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  About the Book


Two cases. One summer. Zero chance for relaxation. 
She wants to spend her vacation soaking up the sun, not swimming with sharks.
Becky Robinson’s first courtroom case is turning into a legal circus. A notorious thief claims he was hypnotized into committing the crime—an excuse so wild even Hollywood would reject it. But as Becky digs deeper, she uncovers a tangled web of deception that suggests he might actually be innocent. The real problem? Convincing a jury before it’s too late.
But just when she’s ready for a break, a sleepy coastal town serves up another mystery—this time with a side of apple turnovers. A local bookstore owner is convinced her baker ex-husband is trying to kill her. The town dismisses it as fiction—until a skeleton turns up covered in flour. Undercover at the bakery, Becky must separate the sweet from the sinister before the killer serves up another victim.
With summer heating up and suspects piling higher than a stack of pancakes, can Becky solve both cases before she’s toast?​

      [image: image-placeholder]Summer Vacation Murder is a bundle of two mysteries previously published in a summer spinoff series. If you are the type of reader who likes binging a series in chronological order, this is best read as book 9.

Hollywood Whodunit Series Order 

Book 1: Prime Time Murder

Book 2: Stand-In Murder

Book 3: Music City Murder

Book 4. Trap Door Murder

Book 5: Fool's Gold Murder

Book 6: Holly Jolly Murder

Book 7: Blue Suede Murder

Book 8: Family Reunion Murder

Book 9: Summer Vacation Murder

Book 10: Sunlight Swindler Murder

Book 11: Castle Island Murder

Book 12: Fixer-Upper Murder

Book 13: Hometown Murder

Book 14: Big Apple Murder

Book 15: Devil Wears Murder








  
  Part 1

A Hoax & a Hex
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  1
Reasonable Doubt


My heart hammered in my chest as the makeup woman applied blush to my ghostly cheeks. My hands slipped off the armrest, clammy and shaking. I tucked a wispy strand of hair behind my ear and managed to knot it in my dangly earring. 
“Ouch, ouch, ouch.” I struggled to remove the piece of jewelry without taking my hair or earlobe with it.
I sucked in a calming breath, chiding myself for the ridiculous display. I substituted for the Stealthy Suspicions podcast once before… but this was different. I knew about the opportunity ahead of time.
But my preparation tactics left plenty to be desired. I dozed off for about forty-five minutes the previous night and I arrived at the office with bags under my eyes, hyped up on a vat of coffee, and jittery from a sugar rush.
Knowing myself and my stressful tendency, I devised a foolproof plan. Logically I should have slept due to pure exhaustion – I walked my dog to the top of the Hollywood sign, played tennis, and went for a bike ride. I ended the day with over twenty thousand steps, sore feet, and extreme muscle pain. And yet, the second my head hit the pillow, I jolted awake.
Instead of counting sheep I ran through my talking points and envisioned snappy banter with the host. I devised a scenario leading to my discovery, big break, a box office sensation, and an Emmy. The daydream only stressed me more because how could anything live up to my wild imagination?
The job with the podcast started as an internship but my boss promised more. If all went well with today’s segment, I might become a permanent fixture on the show.
Dean Mancini allowed a bit of everything mystery-related on Stealthy Suspicions – true crime, books, movies, television, and local news. Anything was up for grabs if the fans showed interest.
On a whim, I pitched my idea for a segment about favorite TV detectives, never thinking he would go for it much less ask me to run the story.
Dean held his fists in a fighter’s stance and bounced like Rocky. “You ready to go, Pop Culture Connoisseur?”
I earned the nickname because of a borderline obsession. But as an aspiring actress turned amateur sleuth, I wore the title proudly. “Absolutely.”
“Are you sure?” His brown eyes narrowed. “You look like you’re about to lose your lunch.”
“Which is why I didn’t eat before coming.”
He patted my shoulder. “Hang tight. We’ll call you in after the half-hour break.”
“I’m nervous.”
“Don’t worry, we aren’t running the program live, unlike the special edition at Christmas.” Dean clapped his hands and grinned like a kid about to open his presents. “This will be awesome.”
The recording aspect provided a small comfort if… when I made a mistake or lost my place. I hoped I wouldn’t make too much of a nightmare for the editing team. They operated with a week turnaround to air, affording little wiggle room.

