spinelli. Though she only stood about five-foot-five and weighed all of one hundred thirty pounds, she managed to scare the hell out of him at times. He shifted his body in the chair leaning back to make himself more comfortable. “I don’t know. I just helped her take a few kids out of a crack whore’s home. I guess maybe she didn’t like how I did it.”

Spinelli flashed his lady-killer smile at Jackson to try to loosen her up a bit but it didn’t work. “Spinelli, I don’t have time for this crap. Why can’t you ever just play nice with people?”

He opened his mouth to speak but Jackson cut him off. “I told Fontaine that you are all that is available right now and she’ll just need to make due. I told her I would talk to you and that you would do whatever she and Ms. O’Hara instructed you to do. Have I made myself clear, Detective?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now get your ass back out there and work with Walker and Marsh on the Santa Claus case until Ms. O’Hara needs you. You’re going to give her the rest of the afternoon to simmer down. She doesn’t need your services again until tomorrow. And Spinelli, try to soften up a bit.”

He fought to not roll his eyes as he lifted himself from his chair. Well, on a good note at least he got to work on something productive for the remainder of the afternoon.
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Chapter Five
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Spinelli arrived at the precinct bright and early Friday morning in hopes to study Walker and Marsh’s Santa board before reporting to Ms. O’Hara.

He nudged his way between Walker and Marsh. “Anything new on Santa?”

“His blood alcohol level came back at .06. No sign of struggle. Just the .22 to the back of the head,” Walker replied as he flipped open the manila folder and scanned the medical examiner’s report. Spinelli leaned toward him and craned his neck to review the report as well.

Spinelli finished reading the report and took a couple of steps toward the Santa board then he looked back at Walker and Marsh. “So, he played Santa until 9:00 p.m., the coroner put his time of death at about 11:00 p.m., his blood alcohol level came back at .06, and they found him in the mall’s parking ramp a few stalls away from his vehicle. So, he drank alcohol at the mall? Any reason he would still be at the mall two hours after his shift ended? And where, when, and with who did he drink?”

Walker closed the folder then tossed it onto his cluttered desk. “Marsh and I questioned the security guards that were on duty between 9:00 p.m. and the time he was found and nobody seems to know anything. We’re going back over to the mall again today to review more security tapes and talk to more mall employees.”

Spinelli noted the time. He raked his hand through his hair and willed his feet to move in the direction of the stairwell leading to the fourth floor.

Within minutes, he found himself knocking on Ms. O’Hara’s office door. Before she could even look up from her desk, he strapped on his lady-killer smile hoping it would smooth things over. “Good morning, Ms. O’Hara. Reporting for duty.”

Shannon looked up from her desk and spoke through her clenched jaw. “Morning, Detective Spinelli.”

Spinelli kept his gaze fixed on her. She looked angry and she looked as though she wanted to say more but he wasn’t sure he wanted her to. He cleared his throat to speak, to take control of the moment, but she beat him to it.

“Well Detective Spinelli, Ms. Fontaine tells me we’re stuck with each other. And just for the record, I’m well aware of the fact you don’t want to be here and I’m sure you are aware of the fact that I don’t want you here, but I promised Ms. Fontaine that I would do my best to work with you for the next several weeks. So how about we start fresh today and put yesterday behind us?”

Spinelli thought for a moment. He knew he didn’t have a choice in the matter. Jackson would string him up if he screwed up again. Oh, how he missed Mad Dog. This is all Mad Dog’s fault. If he hadn’t retired, I wouldn’t be in this predicament. Spinelli offered a crooked smile and nodded. “Okay, fresh start it is.”

“Great then, and just so we’re clear, your behavior yesterday in the Washington home was completely out of line. And in order for this arrangement to work we need to just stick to the plan which means that you need to keep quiet and do as you’re told,” Shannon replied, unable to hide the disdain in her tone.

Ouch.

