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			Chapter 1

			Ramon looked over the autopsy report that Gracie had handed him about the dad of the family that they were working with. The Croft family had lost their father and husband a few months ago and were told that his death had been an accident. However, there were a lot of discrepancies between what the pictures of the dead man showed and what the report said. 

			Lying it aside, he decided that he needed to take a step back from it and read something else. That was when Caiti came into his office with their son, Nathanial, screaming his head off. He could almost feel sorry for them both, but he knew he had to help Caiti before she never held their son again.

			“He hates me.” As soon as she handed him over to him, he stopped screaming and looked at his mom like he was really pissed off at her. “See? Why does he hate me? I’ve tried everything to make him like me. I even gave him the tablet that Lizzy got him. He just doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

			“He doesn’t hate you. Do you, Nathan? Your mommy loves you to pieces.” Caiti snorted and sat down as he looked at both her and their son. “You’re just too tense. I told you last night when you were holding him you’re simply too tense, and he knows it. You’re terrified of him, and he can feel it.”

			“I am terrified of him. I’m afraid of breaking him. I mean, he only weighed six pounds something when he was born. He’s so tiny. He looks even smaller in your hands. Like he’s nothing but a twig.” Ramon told her he was a normal size for a child. “Normal or not, the little shit hates me.”

			Ramon laughed. “You have to hold him at some point when he’s not upset. Just don’t hold him too tightly and—”

			“What if I drop him?” Ramon told her that he’d been dropped once. “Well, that explains a lot. Who dropped you? Your mom? She told me that you were the perfect child. And that she wished she’d had ten more like you. I’m sort of glad that she didn’t. Having only one of you is the best feeling in the world, you know. Hopefully, Nathan will not be a womanizer like your dad said that you were. By the way, I love your parents. They’re amazing and friendly. And Nathan loves them.”

			“They love you too. Here take him and just talk to him like you do me. You know, bitchy and mean like.” She glared at him but took the baby. He started puckering up the moment the exchange was made. “Just hold him like you would me.”

			“With my hands around his throat?” Ramon laughed. “He’s already puckering up, Ramon. How does he know that I’m the one that is holding him? It just breaks my heart when he does that with his sad face and watery eyes. Here you take him. I guess I’m going to have to love him from a distance.”

			“It’s not like you to give up so easily. Hold him. Talk to him.” She said she didn’t know what to say to him. “Just tell him how much you love him. How handsome he is. Just gibberish. He doesn’t care.”

			“Hello, Nathan. Did you know that we named you Nathanial Cooper Burke? Cooper is your grandda’s middle name on your daddy’s side. Nathanial was my dad’s name. He’s gone now, but you and I will talk about him sometime when you’re older. I have pictures, too, that I can show you of when he did things, and my mom would take a picture of him. Mom was a ham, so you’ll see that there are plenty of pictures of her.” Ramon asked her why she didn’t start telling him about them now. “Oh, I guess I can. He was a nice enough man, I suppose. My mom, she didn’t like him. She did love him, but she didn’t like him. She wanted to go out all the time. Parties and stuff like that. Anything and everything so long as she was in the spotlight. She’d go, but she wanted my dad to go with her, but he was never the party type of man. He was more of a stay and home in his underwear, watching whatever was on television kind of guy. But they worked it out. Dad would walk around the parties that mom would go to for a little while then he’d leave. That way, he could camp and go on hikes while she slept the morning and afternoon away. He also loved to cook out on the fire. I only know this because my granny told me about them. I don’t remember either of them.” 

			Ramon noticed that Caiti seemed to be relaxed enough that Nathan was staring at her and not crying. For a two-week-old, he seemed to be awake more than Banny’s daughters. He thought his son was just about the most perfect child ever born. But he thought Banny would disagree with him painfully, so he kept his observations to himself. Ramon decided he liked his teeth right where they were. Ramon tuned Caiti out when he picked up the autopsy report. 

			It was right here, written out for him, but he couldn’t connect it to the body pictures that had been taken at the time. Putting the photos next to the paperwork, he was able to see it now. The report and the paperwork saying that he’d been killed accidentally weren’t matching up. It was as if he was looking at paperwork and pictures of two different people.