      [image: image-placeholder]The stress and nervousness vanished the moment I started talking about television. Like coming home after a particularly awful day, slipping into comfy slippers, and curling up with your dog.
“My intern, Becky Robinson is here with us today to discuss detectives on the small screen.” Dean adjusted his microphone. “Who are you going to start us out with?”
“Consultant programs like Monk, Castle, Bones, Numbers, and so many more took off like a rocket starting around 2005. They were so prolific in the industry, it led to copycats, poor imitations, and some spectacular shows.”
“Aren’t those dated?” The airhead cohost, Prissy, scrunched her nose. “Who cares about a show from forever ago?”
The comment knocked the wind from my lungs. My entire premise centered around discussing outdated television and movies.
“Streaming services might argue these old programs are more popular than ever,” Dean said. “And maybe I’m showing my age here, but I’m a nostalgic guy. If I like something, I still like it when it is unhip and no longer trending.”
“Which is the draw of classic detectives like Sherlock Holmes or Nancy Drew. New generations find them for the first time because their parents and grandparents are fans.”
“That’s the beauty of this show – mysteries never go out of fashion. We can talk about a fifty-year-old murder that was solved last week because of DNA evidence that didn’t exist at the time. But it almost makes crime solving too easy. Give me an old-fashioned Sam Spade in a gritty San Francisco office thumping away on a typewriter.”
I nodded and rolled with Dean’s point. “Right, you can live with the old tech of a VCR and a Rolodex if the mystery and the characters hold your interest. And personally, I love a period piece.”
“Now that you sold us on the fantastic premise, what are we discussing?”
“I want to start with a controversial debate based on an argument between me and my roommate. Which program about fake psychics is superior – Psych or The Mentalist?”
Dean’s mouth formed an O. “Edgy.”
“Now before I receive a hate mail flurry, I want to preface this with a statement – I love both shows. Their awesomeness is not in question. What is up for grabs is which show is better.”
“Can you give a quick synopsis of them for our audience?” Dean asked.
“Sure.” I shuffled through my notecards to make sure I stayed on track. “Psych follows Shawn Spencer a guy who never lived up to his full potential. A slacker. When he finds himself in trouble, he pretends to be a psychic to fool the authorities and prove his innocence of the crime. But the one-time trick leads to a position as a police consultant.”
“And Shawn must continue to act psychic?”
“Correct. And he can’t let the detectives know or he loses the first job he ever excelled at.”
“Sounds like an offensive concept to real mediums,” Prissy said.
Dean cut his eyes. “What about The Mentalist?”
“Patrick Jane makes his living as a psychic. He’s a flashy showman and brings in a lot of money for his act. But everything changes when he pushes the wrong buttons and a serial killer murders his wife and daughter. He uproots his life, admits to being a phony, and vows revenge. And along the way, he uses his gifts of perception and deception to help the police solve murders.”
“So, one guy is forced to pretend and the other is pushed to come clean.” Dean rubbed his chin. “Interesting. Aside from premise, what is different or similar?”
“Psych is a comedy first and the crime is almost incidental to the slapstick antics of the main characters. I also think it is entirely character driven. If you don’t like Shawn and Gus, you won’t continue to episode two.” I flipped to the next notecard. “Whereas The Mentalist is a police procedural with comedic elements. The production value of The Mentalist is top-notch and many episodes remind me of a Hitchcock movie as far as the direction.”
“It sounds to me like your vote is obvious.”
“I prefer Patrick Jane. I’m a sucker for a schemer and he’s a guy who can’t be told what to do.” I held up a finger. “That being said, these shows are crazy difficult to rate and compare. It comes down to preference and what tone you want to watch – darker with more mystery or fun, goofy antics.”
“Love it.” Dean straightened his notes. “Before we wrap up, I wanted to ask you about your other job. You moonlight at a genuine detective agency now, correct?”
I nodded, forgetting podcasts were almost entirely nonvisual aside from the YouTube feed. “Robinson Family Detective Agency.”
“The name alone is a story for another day but are you working on any interesting cases at the moment?”
“Most of our cases are confidential.”
“Come on there must be something you can tell us.”
I tapped my chin. “I’m sure many of the listeners heard about the priceless stolen art reappearing at auctions across the city. In fact, Dean talked about it on the podcast…”
“Right.”
“One of the detectives at the firm worked the case five years ago and the culprit was never apprehended.”
“He stopped pulling jobs?” Dean asked.
“Or went to prison or moved to another state. He stayed quiet until recently.”
“Recently? He’s active again?” Dean asked.
I cleared my throat. “I’m afraid so. Three private collections raided in the last few months fit the M.O.”
“Why is no one reporting on this?”
“The police aren’t making the connection to the old robberies. They think the art is reappearing because someone else found the stash. They don’t think it’s the same guy.”
“But you do?”
“My boss knows the case inside out and he is certain of the connection.”
“I didn’t expect this turn. Wow.” Dean’s eyes doubled in size. “What is the thief’s modus operandi?”
“He steals pieces from private collections and goes completely unnoticed. And he strikes during crowded events without leaving a trace.” I cleared my throat. “Until his last job.”
“What changed?”
“The security guard who tried to stop him is in a coma.”