Spinelli opened his mouth to defend himself but thought better of it when an image of Captain Jackson’s unpleasant glare flashed through his mind. He pressed his lips together.

Spinelli stepped into Shannon’s office and took a seat in the chair opposite her desk. He leaned back in the chair and stretched out his legs, making himself at home. He stared across the desk at her and wondered if she wore her hair in that “old lady” bun every day or if perhaps, she let it down at times. The dull suit she wore today reminded him of the drab suit she wore yesterday but rather than navy blue today’s version came in a frumpy dark brown color. He wondered if she ever wore clothes that suited her age and petite, yet shapely, body. He imagined she might look pretty hot in one of those fitted sweater dresses gathered tightly at her waist with a big clunky belt. He further imagined her in a pair of sexy tall black boots.

He looked on as Shannon dug through the neatly stacked files on her desk. “Here it is. The Smith file,” she said as she flipped the file open and drummed her fingers on her desk as she scanned the contents.

Spinelli fought the urge to reach over and place his hand over her drumming fingers.

Shannon closed the file and looked up at him. “We need to do an unannounced visit today at the home of Mike and Tiffany Smith.”

“What’s the story?” Spinelli asked.

“The Smiths...well they’re a little...shall we say slow. They’re trying to care for a three-month-old baby but it’s not going very well.”

“What part isn’t going well?”

Shannon sucked in a deep breath then exhaled. “Well, the Smiths are in their mid-thirties but their academic level is somewhere in the neighborhood of about the fifth grade level. They’ve made numerous visits to the emergency room with the baby.”

Spinelli frowned and quickly shifted his body forward toward Shannon’s desk. “Why? What did they do to the baby?”

“Nothing, they haven’t really done anything to the baby. They just don’t know how to care for her. They don’t even know the basics. The baby cries and they don’t know what to do so they take her to the emergency room.”

Spinelli flashed an accusing scowl in Shannon’s direction. “Well, if they don’t know how to care for a baby why is the baby still in their custody? I guess this is our great system at work, huh.”

“Well, I’m sorry you don’t like our system, Detective, but it’s just not all that simple sometimes. Rather than debate this maybe we should just get a move on, and maybe today you can just stick to your part of the job and let me do mine. Shall we?” Shannon added as she flung her double-breasted wool coat over her shoulders, and motioned for him to leave her office.

Spinelli followed Shannon to the parking lot where they climbed into the same green minivan, they had used the day before. He drove them to the Smith home, which happened to be only a few blocks from the Washington home. He parked the vehicle and scanned the area looking for anything unusual or unsafe.

Spinelli hated this neighborhood, the neighborhood in which he grew up, the same neighborhood in which his mother sold herself on the street corner for money to buy crack. He recalled the many times she left him home alone to fend for himself for as long as he could remember until finally, at the ripe old age of thirty-two, she succeeded in killing herself by drug overdose, leaving him completely on his own at the young age of sixteen. After a couple of years pool hustling and card sharking for a living, he figured out what he should do with his life. He decided that if it was the last thing he ever did, he was going to clean up the streets of Milwaukee and make sure no children would ever have to grow up in the same environment he had. He put himself through college and took a job with the Milwaukee Police Department. Tears of rage burned behind his eyes but he wouldn’t let them fall. He hadn’t cried since he was six years old and he wasn’t about to start now.

Spinelli turned toward Shannon and nodded. She opened the passenger door and stepped out of the van.

Shannon led the way through the decrepit old apartment building stained with grit and mold. She stopped in front of apartment 4C but didn’t knock right away. She stood at the door for a moment and just listened. Spinelli could hear the faint cries of an infant. Shannon knocked on the door but no one answered. After a brief moment she knocked on the door again and again no one answered. She turned the knob and when the door opened, she stepped through and called, “Tiffany?” No one responded. The cries of the infant continued.

Spinelli followed Shannon as she walked through the living room, then the kitchen, and then into the hallway leading to the two tiny bedrooms. He pushed aside the stacks of what appeared to be bagged clothing to make a wider pathway through the cluttered hallway. He couldn’t believe that people lived in such filth.