			“Ramon? What are you saying?” He told her what he’d found. “Okay, but you’ll have to give it to me in layman’s terms. While I understand what you’re saying, I have no basis to work it around in my head.” 

			“He was murdered. Not just that, but if this is right, he had a great deal of arsenic in his body too. Enough to make it show up in high doses in his blood work. However, no one questioned it. I have to ask who performed his autopsy back then. And if we can exhume his body to have Kelly do another autopsy, that will be correct this time. You did know she was the state’s medical examiner, didn’t you?” He picked up the phone and put it on speaker so Caiti could hear too. He did get a kick out of the fact that she was telling the baby what a brilliant daddy he had. “Kelly? I have some information here that I need to run by you about Mr. Croft’s murder. It took me awhile to figure out, but I think I might have gotten it now.”

			After telling her everything he had on the paperwork, he waited while she looked things up on her computer. She’d been working from home since she’d had the twins a few weeks ago, and it was nice to have her at home to contact like this. Ramon looked over at Caiti and saw that Nathan was sound asleep on her shoulder. 

			“You did it.” She smiled at him and whispered that it was the greatest joy she’d ever had with him. “I bet. Talking to him is calming to you both. You certainly look more relaxed anyway. You could read to him calmly, and he’d enjoy hearing your voice. It doesn’t matter what you say to him so long as it’s not loud or tense.” 

			She got up and then sat back down when Kelly began talking. “I can have his body exhumed as early as the day after tomorrow. It looks like the medical examiner wanted to have him cremated even before the autopsy was done on him. I’ll have to look into that. I don’t think they have the authority to make that decision. I could be wrong, but I don’t think that I am.” Neither did he. She was entirely too brilliant to not know the answer to that. “The only reason that he wasn’t was because the family was dead set against it. In fact, they had to obtain a court order from the law firm they all seem to have a part of to have him turn the body over to the funeral home immediately after the autopsy was finished. They opted not to have him embalmed either. More than likely, someone was thinking outside the box and thought that it might be a fishy death. Ah, it says that Hailey Croft, his daughter was the attorney that had it written out. She’s a smart cookie, that one. Sally, the sister, signed off as a witness.” More keys being clicked. “All right. The order is in to have him exhumed in two days. I’m assuming that they’ll want to be there.”

			“I’ll talk to them when we get off the phone here. Also, the other paperwork, the things that we actually need to finalize the estate, are not adding up either.” After telling him that she’d have someone with fresh eyes have a look at it, Kelly asked him what he’d been able to find out about Brian’s parents. “Plenty, actually. None of it makes any more sense than the other issue we’re all working on for the Crofts. There are a number of charge cards that are on the list of unpaid bills, but I can’t find an application for them. Some of them are for a different country even. I don’t see his parents having anything to do with some of these companies, either. His parents are very conservative, and these companies aren’t. I’m looking into those as well to see what they supposedly had purchased.” 

			“Let me have the name of the card companies, and I’ll have a look into them. Christ, this is fun. It’s adulting at its finest. I love my daughters, but it’s difficult to have a conversation with them. Like Banny, sometimes, they just stare at me like I’m unglued or something.” She laughed, and Caiti told her how she had just got to hold Nathan without him screaming. “I had that problem too. Banny, the know it all, told me I was too tense. I was born tense, I think.”

			They both laughed with her. While the two of them compared notes about having children, he looked over the rest of the paperwork that he’d been given by the Croft family. They were organized. He’d say that about them. But Ramon thought it had more to do with Hailey than any of them. Not that they were smart too, but Hailey seemed to be the one that held them all together. While Ramon had been a doctor most of the time, he’d been wandering the earth waiting on his Caiti. He’d been an attorney, too, at one point in his life. Just as he was going to put it aside, he saw something else on Brian’s parents’ paperwork.