  
  2
Chambers


One Week Later 
I cringed at the sound of my voice as the Stealthy Suspicions podcast ended. No matter how much I practiced, I never mastered the art of a newscaster's tone. “How bad was I?”
My best friend, Lois Vo, removed her headphones. “I can’t believe you used our disagreement as material for the show.”
I handed her the other earbud. “I made it clear I like both.”
“Ha.” She snorted. “You also made sure everyone would side with you.”
“My argument swayed you.”
Her mouth tilted into a minuscule grin. “Aside from that, you did a terrific job. Didn’t even let the airhead cohost throw you.”
Fellow detective Stephen Robinson slid his desk chair across the bullpen. “Are you conducting personal biz on the clock?”
I displayed an empty in/out bin. “No open cases, Stevie. Unless you’re looking for assistance on your court thing.”
He adjusted his square glasses. “Pass.”
Since we closed the sabotage/kidnapping with Uncle Vandy’s Snack Company, business slowed to a crawl. New assignments were few and far between, especially with our fearless leader’s fixation on the art theft.
“What kind of trial is he working on?” Lois asked.
I lifted a shoulder. “I only know the office scuttlebutt.”
“Why does no one involve me in the chitchat?” She narrowed her gaze. “And don’t give me the Robinson only mumbo jumbo.”
“Why don’t we ask Granny? She’s his desk buddy and she knows everyone’s business.”
“Good call.”
I waved across the converted seating area of Crocetti’s Pizzeria until Granny glanced up from her crochet. With a jerk of my neck, I motioned her over.
She eased to her feet, stretching her stiff muscles. “Why are you making my old bones schlep across the office?”
I offered her my chair. “Because we want to gossip about your neighbor.”
“Oh, that makes all the difference. What do you want to discuss?” She coiffed her pearly white hair. “His girlfriend dumping him at Target last week?”
“Teressa dumped him?” Lois asked. “For the coffee guy, right?”
“For someone who claims to be a detective, he’s quite clueless.” Granny shook her head. “The breakup is making him particularly snippy so mind your Ps and Qs around him.”
“I’m more interested in this trial of his. Is he actually trying it?”
“Goodness no.” Granny waved. “He is a terrible litigator, who never won a case. Why do you think he switched to the PI business?”
“What’s the deal then?” Lois asked.
Granny leaned in closer. “His old law school mentor asked for help. The accused robbed a jewelry store and killed someone.”
Lois’ brows raised. “Which side is Stephen on?”
“The defense,” I said. “Is the client innocent?”
“Who can ever say in these cases?” Granny’s sturdy shoulders shrugged. “The old, retired cop in me always assumes criminals are lying because they usually are. And I can’t tell you how many times I arrested somebody and pulled a gun or drugs from their pocket and they say ‘that’s not mine’. But who else put it there?”
Lois tapped a pen on her notepad. “There must be more to the case if the defense attorney hired a private investigator, right?”
“Happens in every proceeding to dig up dirt, find somebody, or present alternative suspects,” Granny said. “Doesn’t automatically make it interesting.”
Our undisputed leader, Ricardo, marched downstairs and clapped his hands. “Conference room, staff meeting.”
“Everybody?” Stephen’s glare landed on Lois. “Even the secretary?”
Ricardo buttoned his expensive, tailored suit. “She’s on the staff last I checked.”
“Don’t listen to old Stevie,” I whispered.
Lois smirked. “He can put me down all he wants but I handle payroll and guess who’s making the same amount as a receptionist? Mister I brought in two clients this month.”
“Really?” My lower lip curled. “Interesting.”
Lois’ complexion paled. “I shouldn’t tell you that. Pretend I didn’t.”
I zipped my mouth and took a seat in the half-finished conference room. “Are we safe to meet in here?” I pointed to the exposed wood beams where our contractor eliminated a wall to expand the pizzeria’s party room.
Ricardo followed my finger and smoothed his necktie. “Should be fine I espect. Lois, please take the minutes.”
“Sure thing, boss.” She spread a dozen colorful pens on the table and selected her weapon of choice.
Stephen raised his hand. “May I start the meeting by registering a complaint.”
“No, you may not.” Ricardo interlocked his fingers. “Where’s Jessy?”
“He’s working the accident reconstruction so he’s out of the office for most of the week,” I said.
“The what?” Ricardo rubbed his red, sleep-deprived eyes.
“Jessy is assisting an insurance company with an automobile collision.” Lois flipped through her notes. “They are restaging the scene to determine fault.”
“Should I call him?” I asked.
“No that won’t be necessary.” Ricardo opened his portfolio. “Let’s begin with our open cases. Granny?”
“I’m working on a financial matter for B&B Associates,” she said. “Significant petty cash is missing.”
“Ah yeah, I remember…”
“Don’t mind me, I’ll be just a second.” Our contractor, Denton Deardorff shimmied into the conference room hauling a gigantic piece of drywall. His partially attached kneepads created a thumping soundtrack with every step.
“Is your three-hour lunch over already?” Stephen asked.
“Funny guy.” Deardorff arrived on our doorsteps like a lost puppy, except he came looking for a closed pizza place. We hired him for the never-ending repairs. “Don’t stop on my account. I can work around you.”
“Becky, any luck bringing in cases?” Ricardo asked.