They entered the baby’s room where the baby lay crying in her crib. Shannon reached for the baby and scooped her up into her arms. Spinelli watched as Shannon glanced around the room looking as if searching for something specific. “What are you looking for?” he asked.

“She’s soaked through. I need a diaper and a change of clothes. And I’d like to know where her parents are.”

Spinelli’s nose crinkled up. “Oh.”

Shannon set the baby back into the crib and started undressing her as Spinelli retrieved a diaper and located a dry sleeper. Once Shannon got the baby cleaned up and in dry clothes, a blanket of silence fell over the apartment but only for a brief moment.

“What is that? Can you hear it?” Spinelli asked as he turned his head in the direction of the closet.

Shannon looked toward the closet as well. 

Spinelli stepped closer to the closet and just listened for a moment. He looked back at Shannon. “Someone’s in there and crying.”

Spinelli opened the closet door to find Tiffany sitting on the floor, with her knees pulled to her chest and her arms wrapped tightly around her legs. She rocked back and forth as she whimpered. Tears rolled down her plump rosy cheeks like a faucet fully open. He glanced back at Shannon. “Christ, I think she’s having a nervous breakdown.”

Shannon stepped around Spinelli to get a better look at Tiffany.

“Tiffany, are you okay?” Shannon asked but Tiffany did not respond.

Shannon handed the baby off to Spinelli giving him no choice but to take her. The second the baby hit his hands his entire body tensed up. He’d never held a baby before. He tried to position her in his arms the same way Shannon did moments earlier but it felt uncomfortable for him. Once he thought everything seemed under control, he looked down at the baby’s face to find it scrunching up like a large plump raisin then all at once the corners of her little mouth began turning downward. “Uhm, Shannon...Shannon.”

“What?” Shannon snapped without looking back at him.

“I think she’s going to cry,” and before he could get the last syllable out of his mouth the baby began to wail again.

“You need to deal with her Spinelli. There’s a bigger issue for me to deal with over here,” Shannon replied as she knelt in front of Tiffany. “Tiffany, what’s wrong? What’s the matter?” she asked as she slowly reached toward the troubled woman.

The second Shannon’s hand touched Tiffany’s shoulder Tiffany snapped out of her trance and lunged toward her. She tackled Shannon to the floor and struck her several times before Spinelli grabbed Tiffany by the back of her shirt and pulled her off Shannon.

Tiffany attempted to make a run for it but Spinelli held her shirt too tight and she couldn’t free herself. Tiffany spun on her heel to face him, both arms flailing. He shifted his body to protect the baby from the blows. He took a blow to his jaw and shoulder before pushing Tiffany away and face first into the wall. With the baby in one arm and Tiffany secured with the other, Spinelli looked down at Shannon who lay still on the floor. A thin trail of blood led from the corner of her mouth down the side of her chin. She stared wide-eyed at the ceiling.

Spinelli opened and closed his mouth a couple of times to loosen his jaw. “Shannon, are you okay?”

Still looking a little dazed, Shannon glanced about the room. “Yeah, I guess.”

“You need to get up and take the baby so I can deal with Miss Tiffany here.”

“Okay.”

Spinelli continued to hold Tiffany firmly to the wall. She appeared to be running out of steam. She placed the palms of her hands flat against the wall and gave one last push to free herself but Spinelli’s strength overpowered her.

Spinelli watched Shannon as he waited for her to pull herself together and get up off the floor. All at once, Spinelli felt a blunt forceful blow to his right side which sent him tumbling toward the floor. He released his grip on Tiffany and shifted in an attempt to shield the baby, but in doing so he landed on top of Shannon causing her to take the full brunt of the fall. He knocked the wind right out of her. He watched as her eyes rolled back into her head and the blood drained from her already pale cheeks. She gasped for air. She appeared unable to fill her lungs. She gasped again.