			“The social security numbers aren’t on here. I mean, I’m reasonably sure that they have one. It would have been required at some point in their lives, I think, but there isn’t one on this application.” He looked through the other work he had. “None of them have one on them. And get this, I think that the signatures are all done by the same person. As in both the parents’ signatures have been written by the same hand.” 

			“Good to know. Fax them over to me if you can. Or I can pop in and get them. Whatever works for you.” He said that he’d pop into her office. “I was hoping you’d say that. I’m going to get started on this right now. Brian is working on things with his parents. I’ll give him a list of things that he can look into while he’s talking to them. I guess they’re wanting to move here to be closer to him. Did you know that he was thinking of moving here? I didn’t, but that’s fine. We’ll all be glad to have him around. I’ll add this to the list that I’m going to give him. This is going to hit the fan badly, I think. A shit storm of shit is going to be raining on someone’s head soon. I do hope that the person or persons doing this had all their paperwork filled out so that when they get their ass killed, it’ll all be done for their families. I’m going to get off here. Don’t forget to call the family.” 

			“I’ll do that right now.” She thanked him. “I’ll be there after I talk to them. If that’s all right.”

			“Yes. That’ll give me time to work on this new list.” Once the call was disconnected, he called the Croft home. Since he’d never spoken to them before, he told them his name and who he was working with and then asked who he was speaking to.

			“It’s Hailey Croft, attorney for the family. The others are here with me. Would you mind if I put you—will this upset my mom?” Ramon told her what he was going to ask. “Yes, that would upset her. Let me ask my family, and then I’ll call you back. The number that you called me on is the one I can reach you with, correct?” 

			“It is. It’s in my office where I’m currently working.” She told him she’d call him back in a few minutes. Ramon looked over the paperwork again while he was waiting. Just so that he’d have it all laid out while he spoke to her. When his phone rang, he picked it up without looking. “Slow down. Who is this again?”

			“Janice. Your supposed wife’s sister. When is she going to come here and bail me out.” He told her that she didn’t have a bail set and he wasn’t going to do it anyway. “Bullshit. I want out of here. They think I’m going to sit around here waiting for them to get their thumbs out of their ass before they release me. I want you to know that I’m going to kill your wife. You, too, if you give me any shit. Where is Caitlynne? I demand that you put her on the fucking phone right now.”

			Janice Watson and Sam Hansberry were the much older sister and brother to his mate, Caiti. On a mission to have Caiti give them money, they’d been kicked out of the hotel and sleeping in their car. Sam had decided that he didn’t want to die when Ramon showed him just how he was going to end up in a shallow grave. He had happily taken the money that had been offered to him and left the state. But Janice, for whatever reason, decided that she was going to get all the money that Caiti and he had, and nothing would happen to her. So far, she had been arrested and put in jail. With that, she was going to go to prison for all the things she’d done in the name of getting what she wanted.

			“Well, aren’t you pleasant to speak to? I’m sure you’ve been told that we’re immortal. So there won’t be anything that you can do to kill us, Janice. Not that you’re going to get the opportunity, but I thought that I’d put that out there again. For the fiftieth time, at least. Why don’t you just give it up? You’ll live longer if you do that.” She said that she didn’t care that there were laws stating that she couldn’t be killed by anyone. “Well, I guess it sucks to be you. Actually, I don’t care enough about you to even care if it sucks to be you or not. I’m hanging up now. You have the life that you deserve.”

			Almost as soon as he disconnected the call, his phone rang again. This time he was sure to look at the number and saw that it was the Croft phone. Answering the call with his name, he got some good information from Hailey.

			“My mom is all right with you giving us information. But if you could temper it a little, we’d all appreciate it.” He said that he could do that. “Thank you. Also, I’ve put in some paperwork this afternoon that gives you full access to all the computers in the office where we all work. Mostly I’m hoping that you can get to Dick weeds computer. Oh, sorry, Brown’s computer. He’s a Shithead.” He heard her mom telling her to be nice. “I was being nice. I didn’t call him a fucking bastard.”

			Laughter was all around, and he had to smile. After telling them what was going on with the exhumation, he explained what he’d been able to find out about the things that weren’t adding up on the autopsy report. 