I zipped my head from the amusing distraction to the boss and my stomach sank to my toes. I didn’t realize I was supposed to. As the unlicensed team member, I assumed I would help the other detectives as needed. Since when did they expect me to pull my weight? I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried not to fidget. “Um, nothing yet.”
“Keep after it.” Ricardo twisted to Stephen. “What about you? Your court case starts when?”
“Opening statements are tomorrow but we technically began much earlier with voir dire. Jury selection.” Stephen removed his glasses and cleaned the lenses. “Everything is on schedule. Peabody is dropping by this afternoon to go over…”
A pounding hammer interrupted further explanation. Deardorff whistled while he worked, unaware the noise brought the meeting to a standstill. He twisted, sensing the eyes on his back. “Two more nails.”
“Make it quick,” Ricardo said.
Deardorff scrunched his stocky frame as he tiptoed to the door. “All done.”
Ricardo ran a hand through his styled black hair. “Are you making any progress on your defense?”
“We’re fine,” Stephen said.
Deardorff knocked on the doorframe. “Excuse me, I forgot my tape measure. Keep going, don’t mind me.”
“Your client is on the security feed holding up the jewelry store.” Ricardo flipped through his portfolio. “The prosecutor offered to deal on a felony homicide with your guy caught red-handed and you declined?”
“There are extenuating circumstances and the shooting happened in the alley, not covered by cameras.”
“What am I missin’?”
“This is my case,” Stephen said. “When we teamed up like a happy family you never mentioned micromanaging.”
Granny’s fingers froze on her knitting needle. “What you do reflects on us. We can’t afford to be the laughingstock of a high-profile case.”
“She’s right,” Ricardo agreed.
A buzzsaw roared in the kitchen. Lois scrambled to shut the door not realizing it was propped and not attached to the frame. The wood smacked the tile floor with an eardrum-shattering bang and dust filled the air. “Sorry.”
“What happened?” Deardorff hustled into the room with a jingling tool belt. “Oh yeah I forgot to tell you, the hinges rusted through and I need to replace them.”
“Thank you for the warning,” I said with a smile.
“I can hop over to the hardware store now and pick them up.”
Ricardo pinched his nose. “Please do.”
“Why is my case any more of an embarrassment than him?” Stephen asked. “Or this half-finished mess of a pizza office?”
“This place isn’t featured on Court TV,” Ricardo said. “Did your mentor decline because of the psychic angle?”
I sat straighter in my chair. “Psychic?”
“Hypnotist.” Stephen corrected. “Of course not. We are collecting solid evidence to support the client’s innocence.”
“Involving hypnosis?” I asked.
“That is one avenue we might explore but I am more interested in the idea someone faked the security footage.”
“So, your client is claiming someone hypnotized him into robbing the jewelry store and killing the victim?” I twisted my mouth. “We’ll certainly earn a reputation alright.”
“You’re the one blabbing confidential details about our art theft on a podcast.” Stephen pointed his finger. “How does that look?”
“Becky talked to me beforehand and I gave her the go-ahead,” Ricardo said.
“What?” Stephen twisted. “Why?”
“Because the police ignored our leads and are treating each robbery separately.” Ricardo leaned back in his chair. “They’re lost. Maybe some public pressure will encourage everyone to board the same train. I don’t want another security guard hurt or worse because we can’t catch the guy in time.”
Stephen’s face morphed from surprise to annoyance. “Doesn’t change the fact you’re focusing on my assignment when some people are doing nothing to bring in business.”
Lois raised her hand. “On that front may I make a suggestion?”
“Go for it,” Granny said. “Anything to break up the fights.”
“What if we filmed a commercial for the detective agency?”
“Too expensive.” Ricardo shook his head. “Our budget can’t handle major expenditures.”
“I’ll direct and produce using my equipment,” Lois said. “And Becky is an actress so she can…”
“She’s supposed to represent us all. No.” Stephen swiped his hands. “Terrible idea.”
“What about a family angle featuring everyone and the story of the flamingo?” Granny asked. “Something cute.”
“Detective agency and cute aren’t the most natural mix,” Ricardo said.
“Unless you’re writing a cozy mystery,” I said.
Lois tapped her pen to reign in the chatter. “Can I start running with the commercial idea?”
“We can discuss concepts more later.” Ricardo gestured to me. “I want to put Becky on the court case.”
“What? Why?” Stephen’s head fell to the table.
“Because she is more open minded. You can follow the tech angle while she investigates the hypnosis.”
“There’s no time to bring her on board,” Stephen said. “Opening statements are tomorrow.”
“I’m a quick learner.” I grinned. “Not to mention my thousands of hours of experience with lawyers.”
He twisted his head. “You worked at a firm?”
“Does Mason, Matlock, & McBeal count?” Steve-o didn’t appreciate my television reference. But between Perry Mason and the Practice, I knew plenty. “My mother is a defense attorney.”
Deardorff reappeared out of breath with his hands on his knees. “I found the hinges in my truck. I forgot I bought them.”
“Room is all yours.” Ricardo concluded the meeting and returned to his office.
At my desk, I discovered Jessy, our absent detective. “Your timing is impeccable.”
“Did I miss anything?”
Lois flipped the pages of her notebook. “I took the minutes, hold on.”
I placed a hand on her arm, preventing a full recap. “Same old, same old.”