Spinelli released his hold on the baby letting her rest on the floor and he pushed himself up on all fours. But before he could get up completely someone jumped onto his back and gripped him in a chokehold. He pushed himself into a kneeling position and he used both his arms to reach over his shoulder and grab his assailant around his neck. He pulled the attacker over his shoulder breaking the chokehold then he scrambled to position himself over his assailant, pinning him to the floor.

“Who the hell are you?” Spinelli asked the small man pinned beneath him.

The man fought to release himself but his strength didn’t compare to Spinelli’s.

“Who the hell are you and why were your hands on my wife?” the man spat back.

“I’m Detective Spinelli and your wife assaulted Ms. O’Hara over there.”

Still pinning Smith to the floor, Spinelli looked around the room to find the baby lying on the floor crying. He knew she wasn’t physically hurt, perhaps just scared. Tiffany sat on the floor with her knees pulled to her chest and her arms wrapped around her legs; she continued to bawl. And poor Shannon fought for air gasp after gasp.

“Shannon, are you okay?” 

“Yeah, I guess.”

Shannon lifted herself off the floor and walked over to the baby. She picked up the infant, cradled her in her arms, and rocked her back and forth in an attempt to calm her.

Spinelli handcuffed Smith, pulled him to his feet, and stood him next to the wall. “Don’t move,” he commanded with the authority of a general.

Spinelli pulled out his cell phone and called for an ambulance for Tiffany. By the way she acted, he certainly thought she would be headed for the mental health facility.

Smith heard Spinelli’s call for an ambulance. “She doesn’t need an ambulance. She needs to stay here and take care of the baby!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.

Before Shannon could explain the situation Spinelli turned in Smith’s direction and let loose his anger and frustration. “You’re kidding, right?”

Spinelli moved closer to the man and looked down at him. “Look at her,” he yelled as he pointed to Tiffany who continued to sit on the floor in some sort of trance. “Does she look like she’s capable of taking care of an infant in that state? She’s going to the hospital and that baby is leaving with us.”

“Detective, stop!” Shannon yelled drawing Spinelli’s attention away from Smith.

He turned to find Shannon staring wide-eyed in his direction, scowling, nostrils flaring, and her cheeks as red as a vine-ripened tomato. The smoke billowing from her ears caused his vision to blur.

She spoke through gritted teeth, “Just stop talking. Let me handle this. Why don’t you wait in the hall?”

Spinelli recalled Captain Jackson’s words. Just do as you’re told.

Then he sucked in a deep breath. “Fine, handle it then.”

Leaving Shannon unguarded in the bedroom made Spinelli feel uneasy, but he did find a smidgeon of comfort in knowing Smith was handcuffed. However, with as angry as Smith seemed, who knew what he would be capable of, or do, at the height of his irrational fury.

From in the hallway, Spinelli could hear Shannon explaining that the baby would be placed in foster care until further notice. He heard her explain the process and what would be required of the Smiths in the event they wanted to see the baby until the court system sorted out the matter.

The baby stopped crying but Spinelli could still hear the whimpers coming from Tiffany. Suddenly he heard Smith scream at Tiffany. “You stupid bitch! You stupid bitch! They’re going to take our baby away because you’re too dumb to know how to take care of her!”

Spinelli heard the sound of rushing footsteps. He quickly stepped around the doorway and into the baby’s room to find Smith kicking at Tiffany who remained seated on the floor. Smith got a couple of hard kicks off before Spinelli grabbed him and pulled him away from his wife. She never even flinched. She just kept rocking herself back and forth.

Moments later, the squad car and ambulance arrived. Two officers hauled Smith away, with Smith kicking and screaming, and the EMTs loaded Tiffany into the ambulance.

Spinelli drove Shannon and the Smith baby to the foster home. The silence in the minivan about killed him and the tension in the air felt thicker than that of a bowl of pea soup, the kind so thick you eat it with a fork.