			“Arsenic? Okay, I’m guessing that it wasn’t working fast enough for whoever murdered him. This is Alex. The oldest and only son of my parents.” He thanked him for telling him that. “Also, you should know that we would like to be there when they exhume dad. Hailey, you’ve been speaking to her the most demanded that he not be embalmed for this very reason. We knew her reasons for it. However, at the time, I don’t think any of us thought that dad had been murdered. Thankfully Hailey is the smart one in the family.”

			“That’s what we were thinking, that someone had been thinking well out of the norm for this sort of thing. Kelly, you’ve spoken to her as well. She is putting the paperwork through for the work to be done. She’s also looking into other things that we have on the fire on this end. But your case is high on her list of things that need her.” He started to mention about the bullet hole that he found in the back of their father’s head but decided that would be too much for their mother. He knew that it would be for most people. “There are some things too that I’d like for you to look into on your end if you have time. There are two insurance policies that look as if they were taken out about three months from when your father was killed. I’m having the insurance companies put things on hold for a little while. There are two different ones. I want them to tell me who the benefactor is. That will, more than anything, put a hold on the payout.”

			“Thank you for that, young man.” She then told him her name was Olivia, the mother. “My husband wasn’t perfect by any means, but he would have taken care of us when he passed. I have one policy here, too, that he and I took out after the children began to leave home. Not that we’re hurting for money, but it would have been like him to have made sure there was plenty to go around. I doubt very much he would have done anything like we’re finding out about having extra policies with someone else named as a benefactor. He would have, as I said, taken care of his family first and foremost.”

			“From the little bit that I’m finding out about him, I believe you’re right. He was, according to the things I’m finding, a smart man. Someone that I think I would have loved to have worked with and to have been friends with.” All of the people on the other end agreed with him. “I’ll let you get back to your family. I’ll give you a call when I have a time worked out for the work to get this taken care of about his exhumation. I have a computer wizard here that will find out what’s on the computer of Dick weed for you as well, Hailey.”

			“Great.” Hailey said her name again. “If you and your family would like to stay with us, that would be great. This is a huge house, and there is plenty of room for a dozen more people. I think my mom would love to have you here too. She’s been taking things pretty hard of late.”

			“Will you tell, I believe her name was Gracie, that I have a restraining order out on my ex-wife? Also, thank her for telling my sister to stay home for Hailey.” He said that he would. And when no other information was forth coming, he decided that he’d have to talk to Gracie. “Thank you for all your help, Mr. Burke. I didn’t know that my father’s policy information was sent with the things that you needed. But I’m glad that it was.”

			“You’re so very welcome.” After hanging up, he leaned back in his chair to think. Again, his phone rang, and it was the Croft number that came up. When no one said anything for several seconds, he was concerned. “Hello?”

			“It’s Hailey. I didn’t mean to send that along with the other paperwork that we gave to you. But as Alex said, I’m so happy I made that mistake. It’s hard here to not become emotionally involved when it concerns your parents. I’m sure that you can understand that.”

			“I can. And I’m glad to help. The paperwork that you sent us about my friend’s parents was enough to have us investigating all kinds of things. So I thank you for that. Without it, I don’t think we’d be nearly as close to getting this figured out as we are. And we’re still a long way from that.” She said it was a nice trade-off. “It is. Very much so. And I’ll get back to you about the time and the information about the exhumation. And I’ll see what the family wants to do and how many will be coming out. We usually do things in a mob sort of way.”

			She laughed, and he had to smile. Hailey had a wonderful laugh. When he hung up the phone, he took what he had over to Kelly. Ramon didn’t stay long, but he did look in on the babies. Yes, he thought, his son was much smarter and better looking than Banny’s daughters. Laughing, he went home and called the police department to have no more calls coming to his home from Janice. He was going to put an end to that shit now. All in all, he thought it was a very productive day.

			He’d figured out what was wrong with the autopsy and had settled things with the information with the Croft family. Going out there would be easy enough, he supposed, and if they got to be too much for them, he knew that finding a hotel would be easy enough. 

			Ramon did wonder what Gracie knew
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