  
  3
No Defense


Oscar Peabody strode into the office like a dapper lawyer from an old movie in his three-piece suit and a Panama hat. He slung his briefcase on Lois’ reception desk. “Are your calzones any good?” 
She followed his gaze to the menu still painted on the wall. “This isn’t Crocetti’s Pizzeria anymore…”
“Mr. Peabody, are you here to see Stephen Robinson?”
He removed his hat and scarf and handed them to me. “So, I am. We’re meeting for lunch.” He dropped a quarter in the hat. “Don’t lose those, Sweetheart. My granddaughter knitted it for me.” He checked the time on his gold pocket watch and navigated to Stephen’s desk.
I slid the items to Lois. “We should add a coat rack to the shopping list.”
“Who wears a scarf in this weather? It’s a thousand degrees out.”
I shrugged and followed the old guy.
“Professor, happy you found the place.” Stephen stood to shake his hand. “We can talk in the conference room.”
“Where’s our waiter? I want to order lemonade with lots of ice.”
“This isn’t a restaurant, Professor.” Stephen raised his voice as if shouting might help the situation.
Peabody’s dark eyes darted from the converted bullpen to the kitchen. “Could have fooled me.”
“We’re still under construction.” Stephen poked his head inside the conference room and whistled. “Scram Deardorff, I reserved the space for a meeting. And no interruptions because you forgot your hammer.”
“I can take a hint.” The contractor rubbed his prominent belly. “Time for lunch anyway.”
The lawyer rounded the table before selecting his seat. “Is she our waitress?”
“Mr. Peabody, I’m Becky Robinson. I’ll be assisting with research on the case.”
“Marvelous.” A smile spread across a face filled with character. “Glad you finally found yourself a wife, Stephen. She’s a keeper, I can tell.”
I covered a snort, not wanting to show my disdain.
“Her? No way.” Stephen swiped his hands, taking a different approach. “I can’t stand her.”
“The feeling is mutual.”
“Alright.” Peabody scratched his bushy eyebrow with the pad of his thumb. “Are you up to speed on the case, my dear?”
“Only the basics.”
The lawyer opened his briefcase and flipped through his files. “Truman Hobbs is being charged with felony murder for shooting and killing a customer during a jewelry store robbery. The state is perusing either first or second degree.”
“Why are they pursuing both? What’s the difference?”
“In California, felony murder isn’t automatically considered first degree, which carries the highest penalty. Second degree is applied if the jury rules the killing accidental.”
“The shooting occurring off-camera helps our case,” Stephen said.
“What is our defense?” I asked. “Aside from claiming hypnosis, what’s the legal basis?”
“Excellent question, Becca.” Mr. Peabody rotated in his chair. “Where’s your chalkboard?”
Stephen interrupted his mentor’s search. “Three standard defenses are – he didn’t commit the felony, he had no intent to kill, or he wasn’t a major participant in the crime.”
None sounded promising for our case. “Which are we arguing?”
The men exchanged glances as if they disagreed on the basic trial strategy. Peabody wrung his weathered hands. “Things are not as straightforward as my protégé implies. Extenuating circumstances is where we sway the jury.”
“Through the hypnosis angle?”
Stephen huffed. “We’re dead in the water if we lead with psychic mumbo jumbo. I found an individual who is willing to testify about faked security footage. He can’t say with any certainty it was but he’ll open the door for the possibility and plant reasonable doubt.”
“We don’t need to resort to a smarmy approach.” Peabody waved. “I always told my classes the truth is a winning strategy.”
“Unless the truth makes you sound like a loon,” Stephen mumbled under his breath.
“What do you need from me?”
“Finding a credible expert to testify about hypnosis is proving difficult,” Peabody said. “At this point, I’m simply looking for facts for my opening statement and cross-examination. Is it possible for a man in a trance to rob a jewelry store and accidentally kill a customer?”
“Okay.” I jotted a few notes. Where would I begin to research the hypnosis defense much less use it to prove the client’s innocence? “This might be a silly question, but why does Mr. Hobbs think he was hypnotized? Who has the motive or skills to frame him in this way?”
“I like the way you think, Bethany.” Peabody stroked his prominent chin. “Come to the courthouse tomorrow after opening statements and you can interview the client yourself.”
“You want me to come to court and talk to Hobbs?” I gulped hoping I better hid my skepticism in front of the killer… accused murderer.
“Professor, we still have time to shift our strategy to accidental death and go for second degree.” Stephen rubbed a hand through his messy hair. “Our claim of innocence isn’t strong enough to gamble with a man’s life.”
Peabody waved his hands. “It is far too late and the client wants his side of the story told.”
“I’m not sure he fully grasps the risk,” Stephen said. “If we ask the D.A.’s office, I’m certain the deal is still on the table.”
“They aren’t offering anything we would seriously consider.” Peabody tugged on the tails of his vest. “After my opening statement, they might change their tune.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Stephen muttered.
The lawyer checked the time. “If there is nothing else, I must prepare for tomorrow.” He patted my hand. “Welcome to the team, Bella.”
We walked him to the door and I twisted to Stephen. “Is he going to be ready in time?”
“He’s one of the top litigators to ever step foot in the courtroom.”
“Yeah, but he clearly lost his best fastball.”
“Sports metaphors mean nothing to me. What are you trying to say?” Stephen asked.
I licked my lips, choosing my words carefully. “The jury will need to be hypnotized if we expect them to bring back a not guilty verdict.”
“We’re not paying you for your legal opinion. Do your research and leave the rest to me.”
I plopped into my desk chair. “Is Hobbs innocent?”
“Not our job to ask those questions,” Stephen said. “We put on the best possible defense and ensure the state makes their case.”
Lawyer speak for the guy’s guilty. My stomach flopped, unsure how to process the news. I spent so much time catching murderers, did I want to participate in setting one free?