Spinelli waited in the van while Shannon took care of business in the foster home. He dreaded her return almost as much as he dreaded returning to the office to face Captain Jackson.

He leaned his head back against the headrest, closed his eyes, and replayed the events that occurred in the Smith home. Damn it, why couldn’t I just keep my big mouth shut. His mind replayed the events again. Why couldn’t I keep my big mouth shut? Because that baby deserves better, that’s why!

Shannon slid into the minivan and slammed the door shut. Her body emitted so much heat Spinelli began to sweat profusely. Her silence about killed him. “Are you going to say anything?” he asked as he continued to drive back to the office.

Spinelli glanced at Shannon and waited for a response. She sat silent. He watched her out of the corner of his eye as she leaned her head back on the headrest, closed her eyes, and drew in slow deep breaths. He gave himself about thirty mental head slaps for being such an idiot. His mind raced for a resolution. Though Shannon had tongue-lashed him earlier in the day, for some reason he just couldn’t stand the fact that the beautiful creature who sat beside him disliked him so much. And he couldn’t help but think that if only she knew he meant well and was only thinking of the baby’s well-being, she wouldn’t hate him. Maybe even like him.

Spinelli parked the vehicle and Shannon sprang out and headed toward the building, still without speaking a word. He followed close on her heels. “Come on, Shannon, what did you want me to do? Let him keep wailing on me or you or Tiffany? Do you really want him to go on believing that he and Tiffany are fit for raising children?”

Spinelli’s words caused Shannon to stop dead in her tracks. She spun to face him. The rage in her eyes scared the hell out of him. He hunts down killers for a living and none of them ever caused this much fear to penetrate his body.

“Who are you to judge them? Who are you to tell them they aren’t fit to be parents? I explained their mental capacity to you so you would know what we were dealing with. All you did was upset them and make things worse.”

“You think I made it worse? The way I see it I did them a favor. I’m probably the only person in the world who ever told them the truth. You and I both know that Tiffany doesn’t have the ability to raise a child. Why kid them? Why let them believe they can do something they can’t?” Spinelli yelled back.

“You know what, Detective Spinelli. When you earn a degree in psychology you can come back and offer me all the free advice you want but until then why don’t you just shut the hell up? You know nothing about this. I deal with this day in and day out!”

“O’Hara, you don’t know shit about me or what I know. So maybe it’s you who should shut the hell up,” Spinelli spat back.

Shannon’s eyes flooded with tears and she fought for a voice. “You...”

“I what?”

Shannon closed her eyes. “You’re the coldest and harshest person I ever met,” she whispered. She put her hand over her mouth and turned and walked away from him.

Spinelli stared after her. Her words sliced through his heart like a knife.
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Chapter Six
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Spinelli shuffled his feet in the direction of his precinct. He walked up behind Walker and Marsh as they stared at their Santa board. Spinelli cocked his head to the side and pulled his eyebrows together. “Is that an elf?” he asked as he stepped closer to the board to get a better look at the newly added photo of a murder victim wearing a short green smock with tights and green shoes that curled up at the toes.

The photo of the elf hung next to the pictures of Santa Claus.

Marsh continued to rub his fingers over his unshaven chin. “Yeah, that’s an elf all right. The mall security guards found him early this morning while on their rounds.”

“What do we know?” Spinelli asked.

“Same as Santa, a bullet to the back of the head and no identification on him. Mall security identified him as Aaron Reed, twenty-three, part-time college student,” Marsh replied.

Walker picked up a file from his desk, flipped it open, and took a moment to scan the contents. He closed the file and looked over at Spinelli as he continued to study the pictures and information on the board. “Spinelli, tell me about this Shannon O’Hara.”

Spinelli tore his gaze from the board and looked at Walker. The palms of his hands started to sweat as he thought about how to answer his question. “She’s beautiful and smart. She’s got the palest and softest looking skin, and eyes of an angel. I’ve never seen such bright emerald green eyes.” Spinelli lost himself in thoughts of Shannon for a moment. “But she hates me. She absolutely hates me and the harder I try the worse it gets.”

Spinelli paused, looked down at his feet, and then wondered if he’d really just said all that out loud.

Walker let out a chuckle that snapped Spinelli back to reality. “What?” Spinelli asked.

“The great Spinelli is smitten by a woman who hates him. What’s the matter there, buddy, off your game a bit? Oh, this is good. Did you hear that, Marsh? It sounds as if the great Spinelli is losing his touch with the ladies.” Walker flashed a cocky smile. Spinelli shook his head. “Can we just stick to the issue at hand, the dead Santa and elf?”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Walker replied “It seems your little girlfriend upstairs knows both the victims, and now that you guys are back we’re going to have a little chat with her.”

“What...how?” Spinelli cleared his throat, realigned his thoughts, and started over again. “What does Shannon have to do with any of this? Why do you need to speak to her?”

“Your little green-eyed angel happens to play the role of Santa’s little helper at the mall, however, she hasn’t worked since last Sunday so I don’t know if she even knows that her two buddies are dead. At any rate, we need to get her down here.”

“Spinelli!” Captain Jackson screeched from her office doorway, “in my office, now!”

Spinelli’s body quivered at the sound of her voice. A sharp pain shot through his temples. He squeezed his eyes shut briefly, then spun on his heel and headed toward her office.

“Shut the door and sit down,” Jackson hissed.

Jackson opened her desk drawer and retrieved a bottle of Tylenol. She dumped two tablets into her hand and put the bottle back. She flashed her angry dark brown eyes at Spinelli. “You do this to me, you know,” she said as she tossed the tablets into her mouth and chased them down with coffee.

“Got a call from Ms. Fontaine. It appears that Shannon is quite upset again this morning. I thought we came to an understanding yesterday. I thought you were going to just do as you were told. I thought we were going to just get through the next couple of weeks and then everything would go back to normal. Where did we go wrong? What the hell did you do to piss her off so much? And for God’s sake, Spinelli, tell me you didn’t sleep with her already.”

Jackson’s last comment angered Spinelli. He sprang to his feet, stepped toward her desk, and stared down at her. “First of all, I am doing what she told me to do but things just got a little out of hand this morning. This assignment is bullshit, absolute bullshit.” He pointed out the window as he continued to speak, “We’ve got killers out there to apprehend and I’m wasting my time riding around with Social Services taking care of all this touchy-feely crap. Furthermore, it’s nobody’s business who I do and don’t sleep with.”

“Sit down, Spinelli.”

Spinelli sat. He folded his arms over his chest, his jaw knotted so tight his ears started to hurt. An uncomfortable silence filled the Captain’s office.

Jackson broke the silence. “I told Fontaine again that you’re it. You are all we can spare right now. I assured her you would be on your best behavior. We’ll get through the holiday season and then things will return to normal. Am I clear?”

“Yes.”

Jackson pointed out her office window and Spinelli turned his head to look in that same direction. He saw Walker leading Shannon through the maze of desks toward the interview room. Marsh followed. Marsh caught Spinelli’s attention, nodded toward Shannon, and mouthed the word “hot” while displaying the look of a starving lion on his face.

Spinelli sprang to his feet, took two steps toward Jackson’s office door, and then looked back at her as if asking for permission to leave.

She met Spinelli’s gaze and shook her head. “No, sit. Shit. Christ, Spinelli, don’t do this to me. I don’t have time for this shit.”

“What, what shit? You said I should help Walker and Marsh with the Santa investigation. I need to be in that interview room,” Spinelli snapped as he frantically shifted his glance back and forth between Shannon and Jackson.

Jackson blew out a sigh. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be in there with her right now.”