  
  4
Fruit of the Poisonous Tree


I paced into the kitchen with my heels clicking like a high-powered attorney. Lorelai brushed against my leg, eager for her special breakfast. “Okay, hold your horses.” I opened the fridge and sprinkled a dusting of parmesan on her dry dog food. A microscope would need to squint to identify the cheese but Lorelai dug in without a second glance. 
With a swift motion, I kicked off the noisy shoes and poured myself a cup of coffee. Between the stilettoes and the business suit, I felt like a little girl playing dress-up on Take Your Daughter to Work Day.
Lois leaned across the bar and extended her mug. “I’ll take a refill.”
“What woke you up so early?”
“I’m heading to the office to discuss our commercial. The staff is pitching ideas.”
“Sorry I’m missing it.” I added milk to her cup of joe. “Think you bit off more than you can chew with this suggestion?”
“No.” She shook her head. “What kind of director would I be if I let a difficult client discourage me?”
“Our coworkers possess an innate ability to suck the fun out of everything.”
“Is this in reference to your court case?”
“I guess.” I blew hair from my face. “Representing a guilty man is eating at my conscious. Not to mention, how am I supposed to help sway a jury when I can’t sway myself?”
Lois shrugged. “He might be innocent.”
“They caught the guy on camera robbing the jewelry store. He didn’t wear a mask. They found the gun in his apartment with his fingerprints. Perfect match according to ballistics.”
“Well yeah, the evidence isn’t great but perhaps the hypnosis thing isn’t so crazy?”
“Come on, Lo-Vo. We aren’t living in an episode of Supernatural. This is the real world.”
“Why would anyone come up with such a ridiculous defense unless it is true?”
“Because believe it or not, criminals lie. And some of them are bad at it.”
“Don’t patronize me. You’re being too closed-minded, like Stephen. I’m starting to notice the family resemblance.”
I gasped. “Take that back.”
“All I’m saying is talk to the client before snapping to judgment. Listen to Hobbs’ side of the story not his senile lawyer and the professor.”
“You’re right.” I winced as I chewed my Pop-Tart. Perhaps I shouldn’t eat breakfast.
“You look queasy.”
I clutched my stomach. “I feel queasy.”
“This should cheer you up.” Lois slid an envelope across the table. “Your bank statement, Grandma Snail Mail.”
“Oh joy.” I stretched for a knife and pretended I was a character on Downton Abbey wielding an expensive letter opener. “Fingers crossed they didn’t up the overdraft fees.”
“Is it too soon to ask Ricardo for a raise?”
I dropped the envelope and did a double take at the name. “I need to sit down.”
“What’s wrong? I thought you were kidding about the overdraft.”
“These interest rates I hear people talking about. What percentage should I expect?”
“From a bank?” Lois laughed. “One percent?”
“So, if my money increased by one thousand percent, I am to assume…”
“Stop beating around the bush.”
I handed her my statement. “Last week I had ninety-seven dollars to my name.”
“Ten grand?” Lois choked on her coffee. “What?”
“And eighty-three dollars.”
“You only spent fourteen last week? That doesn’t sound like you.”
“I also found a bonus twenty in my jacket.” I waved my hands. “Beside the point. Where did this windfall come from?”
“Your parents?”
“My dad collects coins from couch cushions at the library and my mom wants me to run out of money and come home.”
“Perhaps Ricardo gave you a bonus after the snack company case.” She spun to the mail. “And hopefully cut me a check too.”
“Guess again.” I shook my head. “Hey, perhaps my fairy godmother is making up for her long absence and I’m finally turning into Cinderella.”
“And you made fun of my theories?”
“This must be a mistake.”
Lois flicked her hand back and forth. “Don’t question it.”
“Of course, I will. I’m not this lucky.”
“What about your magician ex-boyfriend? Ten grand is nothing to him.”
“Boone Hitchcock?” I crossed my arms and considered the notion. When he visited L.A. a few months ago and stayed at our shabby apartment, he offered to give me money. I declined but he rarely took no for an answer when it came to helping friends. “An interesting theory but how is the cash in my personal bank account?”
“He’s a magician.” Lois enunciated the word. “Trickery is what he does for a living.”
My mouth tilted into a smile. “You’re right. This is typical Boone.” I stretched for my phone and dialed his number. When he didn’t answer, I left a voicemail. “At least we figured out where this mysterious money came from.”
“And now you can focus on the Hobbs case.”

      [image: image-placeholder]After my strange morning, I arrived at the courthouse a tad later than I expected. I tapped my foot as I braved the metal detector line. “Any day now.”
The woman in front of me moved in slow motion as she handed her ginormous purse to security. I sure knew how to pick them. When my turn came, something set off the metal detector. They pulled me out of line and waved me down with the wand.
“Do you have any weapons on you?” The guard asked. Or were they called bailiffs at the courthouse? No, only in court.
“Does a pen count?” I removed the blue Bic from my pocket. “Because it’s mightier than the sword.”
“You shouldn’t joke about carrying weapons.”
I gulped. “Yes sir.”
He jerked his head to the side, motioning me through. Was security always so tight at the courthouse or were they expecting trouble?
I wandered the halls for a few minutes until I found the proper courtroom. Despite my best tiptoe I couldn’t steal a peek through the tiny slat window in the door.
Someone from the other side thrust open the door and I sidestepped a broken nose in the nick of time. “Did they start yet?”
“Opening statements,” the friendly man grumbled.
I slunk inside and claimed a seat in the back row. I hugged my purse on my lap as I soaked in the surroundings. The bench, the jury box, the prosecution table, and the defense.
Oscar Peabody strolled from the witness stand to the jurors, stretching the awkward silence. The longer we waited without words the more uncomfortable and fidgety the crowd grew. The old professor lost his train of thought in the middle of his opening statement.
At a table to the left Stephen slouched, his posture giving away his mood. The jury surely picked up on his lack of confidence in his mentor and their case. Beside him, I spied Truman Hobbs. Even though I could only see the back of his neck, he radiated an intimidating presence.
A uniformed cop squeezed through the door and motioned for me to scoot over. “May I sit?”
“Sure.”
I slid across the bench and dumped my purse in the process. A water bottle tumbled out and bounced across the wood floor. All eyes twisted to the back row. My cheeks flamed and the jury pronounced me guilty on the spot.
The judge, an African American man in his late thirties, banged his gavel. “Hey, who let the marching band in my courtroom?”
The police officer stroked his shaved head and retrieved my bottle. “My fault, Your Honor.”
“Sorry,” I whispered as I shoved the water below the other junk in my purse.”
The judge’s eyes trailed from me to the cop. “Alright Sergeant. Warn us next time you want to lay down a beat.” He waved his gavel at the professor. “Please continue, Mr. Peabody.”
“Thank you, Your Honor.” He tucked his pocket watch inside the tiny slat in his pinstripe vest. “One-minute-thirty-seven seconds. Members of the jury, you must look at me and wonder, ‘what is this old man doing? Did he fall asleep on the job?’ Some days but not today. I wanted to demonstrate the length of silence. Ninety seconds sounds quick. We nuke dinner in the microwave for twice as long. But when silence stretches over twenty the mood shifts. We became awkward and uncomfortable. People started shifting in their seats and coughing to fill the void. An officer threw a water bottle to snap us out of it.”
Peabody gripped the railing of the jury box. “This experiment is intentional. Our silence is the exact amount of time missing from the security tape the prosecution alluded to a moment ago. The one where my client is supposedly caught red-handed.
“But what the lovely A.D.A. failed to mention is this odd stretch of time from when Mr. Hobbs left the jewelry store through the alley and when the victim, Mr. Snow, was fatally shot. Ninety-seven seconds. Forget the facts for a moment and think about that. Remember this demonstration when the prosecution brings up the tape again. Why did it take over a minute and a half to leave the scene of a crime?”