Spinelli opened his mouth to speak but she cut him off, “I wasn’t born yesterday. I recognize that hungry look.” Jackson paused and without breaking eye contact with Spinelli, she shook her head. “You certainly picked a fine time.”
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Chapter Seven
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Spinelli paced the squad room. He ran his sweaty palms over his thighs, his heart raced and sharp pains danced through his head. He desperately needed to be in the interview room. He needed to know what Shannon knew about the murders, if anything. He couldn’t imagine how anyone so sweet and thoughtful could be tangled up in anything as sordid as murder.

Finally, the door to the interview room swung open and Spinelli saw Shannon step out. Marsh and Walker followed. His heart skipped a beat when he saw her. He wanted nothing more than to reach out to her and wrap her in his arms. She looked exhausted. She blotted her teary red-stained eyes with a tissue, smearing the mascara further down her cheeks.

Spinelli had witnessed a lot of performances by the accused in his day but he knew deep down that she wasn’t acting. He knew she didn’t have anything to do with the deaths of Roland Hudson and Aaron Reed; she was just too pure.

Shannon stepped toward Spinelli and looked up at him through her long thick lashes with her big tear-filled emerald green eyes. She sniffled, “My friends...my friends were murdered.”

Spinelli stepped toward her, closing the gap between them. He reached for her but she stepped back. “I’ll be in my office, Detective. I won’t need your services until later this afternoon.”

He stared after her as she walked away. For the first time ever, he felt rejected. But he found the rejection bothered him less than the fact that she hurt. He wanted to help her. He wanted to hold her and comfort her. Marsh slapped Spinelli on his shoulder blade. “Ooh, that was cold, buddy. You’re not kidding. She hates you.”

“Shut up. Just shut the hell up!” Spinelli barked.

Spinelli turned to Walker. “Did she provide any insight as to who murdered Hudson and Reed?”

“I don’t think she has a clue and Marsh verified her alibi while I talked with her.”

A blanket of anger fell over Spinelli and he got in Walker’s face. “Her alibi! You can’t possibly think she’s got anything to do with this!”

Walker took a step back. “Hey, pal, she knew both the vics and she worked with them where they were murdered. I’m only doing my job.”

Spinelli pinched the bridge of his nose. He squeezed his eyes shut briefly and drew in slow deep breaths before dropping his hand to his side. “Sorry, Walker, I understand. You were right to take that approach. Out of curiosity, what’s her alibi? How does she spend her evenings?”

Marsh cut in. “Well, your sweet little thing is exactly that. Both nights she was at St. Mary’s church helping the Sisters with their Christmas Toys for Tots Program. Sister Mary verified that Shannon was there from 7:00 p.m. until shortly before midnight.”

A wide smirk grew across Marsh’s face. “What, what’s that smirk for?” Spinelli asked.

Marsh chuckled. “She is so not your type of woman.”

* * * *
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Shannon tossed her tear-dampened tissue into the garbage can and retrieved another from the tissue box on her desk. She pressed the tissue to her eyes to absorb the remaining tears.

The sound of heavy footsteps drew her attention causing her to look up and glance at the doorway. “Hi, Anna.”

“My God, are you okay? I heard what happened to Santa and the Elf, and I heard they just questioned you downstairs. Is that true?”

Shannon’s emotions ran rampant throughout her causing her body to quiver. Her anger, hurt, and grief all jockeyed for placement. Anger won. “That son of a bitch, he did this to me!”

Anna cocked her head to the side. “What? Who are you talking about?”

“Spinelli, that jerk!”

“Shannon, just calm down and take a breath then tell me what you mean.”

Shannon stared into Anna’s warm eyes and took a couple of deep breaths in an attempt to calm her racing heart. Her mind wrestled to place her thoughts in order.

“Detective Spinelli, he did this on purpose. For some reason he hates me. He’s been an absolute jerk since he walked through my doorway. It’s because of him Detectives Marsh and Walker questioned me about the murders of Roland and Aaron. I don’t know what his problem is, he’s just a dick!”

Anna sat down in the chair opposite
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