He shoved a hand in his pocket and paced across the courtroom. “For many of you in this room, this is your first trial. Your first criminal case. It is high profile and exciting, no doubt. I on the other hand am a few years removed from the status as a newbie. I know what to expect.
“The state will put up witnesses and physical evidence to try to tie my client to the crime. Some boring fella in glasses will tell you about how a particulate the size of my fingernail holds significant importance. And you’ll be wishing for those ninety-seven seconds of silence.
“But I won't bore you with an endless parade of experts like the state. We value your time as jurors and the last thing I want to do is put you to sleep with a high school science project PowerPoint. Which is not enjoyable for anyone.
“What I will show you is that Mr. Hobbs was not in his right mind on the day in question. He was unaware of what he was doing and has no conscious memory of the events. Like a man sleepwalking through life. Slow, calm, leisurely robbing a jewelry store.
“You might find this claim ridiculous and implausible. The officers who arrested Mr. Hobbs certainly did. But keep in mind while the state is putting their expert scientists in the chair that Mr. Hobbs was under hypnosis when he drove to the jewelry store. He was hypnotized when he asked the jeweler to open the safe. He was hypnotized when it took him a minute and a half to leave the shop. He didn't know what he was doing and we will provide proof that he didn't. Thank you.”
Peabody unbuttoned his blazer and returned to the defense table. Like watching a spectacular theater performance, I was compelled to stand and clap. Despite his demeanor in the pizzeria the day before, he shined in court.
But Stephen’s crossed arms and pulsing jaw muscle told me he didn’t agree.
The judge banged his gavel. “We’ll break for lunch and the prosecution will call their first witness when we return.”






  
  5
Mock Trial


I nudged my sandwich with a potato chip. The delivery came from a delicious deli I always wanted to try but my appetite vanished the second the bailiff locked us in a room with the killer… er client. 
My gaze traveled to the bickering lawyers – mentor and protégé. Stephen scraped a hand through his curly hair. “You blew our entire defense with your opening statement.”
“Never a positive sign when your attorneys duke it out over strategy,” Hobbs said.
“Uh-huh.” I gazed at my lunch. “They’ll work it out.”
“My boy, do you forget who’s first chair?” Peabody slapped his hat across his thigh. “This is my case and you’re here on invitation only.”
“Professor, you put Hobbs at the jewelry store and handed him over on a silver platter. Definitively. You gave the A.D.A. our guy at the scene. No proof necessary.”
“He’s on tape and his fingerprints are all over the store,” Peabody said. “Now if they parade their experts to say so, it is like beating a dead horse. We accept the obvious evidence and the prosecution appears to offer less testimony to his guilt.”
“What about my strategy?” Stephen asked. “The faked footage.”
“We aren’t leading with that,” Hobbs growled. “It’s cowardly.”
“Doesn’t matter now because it is off the table.” Stephen plopped into a chair. “We’re boxed in with a singular defense. A shaky one at that.”
Peabody straightened his necktie. “Mr. Hobbs, this





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/5b4a9338-ecdb-42dd-aaf3-85725793a2c7.png
Britt

=],iz7
Publishing





OEBPS/images/287a5e91-7daf-4398-aa4e-f680468d7d00.png
Summer Vacation

Murder

Hollywood Whodunit - Book 9

Brittany E. Brinegar





OEBPS/images/d83cdbb1-77ad-44ca-b3e1-f77247794957.png








